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… Philosophy as improvement of the soul is not a partial pursuit—as it would seem to be if it had been understood only as medicine of the mind—because the soul, the human soul, while being a part of the whole is yet in a way the whole.

—Session 15 of Strauss’s course on Plato’s Gorgias, March 10, 1957
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Preface

Strauss’s Apparent Silence on Science

Even though modern science has enormous practical and intellectual power, not every great modern thinker discusses it or its presuppositions. But as I argue in this study, Leo Strauss, contrary to first appearances, did. While it is understandable that Strauss is not known as a thinker who focused on modern natural science, a survey of his published and unpublished works shows a persistent concern with the philosophical preconditions of science, “even in the narrow sense of the term.” To uncover and interpret the views on science by one of the great thinkers of the last century—to let that thinker speak about the character of modern science, about the presuppositions of science as such, about the relation between human life, human nature, and the universe—is the aim of this book. I hope that work on Strauss’s understanding of science, of which my book can only be a small fragment, may stimulate to a rethinking of natural science, political philosophy, and their relation—a rethinking similar in richness, if not in substance, to that initiated by Nietzsche’s, Husserl’s, and Heidegger’s reflections on science.1

Strauss studied modern natural science seriously in some respects and less seriously in others. He studied it not in its specialized details, as would a modern physicist, but in its fundamental premises, or as a philosopher would and as a modern physicist might not. He studied as well its implications for human life, as a social scientist should. Even if there was little chance that Strauss would write a new equation regarding the behavior of protons, there is every reason to expect that we can learn from him how to begin to assess the science that has so shaped the way we moderns seek the truth and the way we live our lives. Can the new science, for example, boast an absolute understanding of the natural world, or does it rest on hypotheses2 that are beyond its purview? Can it prove that miracles—and a God of miracles—are impossible, or does it rest on the assumption that they are impossible? Surely the project associated with modern natural science has helped make our lives longer and more comfortable, but how should we rank these contributions as compared to other human aspirations, and how, should we weigh these contributions against the increasingly obvious risks that accompany them? Finally, if we assume or know that the science introduced by Bacon, Descartes, and Newton is the correct one for studying nature, how should we study human beings? On these questions, which are as much questions of modern science as questions about it, Strauss has much to offer.

Strauss made the most sustained and profound case in recent centuries for the return to the notion of philosophy as the attempt to acquire knowledge of the whole3 and yet, perhaps paradoxically, he did not leave much of a legacy by way of interpretations of Newton or Einstein, or Plato’s Timaeus and Parmenides.4 He wrote a commentary on Plato’s Laws and on its political-philosophic prequel the Minos, but not on the cosmological sequel, the Epinomis.5 But it is implausible to suggest that Strauss’s lack of overt attention to the classics of modern science or its latest achievements was due to a deficiency in intellectual power, though he did playfully call his friend Peter von Blanckenhagen a “mechanical genius” for successfully switching off a fan.6 One can mention, for example, that Strauss taught a private seminar on Hegel’s Science of Logic and on Heidegger’s What is Metaphysics?, the rigorous severity of which is testified to by Harry Jaffa and Victor Gourevitch.7 And even if Strauss’s occasional statements that he is a mere scholar, and not a philosopher, are to be taken seriously, this still does not explain why Strauss did not point more directly to the greatest scientists—nor to the greatest metaphysicians. Why might this be?

One reason may be that Strauss did not regard modern science as wise or even as in pursuit of wisdom. Science “has acquired supremacy” and “is the only authority in our age of which one can say that it enjoys universal recognition.” Yet this “science has no longer any essential connection with wisdom. It is a mere accident if a scientist, even a great scientist, happens to be a wise man politically or privately” (LAM 20). Therefore, “[a]s matters stand, we can expect more immediate help from the humanities rightly understood than from the sciences, from the spirit of perceptivity and delicacy than from the spirit of geometry” (LAM 24). But perhaps there is a more prosaic explanation. One could wonder whether Strauss and his life-long friend Jacob Klein had a kind of division of labor between them: Strauss would do the history of political philosophy and Klein would do the history of natural science.8 Yet Strauss seems to have disagreed with Klein about the true foundations of modernity: not Vieta or Descartes, but Machiavelli was the ultimate founder of modern philosophy.9 Certainly, if Strauss studied carefully the founding and the foundations of modern philosophy, may not one say that Strauss did study modern science in its deepest foundations? As one looks a little more closely at Strauss’s biography, one notes that while at the New School, Strauss taught consistently courses on the foundations of modern science, as well as more scientific and metaphysical topics: Hobbes’s and Descartes writing on science, Hume, Kant,10 not to mention courses on Aristotle’s cosmological psychology in De Anima and Plato’s ontological epistemology in the Theaetetus.11 (It is then not surprising that two of Strauss’s students from the New School, Richard Kennington and Howard White, studied intensively the founding and the foundations of modern science, Bacon, and Descartes.12) Moreover, while Strauss does not discuss modern science in its technical details, one could characterize much of his work as an engagement with modern social science, which is the attempted application of modern natural science to the human things. He showed that this application was unsuccessful. This is of course not enough of an argument since the application of modern science to the human things may have been a misapplication. But Strauss also had as one of his “specialties” the fundamental moral and metaphysical premises of modern science. He understood the deepest premises of Newton (and hence of Einstein) through a study of Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza, Nietzsche, and Heidegger. In addition, he studied Einstein and Infeld on their own terms and identified the source of their fatal wavering between the belief that they were unlocking the secrets of the universe and their modest view that they were merely constructing some heuristic mechanisms.13 Perhaps, then, one can make a good case that Strauss saw the foundations, and perplexities, of modern physics in Machiavelli.14

Even the absence in Strauss’s writings and seminars of specific references to what might be called scientific or fundamentally theoretical questions can be overstated. For example, Strauss repeatedly called attention in his courses to the work of the biologist Adolph Portmann whose thought he regarded as a kind of return to the Aristotelian approach to biology.15 More strikingly, Strauss offered in one seminar a commentary on the discussion of the meaning of nature in Aristotle’s Physics II.1—perhaps the foundational book of all science—a commentary Strauss seems to have undertaken, in part, in response to Heidegger.16 And to take another example that places theoretical questions at the heart of Strauss’s concerns, in what is often referred to, with some justification, as Strauss’s “autobiographical” preface—a piece that indeed begins in a more political vein—the confrontation with Heidegger’s (and Rosenzweig’s) “new thinking,” and the profoundly theoretical issues raised by it, play a central role. Strauss confronts the “unqualified empiricism” of the “new thinking” which “does not recognize any … Without or Beyond as a reality, but only as unreal forms, essences, or concepts which can never be more than objects, i.e. objects of mere thought.” Strauss appears sympathetic to this “experiencing philosophy” insofar as it aims to be truly concrete,17 to start with what is experienced (say, a tree here or there) rather than the non-experienced “presuppositions” of experience (say, the “ego” or “homogeneous infinite ‘space’ ”). The “new thinking” is a useful stimulus for thinking through the problem of knowledge insofar as it challenges “modern constructionist philosophy as well as … modern scientific empiricism,” in opposition to which it arose. On the basis of an analysis of what is primary or authoritative for the Jewish consciousness, however, Strauss favors the view that “the old thinking of Aristotle” might be more “empirical,” “more in harmony with the ‘given,’ than the unqualified empiricism” of the “new thinking.”18

To give another, more obscure and yet revealing example of Strauss’s confrontation with the foundations of science and the way this confrontation relates to his more familiar concerns, take the footnote in his Philosophy and Law in which he remarks that the “Enlightenment’s aim was the rehabilitation of the natural through the denial (or limitation) of the supernatural, but what it accomplished was the discovery of a new ‘natural’ foundation which, so far from being natural, is rather the residue, as it were, of the ‘supernatural’ ” (PL 135, n. 2). Strauss proceeds to discuss in the same footnote how ancient and medieval philosophy reached certain extreme conclusions, or understood “the extreme,” by starting from the typical; whereas modern philosophy started from, or took for granted, the extreme thus obstructing access to “the natural, the typical,” placing humans in a kind of second or unnatural cave and making the “historicization” of philosophy a welcome challenge as a way of taking a fresh look at the premises of the classical tradition. But what is remarkable is that in his handwritten marginalia to this note,19 Strauss provides a reference to Hobbes’s ambivalent attack on Euclid’s commonsensical, “typical” definition of a straight line, to Hyppolite Taine’s conception of sound perception on the basis of the study of (untypical) hallucination, to Koyré’s remark about modern physics’ attempted derivation of real (typical) motion from inertial motion, and two conflicting quotations from Henri Bergson about, on the one hand, the evolution of germs relying (as Strauss underscores) on the existence of (typical) developed organisms as a bridge between generations of germs and about, on the other hand, biological success, i.e., the species, as the ever imperfect exception.20 Machiavelli’s fine scalpel-wielding hand seems to unify these strikingly disparate examples: “Machiavelli effects his radical change in the understanding of political things by taking his bearings by the exception, by the extreme case” (WIPP 47; see also NRH 162). Thus all cases mentioned by Strauss in the marginalia illustrate “the hidden kinship between Machiavelli’s political science and the new natural science”—in mathematics, in physics, in psychology, in biology.

Nevertheless, uncovering Strauss’s less-visible reflections on the nature of science should not blind us to the meaning of his status as a political philosopher. His focus on the social sciences or the humanities remains striking and instructive.21 As he put it at the beginning of his “Why We Remain Jews” lecture, Strauss notes: “my specialty is (to use a very broad and nonspecialist name) social science rather than divinity.” I would suggest that this “restriction” has a deeper root. The problem of Strauss’s “narrowness” is as old as the problem of Socrates. It stems from the suggestion that the human or political things are the clue to all things, to the whole of nature, to the divine things.22 Strauss’s analysis of modern science as methodologically materialistic and metaphysically neutral (a coherent network of hypotheses23) and as self-avowedly mute on the human things, with modern science all the while implying in dogmatic ways various visions of excellence and the best society, is as relevant as ever to the scientific enterprise itself. Perhaps, like Socrates, Strauss “never ceased considering what each of the beings is silently ‘in the midst of his companions’ … even if he did not consider it ‘together with his companions.’ ”24 This peculiar approach of Strauss’s may have been what led (or misled) Strauss’s formidable teacher, Husserl, to say that Strauss was “no longer a philosopher.”25

At any rate, genuine knowledge of a fundamental question is much more scientific than indifference or blindness to it accompanied by vast knowledge of peripheral or ephemeral questions. Accordingly, I would suggest that just as Strauss occasionally remarks that he is the best friend of democracy by being its critic, one might say that he is an even more natural ally of modern science by being its critic and by supplying a fundamental Socratic reflection on the relation of science to the human good. Perhaps, then, Strauss’s way is like Farabi’s Plato’s way: it combines “the science and the art of Socrates” with “the science and the art of Timaeus.”26 Besides, and as I argue in the final chapter below, Strauss is not a simple critic of either modern science or of modern philosophers.27 For one, while “[s]ocial science, as the study of things human, cannot be based on modern science … it may judiciously use, in a strictly subordinate manner, both methods and results of modern science.”28 There are affinities between Strauss and thoughtful Christian critics of modern science such as G. K. Chesterton, Charles de Koninck, or C. S. Lewis, as well as between Strauss and Nietzsche29 or Heidegger, but Strauss is not as dismissive as either of these camps is of modern science. One might say that Strauss is too positivistic to be a historicist, and too historicist to be a positivist. At any rate, his distinctive path takes us deep into the difficulties of acquiring a genuine science of the whole and of oneself, and therefore, perhaps, further along toward overcoming those difficulties.

Questions Addressed by This Volume

In the pages that follow, I attempt to present, for the first time, if tentatively or speculatively, some of Strauss’s philosophy of nature, as well as his treatment of the questions “what is science?” and “why science?” The related questions I attempt to illuminate are: What is the knowledge that the philosopher seeks? Knowledge of the root causes of the whole or of the different natural kinds? And why do we want this theoretical knowledge? If philosophy is good for us ultimately because it helps us to achieve resignation and serenity in the face of our mortality,30 why do we need physics for this? If knowledge of natural necessity is somehow crucial for our capacity for resignation, how do we know that there are natural necessities at all if there is no knowledge of fundamental causes or rationally derivable order? And what is the relation between serenity as the aim of philosophy and the experience of delight in the growth of our understanding? And why would the experience of the growth of our understanding be so good or pleasant unless there were not some underlying good in possessing understanding? But what then is the good of possessing understanding, independent of growth? And how can it be good, especially if the understanding we possess must always be partial and therefore always also uncertain, always quite possibly wrong?31

These questions, in turn, can be placed within a more comprehensive framework. There are substantive “ontological” alternative possibilities underlying these questions that may be sketched as follows: (1) The Platonic-Aristotelian position: nature is materially and practically stingy (it does not give us what is good), but it provides theoretical guidance—it tells us what is good or indicates the natural human direction and end. The conquest of nature is a good idea practically, but it jeopardizes philosophical clarity since it obfuscates the theoretical guiding power of nature. The only genuine human fulfillment consists in philosophizing, not in accumulating control over nature. Aristotle recommends the virtue of moderation in the sense of accepting the unconquerability of chance. (2) The “Baconian” position, the modern doctrine: nature neither gives us what is good nor tells us what is good. It therefore needs to be conquered. But if nature does not tell us what is good, how do we know that it does not give us what is good? Perhaps nature indicates some basic truths about what is good (comfortable self-preservation). Yet if our main concern as humans is not with truth, if the need of the soul is not the need to know the world as it is, then we cannot know that our instincts about what is good (survival, peace, etc.) are sound. (3) Nietzsche and Heidegger, at the culmination of the modern development: the conquest of nature disoriented us and undermined nobility and happiness. But could the conquest of nature (modern technological science) have truly destroyed nobility or happiness unless nobility and happiness were illusions in the first place (of course, technology may affect the material conditions of nobility and happiness)? In this sense, modern science cannot be both true and bad; besides, if it is false, it cannot be all bad either. If it is true, it would not be destructive of genuine nobility and happiness since such would not exist. If it is false, then it is not truly destructive of nobility and happiness either (the true alternative—that there are natural human ends—would be left standing); it would be a powerful but ultimately unpersuasive false doctrine. Besides, if it is true and its anti-teleological cosmology and ontology are correct, then it would possess the solidity of truth and leave open the possibility of satisfaction through understanding.

The Plan of the Book

This book consists primarily in commentaries on selected parts of Strauss’s published and unpublished writings. Its structure of essays is as follows. The introduction is a comprehensive statement on the foundations of Strauss’s philosophizing and the relation of natural science to political philosophy in it. The section that comes after is concerned with the political and psychological preconditions to recovering “Socratic” science. The purpose of this section of the book is to prepare the way for the bringing together of being, soul, and logos32—a combination at the core of Strauss’s science. It includes a commentary on Strauss’s analysis of Carl Schmitt’s position, including a crucial reference to Plato’s Laws. Accordingly, the following chapter is devoted to explicating Strauss’s commentary on Book III of the Laws. The following section is devoted to the origin and nature of philosophy—a section one might think should come first and yet what is first for us is not first by nature; in Strauss’s view, political philosophy is “first philosophy”: there is no direct access to the beings or to nature, even to the nature of philosophy. I approach the issue of the origin and nature of philosophy by way of commenting on Strauss’s engagement with Kurt Riezler’s inadequate attempt at a comprehensive science. This discussion is deepened in my commentary on the explication of the origin and nature of philosophy in chapter 3 of Strauss’s Natural Right and History. These two chapters underline Strauss’s moderate but unswerving attention to the humble, modest foundations out of which radical insights can grow. The next section addresses the problem of knowledge in relation to revelation. It begins with Strauss’s penetrating X-ray of the skein of religious and philosophic strands in Wild’s soul, sediments of developments in the history of philosophy.33 It is followed by a brief discussion of the possibility of science as against the testimony of miracles in the thought of Hobbes, as read by Strauss, and by the discussion of the relation of philosophy to revelation in the thought of two other Strauss scholars. The next section is concerned with the foundations of modern science in Strauss’s understanding, beginning with a discussion of Strauss as a teacher in one of his most useful courses with respect to modern science, as well as with respect to the original meaning of philosophy, the 1962 Natural Right course. The book’s final chapter is a close analysis, related to the theme of Machiavelli’s possible transformation of the meaning of science, of the last six paragraphs of Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli. The book concludes with a sample of archival material in which Strauss considers Kant’s position on fundamental questions of knowledge. By laying out the structure of Strauss’s considerations on the relation of the “scientific” to the “nonscientific,” the book is above all an invitation to go further into the Strauss’s views on science; I hope it thus shows it is premature go “after” Strauss.34
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The interpretation of what Strauss means and thought will probably begin in, say, ten or fifteen years, and may take another fifty years before the issues become genuinely clear.

—Richard Kennington in a letter to Bradford Wilson, August 17, 1982


Introduction

The Relation between Political Philosophy and Natural Science

What is, according to Strauss, the relation between investigating practical and theoretical questions for the sake of living well and investigating human and natural-scientific matters for their own sake? I engage in this examination in an effort to understand Strauss’s claims that, “contrary to appearances, Socrates’ turn to the study of human things was based, not upon disregard of the divine or natural things, but upon a new approach to the understanding of all things”; or that, “we have learned from Socrates that the political things, or the human things, are the key to the understanding of all things”; or that “in its original form political philosophy broadly understood is the core of philosophy or rather ‘the first philosophy’ ”; or that, “the true knowledge of the souls, and hence of the soul, is the core of cosmology.”1 There is, to be sure, a powerful account that explains an important dimension of these statements in the following way. Political philosophy (and knowledge of the soul) should be understood as an investigation of justice and nobility, with a view to ascertaining that certain claims of divine experience, especially those resulting in beliefs in divine prohibitions, arise from questionable political convictions (see the last section of chapter 6 below). On this account, political philosophy is found to have a kinship with Marxism in purporting to show that certain religious beliefs are a kind of “super-structure” of false opinion, derivative from deeper tendencies in the human soul.2 I am not wholly unsympathetic to this account, but I do not treat in this introduction the issues raised by claims of divine revelation.3 I consider instead political philosophy as the precondition for seeing one’s situation clearly—and for seeing as much of the world as possible and as clearly as possible. I call attention to what might be called the therapeutic role of political philosophy can play in contributing to a sobriety and health of mind, understood above all as freedom from anxious self-contradiction and the need to hide from oneself, or as Strauss puts it, freedom from “self-contradiction and halfheartednesses,”4 and in contributing to the emotional health necessary for attaining the desired clarity. The question of the sane approach to the world would arise regardless of the presence or absence of a theological challenge to one’s rational understanding of the world. This is not to say that there will not be theological and other external challenges to that understanding. In fact, this is one reason, among several, why political philosophy will always be necessary. But one should not think that “philosophy proper” and “the reflection on the human or political meaning of philosophy” “belong to the same level.”5

I make two suggestions: (1) the legitimate arbiter of the nature of philosophy is the person who cares deeply about his life and about what is noble and good in his life, not the theoretical scientist as such.6 And yet (2) the best way of life, for those who can live it, is not characterized above all by asking the question, “what is my life about?” The best way of life, for those who can live it, is constituted above all by an engagement in the activity of understanding, of understanding our situation, of “understanding understanding,” of arriving at the sanest or soberest interpretation of the nature of the whole. This is not to deny that such theoretical activity is at its best when grounded in and defended by a solid understanding of the human things.7 In fact, one can go so far as to say that, “considering the relation of the questions ‘why philosophy?’ and ‘what is the right way of life?’ [. . .] one cannot become a philosopher without becoming engaged in ‘the scientific investigation concerning justice and the virtues’ ” (“Farabi’s Plato,” 366). And in some cases, it may even be exhausted by an anthropological understanding, e.g., for those who have no taste for cosmology or epistemology but are extraordinarily perceptive with respect to human beings.8 But, while theoretical activity is most likely9 initiated by the question “how should I live?,” it need not, and in the best cases naturally stops being, continuously motivated by that question. Rather, it gets “sidetracked” into, and enjoyably absorbed in, purely theoretical questions and observations. “[T]he science of beings is fundamentally distinguished from the science of the ways of life.”10

I have suggested that the best arbiter of the nature of philosophy is a man who treats human life, and its immediate and obvious problems, with passionate practical-minded seriousness. But treating life this way is apparently not an easy thing to do. Strauss praised Kurt Riezler’s “humanism” as being far superior to the prevailing alternative approaches to life for its rich articulation of an essential structure to human life and for thus making it possible to distinguish full from poor lives. But Strauss also severely criticized his contemporary: “Riezler does not begin at the true beginning of analysis, at the surface,” i.e., from “the perspective of the citizen or statesman.”11 And according to Strauss, “an intransigent return to the surface might be the indispensable condition for progress towards the center.”12

Let me grant then that a passionate concentration on one’s human cares is the only path to the best possible understanding of the world. But is the man who yearns deeply to understand his life, his situation, even interested in being an arbiter of how things are or of what philosophy is? At the beginning of his commentary on Xenophon’s Oeconomicus Strauss writes, “Socrates is said to have disregarded the whole of nature altogether in order to devote himself entirely to the study of ethical things. His reason seems to have been that while man is not necessarily in need of knowledge of the nature of all things, he must of necessity be concerned with how he should live individually and collectively.”13 But this impression is only provisional. In fact, the man who cares about his life and the rightness of his way of life does care about the world. He cares at least to the extent that he wants his loves, hates, and cherished convictions and experiences to be genuine or true.14 For one, certain (if not all human) experiences presuppose in crucial ways something about the whole. For example, the experience, as well as the genuine non-experience, of bad conscience depends on whether there is a higher power to whom we feel accountable. This is especially true of the traditional and common interpretation of bad conscience which includes as a central component the sense that by our actions we have invited punishment at the hands of just such a higher power.15 Moreover, the decent man may be assaulted by all kinds of theoretical challenges. He may indeed say that he does not want to bother with abstract and over-sophisticated theories; he may even be tempted to say that modern psychology, for example, is gibberish. But if he wishes to preserve his self-respect, he will at least wish to have some kind of theoretical defense against these theoretical challenges.16 As Strauss puts it, “prudence is always endangered by false doctrines about the whole of which man is a part, by false theoretical opinions; prudence is therefore always in need of defense against such theoretical opinions, and that defense is necessarily theoretical,” though “[t]he theory defending prudence … is misunderstood if it is taken to be the basis of prudence.17 The reasonable man should be able to defend his approach to, and way of life, in a consistent manner, as well as in a manner adequate to the purposes of his life.18 (To be sure, even the most intelligent prudent man will reach a point at which he could no longer profitably talk to some of his critics. But to that extent his critics would not be worth talking to. Strauss once wrote, “I have nothing to say to people who find it illegitimate that I look for common sense among intelligent and informed citizens rather than among unintelligent and uninformed ones.”19)

Political philosophy—understood as the study of distinctively human opinions and concerns—aims at bringing us clarity on questions about which we care deeply and emotionally, out of a practical and moral seriousness. Its goal is to help us live better. It asks “what is virtue?,” “how should we live?,” “what is the best regime?” It grows out of a natural depth of care accompanied by a natural alertness. To the extent that we are concerned with our lives, we want to get to the bottom of the human things. We care about whether love is possible, whether we can have justice, whether God will take care of us, whether death is the final word. Now, political philosophy can operate within a relatively self-contained horizon in addressing these questions—in clarifying and making consistent our opinions about them.20 It can help us go through life with a clearer vision; it can help us settle to our satisfaction issues of great concern to every normal human being.

The attempt to acquire knowledge of the foundations of one’s life, an effort to understand the principles or goals by which we live, an endeavor to understand our situation, is then necessary. As a result, it may become difficult to distinguish the desire to live well from the desire to know the truth. As Strauss puts it in a letter to Voegelin: “If one wants to use the Kierkegaardian expression [“existential”], one has to say that for Socrates-Plato, ‘existential’ and ‘theoretical’ are the same: insofar as I am serious and there are questions, I look for the ‘objective’ truth.”21 Nevertheless, from our present point of view, theoretical considerations appear important above all for practical reasons: they are useful for the discovery of the truth we need to lead our lives aright, for the defense of sound common sense against subversive, but unsound, theoretical attacks, for the clarification and refinement of the language we use to express our sound commonsense views. From this point of view, political philosophy is undoubtedly higher in rank and dignity than theoretical science.

Yet, in our efforts to examine or confirm the correctness of our given, prescientific awareness and to further our predetermined goals, we may well discover, if we did not know or at least feel that way already, and precisely as a result of our self-examination, that our truest goal is simply to understand—to understand without placing any demands or expectations on the world.22 It may turn out that we cannot recover (or retain) any “authoritative traditions in which we could trust.”23 The consequence would then be that “each of us here is compelled to find his bearings by his own powers” and that “[w]e have no comfort other than that inherent in this activity.”24 Two kinds of transformations would occur during the realization of this consequence: (1) we would see that we have misunderstood or been confused about the identity of our pre-given goals, of what we really want, and (2) we would see that what we really love most is thinking or understanding. If the latter is the case, then political philosophy, as the search for practical guidance, would be transcended, though not necessarily in favor of a full-blown theoretical philosophy, but in the pleasing (though mixed with sadness) awareness of one’s true situation; and the scope of this awareness perhaps does not have to go very far. Strauss characterized this condition as a “blend of firm delicacy and hard-won serenity,” as “serenity on the basis of resignation,” as “the peculiar serenity of the philosopher,” as “Socrates’ quiet and sober wisdom,” as the fulfillment of the possibility to “live untragically,” as being animated by a spirit that “may be described as serenity or sublime sobriety.”25

This transformation of our efforts and concerns may explain the fact I mentioned in my opening paragraph: that political philosophy may also serve in the defense of the sober contemplation and understanding of the world against challenges, such as that of religion. Political philosophy may do so by rendering radically extravagant claims about the world questionable, by supporting our thoughtful commonsense trust in the articulation of the given world, and by providing in this way a solid enough assurance that the life lived without divine guidance, or the life devoted to understanding, is the best or at least not a terrible mistake.26

One can of course say that political philosophy needs to defend theoretical philosophy not because theoretical philosophy is good in itself, but because political philosophy needs theory for its own purposes. But, again, might not the investigations of one’s situation for the sake of living well lead, in some cases, to the conclusion and conviction that awareness of one’s situation is good in itself, perhaps even the greatest good for man? In those cases, the best way of life would turn out to be the search for the best way of life.27 In order to avoid stating this conclusion in this paradoxical way, one can say that in the course of looking for the best way of life one can discover that progress in understanding is the most intrinsically satisfying activity. This activity includes the search for permanent intelligible necessities, as well as grappling with issues such as the nature of time, space, matter, language, and mathematics, but it would also consist, perhaps above all, in the theoretical contemplation of one’s true limits, one’s comprehensive situation in light of one’s understanding of the world.

This possibility is already evident in the fact that even the cursory examination of the human things can have a contemplative element. Most of us seem to be naturally fascinated by human things more than by scientific questions. The human questions are interesting to us—and not simply on account of moral seriousness.28 While perhaps ultimately not more interesting than the scientific questions, they at the very least bring an additional or different fascination to life. Admittedly, this element does not yet have the compelling power of a genuinely theoretical interest. It resembles curiosity more than love of truth. But this fascination can grow into a serious theoretical engagement. Political philosophy, in that sense, can be seen as the science of an important and revealing part of the world; it can be seen as a theoretical-contemplative activity in its own right. It is a kind of natural-theoretical science. Indeed, if it turns out that “man is the microcosm,”29 the study of man may even lead to greater progress in the understanding of nature than natural science narrowly understood. I should concede here that, according to Strauss, the assumption that man is the microcosm is not necessary “in order to be a philosopher, as is shown by Democritus and other pre-Socratics, to say nothing of the moderns.”30 But that’s not to say that those who philosophize primarily about the human things are not also philosophers. And despite what Strauss says about Democritus, it might still be the case that lovers of truth who bypass the stage of political philosophy, understood as the persistent investigation of the human soul, would suffer from intellectual deficiencies as a result of their inattentiveness to the role the human mind (and the passions and expectations of the human soul) plays in the constitution of the world, as well as from a deficient understanding of the human part of the world.31

Understanding for the sake of understanding, then, may be the greatest human good; it may fulfill the deepest need of soul, and may be the most pleasant and delightful activity a healthy human being can engage in—though, again, a pleasure mixed with the inevitable disappointments of some of one’s other longings, including the longing for perfect knowledge. This will be the case if our interest in the whole—fueled by remarkable energy and passion for theory—is the deepest thing in us, however obstructed or buried this deepest thing may be. I will discuss below the problem of proving theoretically that this passion is indeed the deepest thing in us, and suggest that Strauss’s ultimate answer is that we cannot know this fact with theoretical rigor, but that it can be experientially confirmed. This is the positive meaning of the term “subjective certainty.”32 Even if this were true, however, the question would still remain whether the life of someone who has uncovered this deepest thing in himself will be, by that very fact, satisfying or full enough. This experience of what philosophy is entails and requires a kind of single-mindedness and the sacrifice of otherwise pleasant distinctively human activities (together with some of the distinctively human pleasant illusions).33 Strauss playfully wrote that “one can call it [the single-mindedness discerned in him by Löwith] a natural one-sidedness, if not narrow-mindedness.”34

In the remainder of this introduction, I present two passages that shed further light on the theme of the introduction and in a way of the book as a whole: the relation between our human interest in human questions (questions about love, death, nobility, justice, God), an interest motivated by the need to know how we should live, and the apparently more disinterested, yet exceedingly alive and passionate, activity of investigating and observing the world and our place in it.

The first is from the lecture series on “The Problem of Socrates” Strauss delivered in the late 1950s.35 Strauss suggests that “[t]he political is indeed not the highest, but it is the first, because it is the most urgent.” “It is related to philosophy as continence is related to virtue proper. It is the foundation, the indispensable condition” (164). This seems to reduce political philosophy to the status of a mere foundation or condition. Strauss makes it clear that Socrates’ exclusive concern with “human and political things” is a mere appearance created by the “popular presentation of his activity.” In fact, he never stopped investigating what each of the beings is.36 But in what way is political philosophy the foundation of philosophy proper? In a related passage, Strauss provides the richest account of this issue that I know of: “The human or political things are indeed the clue to all things, to the whole of nature, since [1] they are the link or bond between the highest and the lowest, or [2] since man is a microcosm, or [3] since the human or political things and their corollaries are the form in which the highest principles first come to sight, or [4] since the false estimate of human things is a fundamental and primary error. Philosophy is primarily political philosophy because [5] philosophy is the ascent from the most obvious, the most massive, the most urgent, to what is highest in dignity. Philosophy is primarily political philosophy because [6] political philosophy is required for protecting the inner sanctum of philosophy” (177–78).

Unfolding the subtleties and various dimensions of political philosophy pointed to in Strauss’s extraordinary statement will require several chapters. Here, I would single out one cardinal insight: the discovery, or rather the sober noticing and acceptance, of “noetic heterogeneity” [diversity perceived in and through the mind].37 I am encouraged in making this assertion by the fact that just on the previous page Strauss engages in a separate explanation of the crucial character of the human things and lists an apparently seventh feature of that character: “… one comes to see that the Xenophontic Socrates did not limit himself to the study of the human things but was concerned, as every other philosopher, with the whole—only he thought that the human things are the clue to the whole. For Xenophon’s Socrates, as well as for the Platonic Socrates, the key for the understanding of the whole is the fact that the whole is characterized by what I shall call noetic heterogeneity” (ibid. 163). In what follows it looks as if Strauss uses this heterogeneity to vindicate the politic, civic-minded life: “… there is an essential difference between the common good and the private or sectional good” and hence “Socrates was the first philosopher who did justice to the claim of the political.” Yet, Strauss hastens to add, “[t]his means that he [Socrates] also realized the limitations of that claim. Hence he distinguished between two ways of life, the political life, and the one which transcends the political life and which is highest.” The discovery of “noetic heterogeneity represents the vindication of what one would call common sense” and it further “means that there cannot be a single total experience of being, whether that experience is understood mystically or romantically” (171).

Let me grant that this is indeed the greatest contribution of political philosophy, though it is not fully clear to me why political philosophy or the study of the human things gets credited with this insight.38 How does this insight become the foundation of philosophy?

The vindication of common sense means that there are obvious “essential” differences between, say, humans and animals, as well as between different kinds of human beings. There are qualities, characteristic features and needs, that different beings have. These differential qualities are, for as long as they last, “essential” in the sense that any attempt to undermine them will be presupposing them.39 As a result, we can confidently take our bearings by them in living the best life possible for us according to nature. But the discovery of noetic heterogeneity also means that the good, and even, in particular, the human good, is minted in small coin. What then becomes possible and necessary for each serious individual is to discover his own true needs and to see whether and how the world—the world as visible to him and the reasonable observers he converses with—can satisfy them. Though this is not the last word, it seems to me that Strauss had a kind of “subjective certainty” that it is possible to live well, according to nature, as a philosopher. (It is unclear to me that any of his contemporaries were able to share fully Strauss’s conviction in this respect.40)

In order to examine further the transition from the concern with the right way of life to the concern with understanding oneself and one’s place in the whole, I would like to call attention to a revealing passage in a letter from Strauss to Löwith on March 12, 1970.41 The letter is a reaction to Löwith’s “The Nature of Man and the World of Nature: for Heidegger’s 80th birthday.”42 Löwith’s piece is critical of Heidegger for Heidegger’s neglect of nature and of the role of the natural-organic-bodily human experience.43 Strauss, as he often does and sometimes apparently to his own surprise,44 takes Heidegger’s side. Strauss finds Heidegger’s doubts about the naturalness of human beings more compelling that Löwith’s defense of human beings as natural beings.45 Strauss finds that Löwith’s account of human nature does not provide guidance as to the question pos bioteon [how should one live?]. As a result, Heidegger’s analytic of existence, appropriately understood and modified,46 is to be preferred. Strauss, however, believes he does have an answer to Heidegger. The answer begins with the question of how one should live. Strauss writes that Löwith “implies the ancient solution when he speaks of man’s concern with the whole.” But the whole is not our primary or first concern: our primary or first interest is in living rightly (or living well). These primary questions can lead us, however, to a realization of the fact that eudaimonia [happiness] lies in theoria (admittedly, a “theoria” soberly understood). Our final goal is “simply”47 to understand our situation, but in order to realize that this is our final goal, we must begin by seriously examining our ordinary goals (concern for justice and love, e.g.), ordinary goals in the light of which the suggestion that all we want is to understand would seem laughable. Yet the initial seriousness of pos bioteon is crucial for the philosopher’s coming to understand the characteristic features and needs of his own soul or being. Once one has come to the rock of this self-knowledge, the claim that there is no stable human nature loses much of its challenging character. To be sure, the view that one is on the right track would have to be supported by numerous examinations of others and by a confirmation that none of them is doing much better while on a completely different track, and in particular a track in principle available to the provisionally self-certain philosopher as well.48

This solution to the human problem, the problem of happiness—and Strauss was confident that it was a solution49—may sound to some like the all-too-modern slogan “whatever works for me.” But the gulf between the two understandings is vast. The modern evasion “whatever works for me” is motivated by laziness and cowardice and, moreover, it does not reach a satisfying resolution for itself. Nevertheless, I admit that there’s something odd in claiming that a kind of “subjective certainty” is the foundation of the philosophic life. This may seem close to saying that the philosophic life is a matter of taste, a quirk. Strauss’s treatment of “subjective certainty” in On Tyranny can help dispel that impression.

First, there is evidence, and evidence one can be pleasantly aware of, that one is on the right track, that nature somehow supports one in one’s endeavor (in a kind of teleology for the philosopher50) when one makes progress in understanding. “No man can be simply wise; therefore, not wisdom, but progress toward wisdom is the highest good for man. Wisdom cannot be separated from self-knowledge; therefore, progress toward wisdom will be accompanied by awareness of that progress. And that awareness is necessarily pleasant. The whole—the progress and the awareness of it—is both the best and the most pleasant thing for man. … For what else is the pleasant consciousness of one’s progress in wisdom or virtue but one’s reasonable and deserved satisfaction with, and even admiration of, oneself.”51 And one might add, progress in this sense is necessarily available—if only progress in coming to realize, and coming to grips with, one’s own limits. All that is required, though this requires a lot, is self-understanding: Strauss cites here a passage in Spinoza’s Ethics: “self-approval is the felicity arising from a man’s contemplation of himself and his own power of action.”52 That may be the reason why Strauss seems to enjoy Heidegger’s withering challenges. Perhaps Strauss possessed a “subjective certainty” which he knew these challenges could not undermine. Heidegger’s claim was not that the fundamental questions have changed but that there’s radical uncertainty as to the availability of the insights into those questions. Once in possession of those insights, however, one can reasonably hope to continue to possess them, and to be and move in the world in their light, for as long as one lives and is healthy.

Second, having been challenged by Kojève that these “subjective certainties” are nothing but “prejudices,”53 Strauss’s initial response is that indeed “the philosopher ceases to be a philosopher at the moment at which the ‘subjective certainty’ of a solution becomes stronger than his awareness of the problematic character of that solution”: “the sectarian is born.”54 But his last word on this issue in his “Restatement” affirms the reasonableness of the philosopher’s self-satisfaction and self-admiration (while granting that “subjective certainty” crudely understood is deficient): “One of the pleasures accompanying the quest for truth comes from the awareness of progress in that quest [again, this need not mean that the quest has to uncover pleasant or humanly encouraging truths]. Xenophon goes so far as to speak of the self-admiration of the philosopher. The self-admiration or self-satisfaction does not have to be confirmed by the admiration of others in order to be reasonable. If the philosopher, trying to remedy the deficiency of ‘subjective certainty,’ engages in conversation with others and observes again and again that his interlocutors, as they themselves are forced to admit, involve themselves in self-contradictions or unable to give any account of their questionable contentions, he will be reasonably confirmed in his estimate of himself without necessarily finding a single soul who admires him.”55

The foundation of this conclusion, it seems to me, lies in the distinction between love and admiration as presented in “The Two Ways of Life” chapter of On Tyranny.56 Strauss writes, “The desire for praise and admiration as distinguished and divorced from the desire for love is the natural foundation for the predominance of the desire for one’s own perfection”—which may be why Strauss is using “love” here in a sense sharply distinct from love of glory, for example: “Desire for ‘inextinguishable fame,’ as distinguished from desire for love, enables a man to liberate himself from the shackles of the Here and Now.”57 Perhaps surprisingly, Strauss seems to indicate that the greatest “humanly possible” self-sufficiency is rooted not in the desire for love, but in the desire for admiration: “The desire for praise and admiration as distinguished and divorced from the desire for love is the natural foundation for the predominance of the desire for one’s own perfection.”58 The difference between love and admiration is reflected in the difference between “Cyrus’s temperance” which is “combined with inability or unwillingness to look at the beautiful or to admire it” and “Socrates’ temperance” which is “the foundation for his ability and willingness to look at the beautiful and to admire it.”59 One might raise the objection that sometimes people “love” their ruler in the sense of admiring him from afar. But is not this kind of “love” most often a case of the vulgar mistake of believing that one’s benefactor is by that very fact a good man?60 And does this not amount again to the point that “love has no criterion of its relevance outside itself”?61 Professions of love are not trustworthy owing to an “almost inevitable self-deception.”62 They usually conceal thoughtless love of gain. Hence Strauss insists on retaining Xenophon’s apparently redundant use of “believe” in Oeconomicus ch. XX.29:63 most people believe they love what they believe they are benefitting from. Admiration, absent the eagerness and heat of love, consists—given the fulfillment of other prerequisites—in the detection of excellence. One will then strive to imitate and possess it in oneself to the extent possible without worshipping the person with the admirable qualities or expecting something from that person. The ultimate form of the admiring and the admirable would perhaps be the mature philosopher who has the toughness, relentlessness, self-awareness that amount to the maximum human greatness and he is pleasantly conscious of that.64 It may seem surprising that the desire for admiration is placed in such proximity to love of truth. But, as Strauss provisonally reformulates Kojève in “Restatement,” “[i]t is practically impossible to say whether the primary motive of the philosopher is the desire for admiration or the desire for the pleasures deriving from understanding.” In fact “[t]he very distinction has no practical meaning unless we gratuitously assume that there is an omniscient God who demands from men a pure heart.”65

If this account is sensible, it should serve as an adequate response to the objection that the philosopher’s life is a mere matter of taste. But what happened to the concern with the whole? And would not the life of philosophy be somehow hollow if it only consisted in the self-certain feeling that one’s condition is the best possible? And where would the progress, and the pleasant awareness of progress, be? As I noted above, Strauss calls attention to the fact that Socrates never stopped investigating all the beings. In other words, Socrates must have thought that a reasonably broad and deep access to the nature of the world is open to those who do not deny themselves the available evidence. Socrates regarded the commonsense view of the nature of the world as ultimately unassailable.66 The healthy soul—the soul free from unsound hopes and confusions—is the part of the world that can see the world well; it is in that sense that it is a microcosm.67 By reflecting on ourselves, we see that the mind plays a partial role in the constitution of the world—it completes the world68—but this is not to say that the world that appears to us is not the true world, or at least that we have any good reason to accept alternative accounts of the character of the world. The Socratic examinations of extravagant claims about the true world, claims that cannot be traced back, step-by-step, to a sensible starting point, reinforce the wise man’s commonsense trust of the world. This is not to say that other beings (e.g., dogs or aliens) do not see the world differently; but the sane interpretation of this supposed fact is merely that no being can know the world exhaustively or comprehensively, not that it’s not the same world manifesting itself in somewhat different ways to different beings, i.e., these perspectives are likely to be compatible and combinable, not contradictory to each other or mutually exclusive.69 Based on this vindication of cosmology or ontology as consisting in reflection on and clarification of the perception of the world by a sane observer,70 one can make considerable progress. To begin with, some of the basic cosmological insights Socrates appears to have arrived at are these: there is a finite number of beings, some things are changeable, some are not, and some things do, while others do not, come into being and perish;71 other, more advanced conclusions would concern, e.g., the nature of time (that it is inseparable from soul or mind since the past and the future can exist only in a soul or mind). All this does not mean—in fact, it precisely denies—that the deepest mysteriousness of things would not remain, that we are ignorant about the ultimate roots of things.72

It seems then that even if political philosophy is ultimately only the foundation of philosophy, or self-awareness, proper, it appears to remain indispensable for the philosopher throughout the course of his life. For one, there are always theoretically insoluble challenges and a response to them can always receive support from a dialectical examination of the persons who make those challenges. Moreover, the insights73 the philosopher gains about human beings through human-political philosophizing are fascinating, useful, and pleasant, and he would need political philosophy to help him refresh them, adapt them, and hold them fixed in his mind.


PART I

POLITICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PRECONDITIONS FOR RECOVERING SOCRATIC SCIENCE

 

 

… does modern natural science etc. not presuppose a more fundamental and deeper awareness? Do you reject entirely your phenomenological past?

… man kann physis nicht verstehen, wenn man nicht zugleich nomos versteht [one cannot understand nature if one does not at the same time understand convention]

—Strauss, from letters to Karl Löwith (1964, 1967)


1

The Rediscovery of Socratic Dialectic

Strauss on Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political

The following is an interpretive presentation of Strauss’s comments on Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political.1 The presentation is made experimentally from Strauss’s point of view in order to dramatize the interrogation that allowed Strauss to reach a reasonable resolution on a fundamental matter. The clearest succinct statement of that approach is Strauss’s psychological account of the root of Weber’s mistaken, because dogmatic, position that all “value conflicts” are insoluble: “Weber postulated the insolubility of all value conflicts, because his soul craved a universe in which failure, that bastard of forceful sinning accompanied by still more forceful faith, instead of felicity and serenity, was to be the mark of human nobility” (WIPP 23).

The core issue in Strauss’s comments concerns Schmitt’s effort to deny the liberal, relativist suppression of the fundamental question of the right way to live. Partly for rhetorical reasons, partly for more fundamental ones, Strauss judges that Schmitt could not offer a clear path out of relativism. Strauss’s engagement with Schmitt allowed, “not entirely by accident,” Strauss to confirm that it would be “unwise to say farewell to reason” and, at the same time, that a return to premodern philosophy is possible (SCR 31).

An Introduction to Schmitt’s Concern

Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political is devoted to the question of “the order of the human things” (cf. paragraphs 29, 33, 34). This question is, in turn, nearly identical with the question of the “state.” Since in the “present age” the identification of the state with the very order of the human things has become questionable, it is necessary to get to the bottom of the meaning of the state. In this way, Schmitt arrives at “the political.” Schmitt’s assertion about the primacy of the political, even before an investigation into the nature of the political (if it has a nature), is puzzling since, according to Schmitt’s general principle of understanding, all concepts and ideas are “pluralistic and are to be understood only in terms of their concrete political existence, “tied to a concrete situation,” out of a concrete opposition. This proves to be a persistent problem for Schmitt’s final position. But, at the outset, granting for the moment that the very idea of the political is polemical and historical, we should inquire about the concrete present-day opponent of the political.2

This opponent proves to be liberalism, “the age of neutralizations and depoliticizations,” the three-century old conscious effort to establish rational social relations by rejecting the political. Since liberalism has presumably failed, one cannot help thinking of its opposite as an alternative. But how has liberalism failed? It has not eliminated the political but has only concealed it. It has thus killed not the political but understanding of, or sincerity about, the political. The political must first be brought out of concealment. Liberalism has failed because, while at its best it is extraordinarily consistent in its system of thought, its politics or action necessarily belies the thought—perhaps because that action is directed to a necessarily political goal. This failure of the liberal system to cohere with liberal practice makes it necessary to introduce a system more consistent with the political, one that recognizes the political openly. Despite this inconsistency between liberal theory and practice, however, Schmitt appears to attribute a great theoretical strength to liberalism: so why could it not in principle become consistent in practice? Critics of liberalism are thus reluctant to reject liberalism altogether. This is the basic difficulty of interpreting Schmitt as well. He seems compelled to make use of elements of liberal thought, at least in the presentation of his views (cf. paragraphs 30–32). Aware of this problem, Schmitt has the modesty to say that his discussion is a mere starting point. This already distinguishes him from the complacency of the prevailing view.3

Schmitt’s Definition and Recognition of the Political

Schmitt is overtly unwilling to provide an exhaustive definition of the political. Indeed, he treats the essence of the political as the specificum of the political—what is distinctive of it, not what is essential. But Strauss indicates that Schmitt’s reluctance to speak of the essence of the political is not due to a historicist bias against definitions of essences, but to a recognition of the extraordinary contemporary bias toward thinking of that essence as a form of “culture” (as opposed to nature; cf. paragraph 10 and especially paragraph 31). Schmitt, then, far from being a simple relativist or historicist, is initially reluctant to offer a definition of the political (even a relatively formal definition of it, such as “an activity whose ultimate distinction is friend-enemy”) primarily because he is afraid that the political thus defined would get swallowed up as one more “interesting” cultural sphere (cf. paragraph 27): his argument will not be taken seriously. Instead, Schmitt intends first to question “culture” as the all-encompassing human phenomenon.4

It may appear on occasion that Schmitt succumbs to the prevailing notion of culture which separates human life into separate spheres with their own “autonomy”: no authoritative judgment can be passed on the various activities occurring within those spheres (cf. paragraph 9). But in fact it is clear that Schmitt rejects this notion of culture since, in the case of “the aesthetic” for example, he speaks of a path from “the metaphysical” to “the moral” that traverses human life (thus rejecting the notion of the beautiful or ugly free from moral and metaphysical considerations). Moreover, the aesthetic experience is an instance of the universal economization of spiritual life. The observation of this interpenetration goes against the prevailing notion of culture in denying the aesthetic its independence (unless, of course, liberal culture means nothing but an empty name by “the aesthetic,” in which case the latter could well incorporate similarly empty ideas of morality, metaphysics, economics, etc.) This shows that Schmitt, at the very least, proposes a new idea of culture whose parts are interconnected.5

Schmitt, however, goes further. While refraining from giving a substantive and exhaustive definition of the political, he does identify the ultimate distinction of the political: friend-enemy. He then argues for the primacy of the enemy pole. Only insofar as one has an enemy does one look for friends, and not even so much friends as allies.6 The great effect of having an enemy is due to the extreme possibility of being killed. This concern affects man’s life as a whole and makes the political authoritative, at least in the sense that it affects powerfully and fatefully all other “spheres” of human life. Schmitt thus succeeds in questioning the autonomy of each sphere of culture. But Schmitt also initiates, at least implicitly, a questioning of the sovereignty of culture itself as a free creation of the human spirit (contrast, however, paragraph 2). It is Strauss who makes it clear that—whether nature is understood as an enemy or as a benefactress—culture means the cultivation of nature. In particular, culture is the cultivation of human nature. Everything depends then on an examination of human nature, an examination which Schmitt (despite his interest in “the order of the human things”) apparently does not undertake adequately, even though he does not forget the need for such an examination the way the proponents of freely created culture do (later liberal opponents of Hobbes7). What is required is an investigation of man in his natural state and in particular, since man is a social animal, man in his relations to others in the natural state. To put it another way, what is required is the specification of the subject matter over or about which men fight (cf. paragraph 28).8

Hobbes, for whom culture is opposed to (and not the cultivation of) nature, views the state of nature as the state of war. Schmitt understands this as not requiring actual fighting but only the possibility of fighting. This extreme possibility, according to Schmitt, is also fundamentally determinative of the status of man. Hobbes’s status of nature, however, is fundamentally different from Schmitt’s since it lacks alliances—a fight between groups. But this denial of group fighting is merely polemical on Hobbes’s part, intended to urge the abandonment of the state of nature altogether. Hobbes’s intention—to abandon the natural and the political (fighting among individuals and groups)—is what Schmitt fundamentally opposes. It may appear, to be sure, that Hobbes does not deny Schmitt’s idea of the political since Hobbes appears to allow for fighting among groups or nations. Yet the direction of Hobbes’s thought is to eliminate the readiness to die for one’s group: Hobbes allows for the justice of deserting a battle. In Hobbes’s idea of civilization war will eventually become a thing of the past. The natural evil of man will have been suppressed and forgotten. Hobbes is the founder of liberalism and, as such, is more aware of the enemy of liberalism—the natural evil of man (understood as innocent evil, however: cf. paragraph 26). The later defenders of liberalism are meant to be more superficial, naively believing in the natural goodness of man and oblivious to the deepest experiences of man. Schmitt is the mirror image of Hobbes. Hobbes had attempted to suppress or remedy the danger and exposedness of human nature. Schmitt, in a world informed by the partial success of Hobbes’s effort, attempts to recover that original dangerousness.9

The Problem of Schmitt’s Recognition of the Political

Schmitt’s recognition of the political as fundamental is such that it prevents him from saying whether the political is desirable or detestable. This is not because of a commitment to value-neutrality (the natural-scientific neutrality of the forgetful latter-days liberals: paragraph 14), but because the political fact—the possibility of physical killing—cannot be evaluated, justified, or condemned (though perhaps condemning it is somehow more possible than justifying it). On the surface, Schmitt proclaims that all normativities ring hollow in the face of this brutal and brute fact (contrast paragraph 31). Schmitt’s version of the political (totalities of individuals fighting) is not only possible but actual. Schmitt does not wish to make a claim as to whether a fully depoliticized state is possible; he restricts himself to calling the idea that this prospect is at hand a “dishonest fiction.” But if Schmitt is simply stating an empirical fact, he cannot exclude the possibility that the political will be eliminated altogether in the future, especially since there is a powerful striving to eliminate war. And if it could, with what right can he point to it as the fundamental fact or otherwise affirm it? Schmitt is not without an answer to this objection. He asserts, not quite yet that the political is given in human nature, but that it is an ineliminable feature of human life. It appears to be ineliminable because the only way to eliminate war is to wage a comprehensive war against war: this is dishonest and, perhaps more importantly, self-contradictory. The result of such a virulent war is likely to be an increase in inhumanity. But “inhumanity” should be taken literally: with the disappearance of war, man will no longer be man. It is not impossible to eliminate the political simply, then, but it is instead the case that such an elimination will come at the price of eliminating humanity. Schmitt does not leave it at a statement of an apparent contradiction or hypocrisy. He faces the question of human nature and, in particular, the question of whether man is ultimately evil in the sense of dangerous. That man is a dangerous being is the ultimate presupposition of the recognition of the political. This, however, is not Schmitt’s final or deepest view. In fact, his deepest view goes against his statement about the inescapability of the political nature of man. Schmitt admits that his view on the dangerousness of man is an assumption, an act of faith. The political nature of man is in fact threatened, uncertain, and if so, it cannot be genuinely inescapable. This raises the question of why Schmitt affirms the political.10

The Reason for Schmitt’s Affirmation of the Political

Since Schmitt sees the political—human dangerousness, the possibility of physical killing—as a brute, amoral, unjustifiable, and uncondemnable fact, his affirmation of the political cannot be political; that is, it cannot proceed out of Schmitt’s own human-animal dangerousness. It is, in fact, “normative,” an “ought,” a moral longing and attachment. An attachment to warlike morals appears to be Schmitt’s ultimate justification for affirming the dangerousness of man.11

Yet Schmitt certainly makes it difficult to ascribe to him this particular moral basis or even a moral basis altogether. (Perhaps the question of Strauss’s comments is why Schmitt conceals or half-conceals, even to himself, the moral character of his greatest concern.) He does not praise the morality of war but considers the issue of war and peace from the point of view of the debate between anarchism and authoritarianism. Authoritarianism, in turn, is not an end in itself for Schmitt, but depends on the natural dangerousness of man and hence his need to be dominated. It does not appear, then, that Schmitt prizes authoritarianism (or what has been called decisionism) above all else. He only does so because he sees man as naturally dangerous. And, as we have already seen, Schmitt at least presents this dangerousness as amoral or trans-moral. But if dangerousness has this animal-like character, why should we preserve it and, should it prove important to preserve, what guarantees that it will be preserved? It is very hard to see why innocent animal evil cannot in principle be corrected, tamed, channeled. In fact, “good,” in the Hobbesian sense, is an aspect or a modification of such natural “evil.” In order to be fundamentally different from Hobbes and liberalism, Schmitt needs to understand evil as moral baseness, as rooted in a disobedience to a primary duty. But strikingly he insists on understanding evil apparently the way Hobbes does (cf. paragraph 29). Something prevents Schmitt from arguing for the foundation necessary for the position he wants to hold (paragraphs 25–26; cf. paragraphs 30–35). Is this a tactical or rhetorical move on his part or is it a genuine confusion in him?

Schmitt has made it clear that he does not know that politics cannot be abolished, that man cannot be domesticated. So it is likewise clear, therefore, that he abhors the elimination of man’s dangerousness, rather than simply registering the ineradicable character of that dangerousness. But what is the basis of Schmitt’s abhorrence? It would have been simple to say that an apolitical world would conceal from man his profound sinfulness while also being an expression of it. But as we saw, Schmitt does not go that far. What he suggests instead is that the liberal, peaceful, depoliticized world will be sickeningly interesting and entertaining: sickening because it would interest and entertain only half-men unworthy of being called human. But what makes one worthy of being called human? It is being passionately and seriously interested in what is right. What lends seriousness to life and makes disagreements a life-and-death struggle is the devotion to the question of what is right. To pursue what is right with such intensity is to embrace moral seriousness and reject the primacy of the technological pursuit of agreement, peace, security, fun, money, and so on. It is not the political (conflict with the possibility of death) that Schmitt means to defend, but seriousness about what is right, about “meaning,” which seriousness may well lead to a deadly battle. It is not that such serious disagreement is ineradicable (contrast Plato’s Euthyphro 7b–d), though the hidden or acknowledged dominance of a moral position may in fact be ineliminable. Rather, such disagreement lends dignity to the human being and thus it ought to be preserved.12

We are now in a position to see the much greater divergence between Hobbes and Schmitt. It is not the case that Hobbes and Schmitt agree about the character of man’s natural dangerousness while Hobbes wants to eliminate the dangerousness and Schmitt wants to preserve it. There is indeed a way in which both Hobbes and Schmitt see a certain benefit to that dangerousness: Hobbes channels it toward the ideal of civilization while Schmitt identifies it with human seriousness, dignity, worth. But, as is evident in their different understandings of this “benefit,” Hobbes and Schmitt see the character of the dangerousness fundamentally differently. Schmitt sees what he himself calls amoral, animal-like dangerousness as wholeness, humility, dignity. Natural “evil” proves for Schmitt to be the highest good for man: this “evil” is practically equivalent to taking the issue of the suprahuman standards of right seriously. To be sure, in pointing in this direction, Schmitt seems to come close to equating human greatness with the mere recognition of some kind of higher standard, not with living up to it. And, indeed, Schmitt’s position bears in this way a superficial resemblance to that of the latter-day liberals who naively believe in the natural goodness of man (cf. paragraph 13). But for Schmitt goodness is rooted in the acknowledgment of a standard of right higher than man, a standard of which man falls short, not in gentleness or peaceableness.13

But if this is Schmitt’s deepest view, why doesn’t he make it more explicit? It may be possible that Schmitt is simply modest about making the claim that human life should be oriented by such a suprahuman standard. But why would he go so far as to deny explicitly—apparently falsely—that his defense of the political is ultimately in the service of morality? An initial explanation may be that Schmitt is so impressed with the contemporary version of morality, namely, humanitarian morality, that for him the name and even idea of morality has been tainted. This is hardly sufficient, however, since it is obvious that Schmitt issues a moral judgment against moral pacifism. What is more likely the case, then, is that Schmitt—familiar as he is with Hobbes’s attack on the primacy of obligation and with the widespread if shallow acceptance in the individualist-liberal society of the results of Hobbes’s attack—realizes that he would be ill-served if he argued to contemporary readers on the basis of obligation. For that reason, he appeals to necessity, deliberately blurring the difference between his recognition of politics as inescapable and his affirmation of politics as rooted in moral seriousness.14

Schmitt’s strategic affirmation of the political as such, apparently free from moral judgment, cannot have been his last word against liberalism since he realizes that such affirmation is only superficially “serious.” Pure decisionism or pure authoritarianism shares with liberalism an indifference to the content of the fight, to the issue of who is right. The defense of political intensity and decisiveness is therefore only Schmitt’s first step against liberalism. Ultimately, he sees liberalism as a morality and a faith of its own—the technological, activist faith in this-worldly salvation. And he pits against liberalism another spirit or another faith whose name is apparently unknown or whose name Schmitt will not mention in The Concept of the Political. It is the moral issue, the issue of what is right, not “the political,” that is truly inescapable. Even if the spirit of technology and liberalism wins out and “depoliticizes” the world, this would amount to a victory of a certain understanding of what is right.15 (To that extent, even Hobbes’s attack on duty is rooted in an understanding of what is right. Hobbes was able to found liberalism because he operated in a horizon outside of liberalism, one in which duty could still be taken seriously as truly primary, and then examined and questioned: see paragraph 35.)

The core of Schmitt’s thought is indeed transliberal. And his specific concerns are non-historicist, guided as they are by a notion of human purity and wholeness. But his thought is muddled by a liberal presupposition. This is the presupposition of historicism, which is related to liberalism since liberalism denies the possibility of reaching a right, final answer to the question of how to live. It appears that, as a result, Schmitt’s idea of a dignified, whole, serious human life is unnecessarily vague. It short-shrifts the definite Christian notion of sinfulness; it is open to political misinterpretation and misappropriation; and, most importantly, it is insufficiently helpful to those who truly want to understand and practice what is right. At the same time, it should be recalled that Schmitt presents his discussion as a mere starting point.16

Conclusion

Schmitt’s moral seriousness pushes him toward overcoming the obliviousness to the fundamental questions that liberalism tends to promote. This seriousness requires of him to look for an eternal standard. At the same time, however, Schmitt is affected by the presuppositions of the historicist corollary of liberalism.17 And, if in a certain way (Christian) faith has a kinship with historicism,18 perhaps the very character of his moral concern and its pointing to a basis in faith works against a rational effort to arrive at such an eternal standard. Strauss’s refutative examination of Schmitt is modeled on the Athenian Stranger’s examination of Cleinias and Megillus in the first book of Plato’s Laws. Only after this logical-psychological analysis has been completed, can the Stranger proceed to offer, in book III, a rational account of the origin and limits of the city and thus also a genealogical account of the now-shown-to-be-confused beliefs of his interlocutors. In the next chapter, therefore, I outline Strauss’s interpretation of that fundamental book of the Laws.
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The “Fundamental Political Predicament”

Strauss on Plato’s Laws, Book III

Those who desire to know the Laws form a different class from those who cannot bear the toil of study and of meditation; the desire of those who have the velleity to know the Laws, while they cannot bear the toil of study and meditation, turns necessarily into aversion, since knowledge of the Laws cannot be acquired without the toil of study and meditation.

The Laws is not a book of whose content one can merely take cognizance without undergoing a change, or which one can merely use for inspiring himself with noble feelings.

—Strauss, “How Farabi Read Plato’s Laws,” WIPP 137–38, 144

The following is an account of an important chapter of Strauss’s The Argument and the Action of Plato’s Laws,1 his commentary on Book III of the Laws, Plato’s “political work par excellence” which reveals the character of classical political philosophy with “the greatest clarity.”2 This chapter in Strauss’s book articulates the fundamental tensions and conditions of politics, following a discussion of the nature, goals, and origin of lawgiving, the city, and the regime, and leading to the legislative program launched in Book IV. The chapter indicates how Strauss reads Plato’s book on legislation as providing an “antidote” to hopes from legislation, as well as to excessive expectations from political education and prudence. With Strauss as a guide, one sees that Plato is at least as aware as Machiavelli was of the amoral conditions of, and threats to, virtue and of the power of chance, while expecting less than Machiavelli did from the efforts to conquer chance. At the same time, Strauss’s interpretation shows that the limits of prudence, the problems of power, and the increase of vice, are in a way coincident with the possibility of philosophy.

Picturesque but Radically Imperfect Origins

Strauss begins by indicating that in the first two books of the Laws, “we have learned” the ends of legislation and their natural order (the virtues), but this knowledge is insufficient for guiding a legislator3—the virtues may transcend the city but they cannot be understood properly without considering the city. The Platonic text says that the origin of the regime (politeia) is being sought (676a), but Strauss notes that the discussion in Book III concerns also the origin of the city or rather of cities (681a1). Books I and II are on the goals of the political life while Book III is on the genesis of political regime. In Book III, the aim of law is no longer education, let alone “all of virtue,” but is devoted to a fact-based “gymnastics” in which the divine origin of legislation is discounted and the natural origin and character of the human situation are discussed. The Laws’ commonly noted but often trivially interpreted “realism” is given its most solid foundation in Book III.

Strauss notes that the consideration of the genesis of cities with which Book III begins is meant to help one avoid “misconceiv[ing] the context within which political life is possible or, more precisely, the condition or limitation of political life.”4 Even more radically, Strauss adds that such a consideration is necessary since the city is “essentially a derivative phenomenon, derivative from man, proceeding from man.” This does not yet have to mean reducing the goals of the city to its originating necessities: say, economic and military necessity (necessities of survival). As Strauss says elsewhere, one would be right “that the factor of novelty does not exist in human history … if, in seeking the origin or the cause or the ‘out of which’ of a thing, one implicitly asserts that the effect cannot differ from the cause” (LAM 39). And even if one says that the hoped-for purpose of law is peace or virtue, but the origin of law is war, this does not yet have to mean that war as a goal of legislator is fully rehabilitated after it was rejected as such a purpose in Book I (cf. Parens, Metaphysics as Rhetoric, 72–74). Yet the stranger does say that his inquiry into the cause of the regime will be made from the same vast perspective from which one can see the progression of cities toward virtue and vice together (676a; 678a; there is no unambiguous progress and the imperfect beginnings still circumscribe the character of the end). This theoretical perspective is wider than that necessary for political action; nature is infinitely older than the oldest founding poetic myths (891c and 892c) and the interlocutors are not the type to get excited about the discovery of nature.

Since we are looking for the birth of the regime, we are apt to recall that the stranger had tied the end of the regime to death and burial; Strauss calls attention to 801e7–8 in addition to 632c1. And since death is also the end of the individual, Strauss notes that the beginning of an individual life is a “state of initial madness.” Will the beginning of political life, Strauss asks, (in the first of ten questions he poses in this chapter) also be “characterized by complete irrationality?” This is only a question at this stage, but if it is a question even about the beginning of political life, what is one to think of the beginnings of human, pre-political life? If one looks at the beginnings, as the stranger does, in the light “of the grievous defects of human life we as know it,” the beginnings “appear to be rather good”: a kind of simplicity and no war. Indeed, to imply that the beginnings are good conforms with “the belief, which suffuses the conversation of the three old men, that the good is the old and hence the best is the oldest.”5 However, because the stranger tries to give a natural rather than a mythical account (677a: ancient logoi rather than mythoi; 688e), he also intimates the “great shortcomings of that beginning.” The stranger needs to give a somewhat sugarcoated account of the human condition in order not to discourage his interlocutors’ legislation by a harsh description of the fundamental obstacles it faces. The result is a mixture. Book III provides an account of imperfect beginnings and hence implicitly denies “original sin,” but without resorting to a purely asocial state of nature since, in Plato’s account, human beings are always under influence of previous cities’ laws or pieties. At any rate, Strauss does not specify these great shortcomings. It is hard to see the earliest stage as so defective just because it is the starting point for the increase of both virtue and vice. Strauss says that “then” (or therefore) at the beginning men were neither virtuous nor vicious. Apparently, he does not regard “naïve simplicity” or credulity (679c) as a virtue. Or could it be that the absence of vice, as well as of more sophisticated virtue, is considered a great shortcoming by Strauss?6 Strauss will soon say that there is no philosophy during the early history. But for the stranger to have indicated any shortcomings more openly would have risked disappointing the interlocutors even more, who are already puzzled by a return to an antiquity more ancient than even Minos, let alone Lycurgus. The “traditional speeches about beginnings contain some truth,” however, since one can learn about destructions of the past. Strauss points out that the stranger does not say these destructions may have been acts of divine punishment. One may indeed see an argument for superhuman providence in the fact the human race has not been completely eliminated,7 but Strauss says the choice of a flood as a means of destruction is “somewhat arbitrary” and that the “flood” can be convincing—can be “put to good use” in the conversation—perhaps because it has the character of a cleansing and thus would suggest to the interlocutors, if falsely, the original presence of divine intervention.

If not providence, at least the presence of virtue, at the early stage is now allowed as Strauss acknowledges that the early men are indeed characterized as virtuous in the text.8 Was Strauss denying earlier in his own name any genuineness to virtue that is not connected with philosophy? “[T]heir goodness did not proceed from knowledge.” Strauss interprets a passage on 677c as saying that early men “lacked wisdom in every form” whereas the stranger speaks more vaguely of “some other wisdom” (sophia hetera tis) having been lost and more specifically that “no one knew [epistato] how to suspect a falsehood on account of wisdom, as they now do, but in holding [nomizontes] the things said about gods and men as true they lived in conformity with them” (679c; using Benardete’s more literal translation9). Instead of wisdom, early man had simple-mindedness. The general “slowness” of early man, Strauss suggests, may be deduced from the amazingly quick changes that occurred after the Persian War. Strauss contrasts the beginning described here with the age of Kronos of the Statesman (272b8–c5) where philosophy is possible. A connection is made between the arts and philosophy.10 But even without the problem of the impossibility of philosophy at that stage, Strauss notes the stranger’s explanation of the early men’s goodness makes that goodness accidental and unreliable. It depended on the destruction of arts and tools (including weapons) and on relative freedom from poverty. What is more, Strauss says he “must add” on his own that during a long period preceding the one the stranger is discussing “some men might perhaps have been in dire need and hence … compelled to fight with one another over scanty food.”

However harsh the original condition may have been, Strauss now calls attention to the stranger saying that what he has said about the early men and what is still to follow from it is said “for the purpose of making us understand why they needed law and who their lawgiver is” (679e–680a). The early men, however, did not yet need a lawgiver and writing had not yet been recovered to enable them to have written laws. Did they not need laws or could they not have laws? As Strauss puts it, “they lived in obedience to customs and so-called ancestral laws.” Even without legislation, theirs was already a kind of “regime,” the kind called dynasty and ascribed by Homer to the Cyclopes. The Spartan Megillus, who has been silent for a very long time, intervenes here to make the connection between Homer’s Cyclopes and savagery; the stranger does not contradict the Spartan. Elsewhere, in commenting on 781e–782, Strauss draws the conclusion that in the absence of agriculture animals eat one another, which he finds confirmed by the reference to Cyclopes as the first regime. As for whether the Cyclopes [in Homer] ate each other, Strauss remarks they may have been too hard to kill and maybe not too tasty (Lecture 23.1 of a 1971 course on the Laws at St. John’s College.) Written law is seen as less fundamental than the regime. The stranger turns to the regime, to rulers, to effective powers while downplaying law (676c: every city has been ruled by every type of regime, that is, no law has stability one might hope for). Partly because every claim to rule is partly unjust and all dissatisfactions with a ruling claim are only partly just, force thus begins to play a bigger role in the account. Hence dynasty is “the most just of all” monarchies: as Strauss explains shortly, the most just kingdom of all is the one in which there is no demos, that is, where the ingredient of bodily strength as a political claim is absent. These families, Strauss remarks, “form, as it were, natural herds, as distinguished from herds of cattle or horses whose composition depends on human action.” The city might be an “essentially derivative phenomenon.” The human herd, somehow political, might not be as derivative (on Cyrus acquiring flocks and herds, see 694e–695a). One might wonder whether Book III has already failed if its task was to look for the origin of the regime but, having peered into the immeasurable past, one finds a regime already waiting.

Yet the goal was also to find the cause of the changes of regimes (676c). And indeed in the next stage, as Strauss summarizes it, “[t]his way of life was profoundly changed when a number of families settled together in walled towns, each family having its own ruler and its own customs regulating its conduct toward gods and one another.” Why the families settled together is left unexplained by the stranger and strikingly Strauss does not call attention to this lack of explanation nor remedy it here. What Strauss does call attention to is the lack of explanation of “whether, how, and when the belief in gods or rather the worship of gods arose” (Strauss refers to Odyssey 9.269–276 where Odysseus unsuccessfully appeals to the piety of the Cyclopes.) Strauss’ suggestion is that “belief in gods survived the loss of all arts and every kind of wisdom.” The stranger himself provides two clues to why families settled together: the clans move to the foothills, turn to farming, and build defensive walls on account of wild beasts. Economic and military necessity (especially if the wild beasts include humans11) may account for the congregation of the clans. And once the clans, with their different customs, are together, they require the deliberate making of laws to avoid conflict. The first legislators then, as Strauss says, are not “bound to any prior ancestral customs.” If this is the origin of legislation and if even retrospectively, one stumbles upon it unawares (681c), there cannot be great hope that the highest goals of legislation can be fulfilled, as the foundations of legislation are both dark and, to the extent visible, harsh.

Strauss indicates that all regimes, including the third one—on the plains, in which all kinds and characteristics of regimes occur simultaneously—are “presented or intimated” by Homer. The stranger’s use of Homer allows him to turn abruptly to Greekness without revealing the amoral or lowly origin of Greekness. The stranger calls this account a myth (Homer’s myth, 680d), but, Strauss suggests, it is “the right kind of myth” or even a “true logos” since Homer and “divinely inspired poets in general … seize many of the things which truly happen with the help of some Graces and Muses” and since this account as a whole counteracts “the oblivion of the initial (and final) terror [that] is necessary for political felicity.”12 To put it another way, Homer “speaks somehow according to god, as well as according to nature” (emphasis added). Strauss calls attention to the fact that amazing forgetfulness or oblivion is necessary for political felicity (human beings have forgotten their fear of water, setting up a city close to a lot of rivers and placing their trust in hills that are not very high, 682b–c), “for one cannot act on a grand scale without hope.” Perhaps a certain kind of fundamental forgetfulness characterizes civil society as such.13

Sparta and the Peloponnesian Confederacy: The Ineffectiveness of Oaths and the Frailty of Moderation

“As if by a divine dispensation,” the interlocutors have arrived at the settlement of Sparta. Strauss explains the twofold meaning of “divine dispensation.” It is the stranger’s “providence for his interlocutors,” but it is not “according to nature,” as Homer had spoken (682a2): that is, the discussion is “sub-Socratic” (AAPL 17, 27, 61, 182). The interlocutors have finally completed the digressive discussion of music and symposia in Books I and II and returned to the issue of the origin of the Dorian legislation. Through a “succinct survey of the events that happened after the Trojan war,” the stranger initiates a “detailed examination of the Spartan arrangements without apologizing for the fact that some of these arrangements may prove to be defective.” Earlier the stranger had called the account Homer’s myth. He now speaks of the Spartans’ myths (682e), which “set beyond dispute the autochthony of the Spartans” (a great compliment to the legitimacy of the Spartan regime, which is soon retracted). Yet even here “the Athenian has reached the point beyond which the Spartans’ own accounts (mythoi), as distinguished in particular from Homer’s, supply the required information; the terrible deeds of Aigisthos and Orestes are barely alluded to.”

It is at this point that the Spartan Megillus, who appropriately takes over for Clinias, giving up his Laconic character, points out that the day is summer solstice (683c). Strauss uses the occasion to remark, “[t]aking into account the Laws as a whole,” that “a complete code of law can be elaborated by a competent man in a single day of sufficient length,” implying a certain depreciation of the complexity and therewith the dignity of political science. As Strauss begins his commentary on the Peloponnesian confederacy between Argos, Messene, and Sparta, he enigmatically notes that Messene is in the middle of this list “for obvious reasons.” He is more explicit in paragraph 13 where he says the reason is that Messene was conquered by Sparta and provided it with its helots (see also HPP 82: “He alludes only with delicacy to the Spartans’ despotic subjugation of the Messenians”). This is the first dark clue about the nature and fate of the confederacy. The main issue concerning that confederacy is the reason for its dissolution; in particular, the question whether a confederacy could have been held together by a combination of oaths of loyalty and the virtue that could support those oaths. Strauss draws attention to the fourfold oath the kings and the people made to keep the alliance. Therefore, “[i]f this order was destroyed, it must have been due to a fault of the rulers.” Before telling us about these oaths, the stranger himself had sworn by Zeus, which Strauss suggests could mean that “no god presided at the establishment” of the confederacy (Strauss states that as a fact in paragraph 18). Is this because the confederacy oaths were mutual and not in the name of a god? Or because the stranger’s oath introduces the statement that only humans are to blame and hence perhaps to praise? As we will see soon, Strauss himself swears in this context, and what he swears against is precisely what he knows to be the case. Perhaps the stranger’s oath indicating his faith in moral responsibility and human agency in fact indicates the reverse. The second part of Book III, on the confederacy and its demise, would thus conspire with the first part—on the congenital imperfection of the human condition—in casting doubt on the power of moral virtue and the effectiveness of moral responsibility.

The stranger refers at 683e to the interlocutors’ having established “just a little while ago now, in the speeches we chanced to make” that only the rulers can be blamed for dissolving a monarchy. Strauss does not identify the passage where this has been established but calls attention to 631b1–c1 where the human goods are said to be dependent on divine goods (the four cardinal virtues). This reference, however, may cut against the statement made here that every government is destroyed from within (the stranger may also have in mind 639a: the unsoundness of blaming unshepherded goats for damaging cultivated fields). The legitimacy of blaming a vicious ruler for a political decline is connected with the problem of whether political corruption begins from the soul or not, which in turn is a version of a large problem discussed in the first two books—is happiness identical with virtue or does it depend also on external fortune? The problem of loyalty oaths—what it would take to keep them and their reliability as a foundation of a political unit—is an emblem of that issue and is connected in this section with the examination of the claim that the corruption of the regime depends solely on the moral character of those involved. At 692b, the stranger makes it explicit that the downfall of these early lawgivers was not insufficient attention to, or practice of, moral virtue, but the fact that they “were not sufficiently experienced in lawgiving; otherwise they would hardly ever have thought they could keep a young soul within measured bounds by means of oaths.” Machiavellian attention to harsh, amoral facts replaces the high-minded appeal to fidelity.

Strauss then, however, lists the “many favorable circumstances” to the Dorian confederacy, which might indicate that the failure of two of three members of that alliance was due to failure of the rulers after all. Yet Strauss suggests, if in the form of a question, that Sparta may have waged unceasing wars against its allies and have been responsible, “which heaven forbid,” for the breakdown of the settlement. This is Strauss’s sole oath in the book, in a chapter in which he discusses the rarity and the importance of the stranger’s oaths (see 43: “in the context the oath could induce one to think that no god presided at the establishment of the Peloponnesian confederacy”). As far as I know, the only other time Strauss swears an oath in his writings is, in a similar context and with a similar purport, in SA 65: “God forbid that Dikaiopolis should say the Athenians, the city of Athens, started the war.” Strauss’s oath is ineffective and meant to point to the ineffectiveness of oaths, as well as the ineffectiveness of moral virtue. In the same vein, Strauss would never blame the Sparta of awe and divine law or speak to a patriot of “Negro slavery and the fate of the red Indians” (TOM 14). Nevertheless, in quoting “the most respectable contemporary scholar” Glenn Morrow, Strauss also calls attention to the conquest of Messene by Sparta (and the enslavement of Messenians; see 692d6–8, 698e2). Related to this uncovering of Spartan imperialism is Strauss’s detection of a retraction of the earlier suggestion of the Dorians’ autochthony: “the Dorians had defeated the Achaians, the destroyers of Troy.”

Yet Strauss’s examination of the failure of the alliance goes through a complicated discussion to reach the apparently trivial conclusion that “the breakdown of the Peloponnesian confederacy was due to nothing but ignorance regarding the most important human things.” (In this context, the stranger calls attention several times to his possible playfulness.) Book III was taking shape as a hard-headed discussion in the guise of myth.14 For example, when war as the aim of the confederacy is discussed, contrary to what one might expect from the stranger based on Book I, he does not immediately criticize that aim (685c; see especially 692c–d: where the stranger no longer denies importance of the standard of defense or victory); he even cites “Spartan prowess on the battlefield as a proof of the superiority of their institutions to those of all barbarians,” an argument the stranger had stopped Megillus from using in Book I (Benardete 106–107; 638a1–2). And in a little while, the stranger will shift to an institutional account of the healthy regime rather than an account in terms of moral character, as well as give their due to the various “worthy titles” to rule, whether they are based in virtue or knowledge or not. But in 683e–684a (where oaths and promises were stressed) and in 689a (the greatest ignorance passage, together with 688a–b: the need to legislate the whole of virtue), we seem to return to the earlier “idealistic” perspective: the “interlocutors have thus returned to the beginning of the conversation, when Kleinias and Megillus had demanded that a good legislator must make all his enactments with a view to war, whereas the Athenian had demanded that the good legislator must lay down his laws with a view to the whole of virtue. …” True, this turn away from what one might call the “Machiavellian” tone of the presentation does not last long (see 689cff.). And Strauss points out that, unlike the first statement (630d4–e2), here the stranger does not say that Zeus (Minos) and Apollo (Lycurgus) were “good legislators in the sense defined” (this is one instance in Strauss’s commentary on Book III where he addresses “the problem of the gods,” 110, 129).

Yet despite the several indications of the stranger’s playfulness and despite the just-mentioned qualifications, there may be something serious here: “We see now how right the Athenian was when he suggested that by understanding the first origin of regimes, one understands all later political changes.” The confederacy disbanded on account of ignorance of the most important human things and early man was likewise characterized by such ignorance. It is this ignorance that encourages people, “when looking at things they believe to be resplendent and capable of marvelous achievements,” to form expectations regarding these things. “The error to which all human beings are prone, and for which the stranger laughs at himself because he has just fallen for it, is to look at the collapse of a grand scheme and immediately imagine what would have been if knowledge had been properly employed” (Benardete, 107). One could say that Book III plays with such fatal imaginings: in presenting both imperfect beginnings and subsequent corruption, it makes us believe the present application of prudence would overcome both defects (see 692c). Is the stranger suggesting that there will be no “political failure” if philosophers ruled and their rule was accepted? Would one then have “if not all things, the human things within the command of one’s soul” (687c; on this naturally tyrannical longing, see Parens 65–66)? Yet the lack of rationality at the beginning of both individual and political life is a permanent obstacle against such a coincidence of wisdom and power. One indication of this obstacle is that one of the claims to rule—chance—makes an appearance here as a destroyer of a political system (686b). Maybe there is some truth to the stranger’s surface teaching that in place of wild hopes, one should strain to cultivate one’s understanding.

All the more important then is it for one to understand the relation between opinion, knowledge, and passion. The subject, Strauss points out, “has ceased to be peculiarly Spartan.” “We learn now,” Strauss says, perhaps with tongue in cheek, that “one would justly call it the greatest ignorance … if someone does not love but hates what seems to him noble or good.” This bears resemblance to what Clinias had called self-defeat, “the most shameful and the same time the worst of all defeats” (627a; see also 654c–d). Strauss notes that the stranger seems to “correct the Socratic assertion, according to which it is impossible to know what is to be preferred and yet to choose the worst, or according to which virtue is knowledge.” As Strauss notes parenthetically, “[i]gnorance [as treated here] is not the absence of but the powerlessness of opinion.” What the stranger calls “ignorance” is actually incontinence. Ignorance is then treated here not as lack of prudence, but as a disharmony of pleasure and pain with opinion, knowledge, and logos. Not prudence but the very condition or basis of prudence is lacking. In the same vein, Strauss indicates that “knowledge is one thing, opinion is another,” a distinction the stranger blurs here (prudence/mind/opinion); the stranger “does not suggest here, as he had suggested near the beginning, that the greatest ignorance is ignorance regarding the natural order of the goods (cf. 631b6–d).” The stranger thus gains Clinias’s “full sympathy” (who calls him a friend, 689c) while the stranger shortly thereafter calls the mere harmony of opinions and likes “prudence … in its smallest form” (or on the lowest level), as opposed to the genuine moderation or wisdom. Strauss says that the “the most exiguous kind of good sense,” is “at the center of consideration” here. To make this work politically, the multitude has to follow the wise, perhaps in the sense of those who have prudence. But how can those who are unwise recognize or obey the wise? As a sign of this difficulty, the stranger indicates the problematic parallelism of city and soul. At 645b he had said that “a private individual should acquire within himself true reasoning … while a city should take over a reasoning either from one of the gods or from this knower of these things” (see also 661b: the good things belong to an individual, not the city; cf. 702a–b). Moreover, the parallel between city and individual is established insofar as they both can fail equally, rather than succeed or achieve harmony equally (689b2; also 691a, among others). The kind of “wisdom” to be set as a model here may well be artless (689c–d) and hence, we can say based on the account of the flood, simple and lacking in philosophy. The claims and necessities of non-wisdom and non-virtue within the city, underlined throughout Book IIII, reappear even in this high-sounding section.

This is especially visible in the enumeration of the seven titles to rule to which Strauss devotes two paragraphs and which he interprets as the stranger’s (negative) answer to the question of whether the unwise can recognize the wise as wise. One might have thought on the basis of the most recent discussion that the only worthy title to rule is that of the prudent or maybe just the decent, but then one gets six other claims, one of which, that of the stronger over the weaker, is called by Pindar “according to nature,” “whom the Athenian does not clearly contradict at this point.” (Strauss says that it is noteworthy that wealth is not one of the titles. The explanation appears to be given in 695e: the effectual truth of the Persian regime is wealth-seeking which by itself guarantees neither strength nor wisdom; cf. 679b). The enumeration of these titles “circumscribes the fundamental political predicament” or “the political problem” (see AAPL 85). In “legislation, the higher is in the service of the lower, and this is, strictly speaking, against nature” (AAPL 9).15 This problem is indicated by the fact that the rule of prudence is immediately identified as the rule of law over willing subjects (690c; cf. 627d–628a; 684c–d) and the stranger had already made “tacit use of the critique of law as such which another stranger develops in the Statesman” (AAPL 5): the best judge in the case of domestic conflict is the one who eliminates the bad; second best is the one who has the inferior ones obey the honest ones; and only third best is the one who establishes amity by giving them laws.

The discussion of the various titles to rule must also be “put to use for the explanation of the failure of the Peloponnesian confederacy.” One can now do “full justice,” as Strauss says, to the stranger’s claim that monarchy and democracy, that is, mind (above all, practical wisdom) and body (the practical force or power of “consent”), are, as it were, the “mothers of regimes” (as opposed to “paternal” authority?) (693d). Having circumscribed the fundamental political predicament, the stranger can now explain better why Sparta was saved and Argos and Messene were not. The reason is not so much lack or presence of virtue, either moral or intellectual, but the presence of a mixed regime in Sparta, or the use of institutions and checks on power (691d–692b). This is not to say that the Spartan regime was ever perfect. The stranger exercises “common decency” here too. The stranger is silent in 692d–693a about Sparta’s imperialism. A mixed regime means here a combination of “strength on the basis of birth [kingship], sobriety (moderation) of the old [the gerousia], and election by lot [democracy, the ephorate].” The Spartan solution is partly based on luck or “some god taking care of you” since the birth of twin heirs led to a double kingship (691d–691e). In returning to the investigation of causes (693b), the stranger restates the very goals of the city.16 They should be “being free, sensible, and in friendship with itself.” Later in Book III sensibleness or prudence is replaced by intellect, thus reopening the problem of the relation between practical and theoretical wisdom, or between law and reason (see 701d and contrast 630e–632c). Strauss notes the reasonable comparison Morrow makes of this triad with the “freedom [external and internal?], equality, fraternity” of the French Revolution. The French Revolution “replaces being sensible by equality.” The stranger himself almost immediately replaces freedom with moderation and claims that all three (or four) goals really mean the same thing. The exhortation not to be fussy about the different words used may make us suspicious of a more fundamental change of the goals of the city, a change dictated by the demands of war. Under pressure from Clinias who asks about freedom (not wishing, Strauss says, for it to be “absorbed into, or replaced by, moderation”), the stranger brings freedom back in place of moderation (693c–d). Strauss explains that in a deeper sense moderation is the adaptation of wisdom to consent; the freedom of the city is due to the wise moderately not asserting their superiority. Moderation is (rational) freedom (cf. 635d: softness before pleasures leads to slavery). But Strauss has to put “rational” in parentheses because a genuinely rational freedom is incompatible with vice and unreason and would require total censorship or perfect propaganda.

Persia and Athens: Power over Virtue

The Spartan regime is mixed. But the mixture of birth, old age, and lot is not the same as that of freedom (or moderation), prudence, and friendship with oneself. To isolate more clearly the most elementary ingredients of the political mixture—consent (freedom in the sense of consent) and wisdom—the stranger wants to look at Athens for its freedom and Persia for its kingship and thus somehow for mind or wisdom. In one of the five variations of the three goals to be pursued by a city, Persia has freedom, friendship, and sharing of intellect, 695b. In Persia these three goals are much more consciously and harmoniously present under Cyrus and Darius than, for example, in Sparta where the triad luck, old age, and noble birth merely form a balance of forces (Benardete 115).

Part of the intention of the discussion of Persia is to make another back-handed criticism of Sparta, especially of its institution of hereditary kingship, however limited that institution may be: there is “an obvious tension between [the] principle” that “outstanding honor must be assigned only on the ground of virtue accompanied by moderation and the Spartan arrangement.” From this perspective, we get an affirmation of the moral-spiritual view that every government is destroyed from within: from insufficient attention to education and virtue. Strauss points out that this conclusion is “emphatically” the stranger’s own and “not, perchance, of a god who inspired him.” Yet this reference to inspiration could mean that it is a conclusion of little political relevance since the stranger had claimed divine providence for an earlier turn in the conversation which made it more relevant or practical (682e). As just before, Strauss notes that “the most obvious lesson from the consideration of the Persian regime is that the excess of slavery of the people, or the completely unlimited rule of their master which is characteristic of Persia, is ruinous.” We thus get, as in the case of the Peloponnesian confederacy, a twofold explanation of a political failure: (1) one that stresses bad education, ignorance, vice (in this case, bad education under Cyrus and Darius, 694e–695a, 695d, exposing, moralistically, greed and luxury as the effectual truth of the regime); and, (2) the truer one that stresses the problem of unchecked power (in this case that of Cyrus, 697c–d; section 697c–698a is silent regarding the failure of education to virtue, though it is couched as a restatement). Yet, that power should be checked by say, good sense, is not an unproblematic injunction. The ability to fight is highly valued (694a–b, 697d–e) for what good is good sense if you lack the freedom to use it?

Inserted between the two explanations of Persia’s decline is a digressive “devaluation of moderation” which is another veiled criticism of Sparta (696a–b with 691e1–692d1: “the aristocratic ingredient alone is characterized by moderation”). Sparta has stability and law-abidingness (law-abidingness is perhaps moderation taken in isolation, 696d4, that is, without wisdom), but no philosophic “music.” Strauss stresses that one can possess a number of human as well as divine goods without the divine good of moderation. In this context, the stranger “calls teachers of legislators like himself (and his two interlocutors) “men who in a manner long for laws” (697a), that is, law is not an unqualified object of desire. The depreciation of moderation in this sense, Strauss adds, “of course also [is] true of awe or reverence.” None of them, by itself, is a title to honor or rule.

Though Strauss himself mentions “moderation” in his discussion of Persia, he points out that “[m]oderation is never mentioned in the Athenian’s account of Persia.” The “main lesson” from Persia is that immoderate imperialism and power are bad, destructive of fellow-feeling and freedom. Why then would this discussion become an occasion for downgrading Sparta and moderation? This is a very obscure part in the discussion (both Plato’s and Strauss’s), but perhaps it is clarified if one thinks of Sparta as an allegorical stand-in for divine law and Persia for philosophy (“[a]we apparently never played a role in Persia.”).

The old Athenian regime is not, to begin with, the epitome of “complete freedom.” Instead it is characterized by some property qualifications and above all by two kinds of fear or awe: fear of the Persians and fear-and-hope of the gods.17 The corruption of old Athens, like that of the Peloponnesian confederacy and Persia, receives a twofold explanation (the second one coming in the following paragraph of Strauss’s chapter). One explanation traces the decline of old Athens to poets “ignorant of what the Muse holds to be right and lawful,” to “corruption of Music.” Aristocracy was perverted into “a-Music lawlessness.” (Parallel to the first and moralistic explanation for Persia’s decline that its effectual truth is wealth, the first and moralistic explanation of Athens’ decline is that its effectual truth is pleasure.) The peculiar word “a-Music” (which Strauss uses with respect to Socrates in Socrates and Aristophanes, 7, 49), together with the reference to corruption and to the destruction of “all respect for authority human and divine” (see NRH 84–86 and TOM 41), indicate that the “decline” is also connected with the rise of philosophy. There is indeed simultaneous progress toward virtue and vice. Strauss finishes this paragraph by saying that the stranger “surely feels again the need for putting the rein on the logos or on his mouth.”18 If the stranger overdoes his blame of music, his interlocutors may be tempted to ban all “music,” including philosophy.

To come now to the second and truer reason for Athens’ decline, Strauss says “the Athenian knew” the decline originated in the naval victory of Salamis and points to 707b4–c7 (the stranger, Strauss had pointed out in the previous paragraph, already refers to Salamis at 698c3–4). By not drawing a connection between the corruption of Music and Athens’ naval policy, the stranger “avoids the harsh conclusion that Athens’ finest time and action initiated her decline.” The harshness of this conclusion is spelled out in Strauss’s 1952 lecture “Thucydides: The Meaning of Political History,” in which he says that “Plato deliberately falsifies history,” which is “one reason why [the stranger] repeatedly calls his historical sketch a myth.” The “true account” (of how democracy arose in Athens, by necessity causing one thing to lead to another) “would show that the margin of choice with regard to regimes is extremely limited. Nature or chance “legislates.” The “correct statement of what has happened would incline one to believe in the absolute preponderance of fatality over choice.”19

Strauss now returns to a problematic feature of the “argument and the action” of this section of Book III. If Persia and Athens with their extremes are both bad, Sparta, with its mixture, seems to come off as best available. Yet “we have learned” “in the meantime” that moderation, awe, and reverence are not by themselves titles to honor and rule. It has become clear to “the reader”20 that, only in part due to the questionable character of hereditary kingship, old Persia and Sparta are not the best regimes. Could the original Athenian regime with its kind of awe which proved amenable to philosophic corruption serve as a model (asks Strauss; see AAPL 146)? Strauss then draws attention to several elements of chance in the conditions of the legislation that is to follow: “as it happens,” Clinias has been commissioned to prepare a new colony and frame new laws for it, Cretan or not; and this, in turn, happens “at the right moment” since “by a stroke of good luck” the institutions of the new city do not have to be “altogether Dorian” also because both the end of the Dorian legislation and the character of the Dorian regime have been shown to be “radically inadequate.” With this reference to luck understood as chance, Strauss, who in this work is, somewhat like Clinias, “richer in thoughts than in speeches,” concludes his commentary on Book III. Surrounded by corruption or its prospect from all sides—inauspicious beginnings, self-defeating imperialism, implacable necessities, the weakness of moral virtue and religious oaths, the ineluctable power of chance—the freedom to think survives despite or because of all the natural and political imperfections it alone can uncover. This sub-Socratic dialogue lays the foundation for Socratic science.


PART II

THE ORIGIN AND NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

 

 

Modern philosophy has no more urgent need than to return to the origins of philosophy … Science or philosophy was originally meant to be the perfection of man’s natural understanding of the world. On the basis of the success of modern physics, and the ensuing emancipation of physics from philosophy, modern physics or modern natural science in general cannot be considered the perfection of man’s natural understanding of the world. This view dominates the analysis of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Now, in the nineteenth century it became more and more evident that a distinction had to be made between what was then, and still is, called “scientific” understanding (or the world of sciences) and the natural understanding (or the world in which we live), and that the scientific understanding emerges by way of a specific modification of the natural understanding. … The fundamental weakness of these forms of epistemology was clearly stated by Husserl: since the natural understanding is the basis of the scientific understanding, one cannot analyze science, and the world of science, before one has analyzed the natural understanding, the natural world view, and the natural world. … To get a hold of the natural world, as a world that is radically pre-philosophic or pre-scientific, one has to go back behind the first emergence of science or philosophy … One cannot understand modern science if one has not understood first the original meaning of science, or the genesis of science, or the original motivation of science, and thereafter that specific modification of the original idea of science which is underlying modern science in particular.

—Strauss, course in History of Philosophy: Its Nature and Function, 1947
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The Natural Frame of Reference and the Possibility of a Comprehensive Science*

In or around 1945, during his time at the New School for Social Research, Strauss wrote two short papers on the possibility of a natural frame of reference.1 These may well be Strauss’s clearest statements on the original meaning of science. The first paper, “The Frame of Reference in the Social Sciences,” contains analyses that would be familiar to readers of Strauss’s later books, especially in their critique of positivism and historicism. Yet in the “Frame” paper Strauss articulates with particular vividness how to find our way to the discovery of the natural frame of reference or to the recognition of the natural “cave” of society as a cave.2 He recovers the confrontation of the ideas of science and nature with the authoritative but questionable and contradictory claims of divine law.3 The second piece, a note on Riezler, begins in the natural cave and goes further in its philosophic pursuit than the first. The notions of science and nature having been long established, the manner of their establishment perhaps even having being forgotten, Strauss now argues for the necessity of a universal science that provides scientific knowledge of human nature. And since, as we will see, he draws a clear distinction between human nature and human affairs, he is not calling for a theoretical science only as an instrument for dispelling false theoretical opinions about the realm of prudence or practical human affairs.4 This is not to say that in pursuing the conditions for a universal science and attempting to remove the obstacles to it, Strauss does not continuously think about the horizon of human affairs and investigate the most elementary strata of the relation of science to theological presuppositions about God, man, and world—the initiation of which investigation led in the first place to the discovery of the natural frame of reference.
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The problem of acquiring scientific knowledge of human (political and social) affairs is the starting point of the “Frame” paper. Even if one assumes that one knows the meaning of “facts” and “causes” in human life, these facts and causes are so many that one needs a framework to organize them. It would be best, Strauss seems to say in his own name, if we could find the natural frame of reference—a “conceptual scheme that mirrors or articulates the essential structure of society as such”—in other words, a scientific account of the part of the whole that is human society.5 The social scientist as a scientist may be a “teacher of statesmen or citizens,” but he does not adopt their perspective, which is imbued with the “accidental and ephemeral.” Strauss then immediately confronts this (at least implicit) goal of social science with the radical challenge of historicism. The notion of a natural frame of reference might be based on “blindness” to the “all-important” fact of history. And even if there is a transhistorical core “man in society,” it is impossible to grasp and express that core in a permanently valid manner since approaching that core depends on questions posed from a fundamentally variable point of view.6

In the next step, Strauss somewhat abruptly presents a sanguine recommendation by a hybrid historicist-positivist: embrace and clarify the historically fated scheme bestowed on your society, liberating yourself from the residues of any obsolete schemata; Strauss does not say here, as he does at the end of the paper, that this recommendation may be based on understanding the Western frame of reference as “the last and richest stage of the cultural development of mankind.” As we note below, Strauss would in a sense agree at the end of the paper with this recommendation: think through or clarify your schema, but looking for a confirmation of its truth or else a liberation from it.

In the next two paragraphs, Strauss spells out the inevitable defeat of social science if this prejudice in favor of the present and one’s own is adopted: we will never understand any other society but remain “enmeshed in a learned parochialism,” applying a Procrustean framework to other civilizations; we could not even speak confidently of the existence of “civilizations”: completely different concepts may come to guide us. The historicist-positivist may try to shrug off his incapacity to understand other cultures, but even he may balk at his inability to speak meaningfully of his own civilization.

Not resting there, however, and returning to an idea that might appear to have already been undermined by historicism—there is a core “man in society” that is inaccessible in a universally valid way—Strauss observes that all the various societies are still societies. Strauss then penetrates to a more elementary stratum, reformulating “society” as “we here with our way” and “they there with their way,” which has the advantage of “universal applicability” and “universal intelligibility.”7 Yet might not the historicist still insist that even if this elementary formulation is correct, it is trivial because all the interesting specifics of the different “ways” are historically variable?

Instead of returning to this challenge, however, Strauss raises a related problem, a problem with which Kurt Riezler, whom Strauss brings up at this point, is especially concerned. In our attempt to articulate the way of another society, would not our very attempt at objectivity befuddle and alter the object of our examination? Of course, we cannot and should not make ourselves more ignorant than we are and should acknowledge our superiority to tribes who take tin cans to have magical powers; and in the note on Riezler, Strauss assert this superiority the objective or intelligent orientation even more emphatically. Still and all, “by getting a glimpse of the idea of science, of the disinterested pursuit of knowledge,” the people whom the scientist is examining “cease to be the people they were.” The full understanding of a society would indeed consist in understanding it in its truth and its appearance to its ordinary members. However “it is impossible to leave it at trying to understand other societies as they understand themselves”: we “are forced to transcend the self-understanding of the various societies.”

As Strauss puts it in 1955, “[u]niversal sympathetic understanding is impossible”: “[t]o speak crudely, one cannot have the cake and eat it; one cannot enjoy both the advantages of universal understanding and those of existentialism.”8 In both of the pieces we present here, Strauss directs himself to the “in itself,” to “the universal understanding,” sacrificing the “advantages of existentialism.” What is this universal understanding or what is, to begin with, the natural frame of reference which Strauss searched for earlier in the paper but of the discovery of which he seemed to despair? In trying to recover that frame, Strauss now, in the concluding paragraphs of the paper, returns to the “our way here” or the “for us” perspective. Our particular frame of reference happens to be “the outgrowth of the combination of two radically different traditions [Greek and Hebrew].” The question is “whether a better understanding of our frame of reference, in its peculiar character, will not liberate us from its limitations.”

In moving from the peaks of our civilization to its roots, Strauss arrives at the common basis of both elements, “provisionally expressed” as “divine law, a notion that can be shown to be a necessary consequence or a more thoughtful expression of what all peoples originally mean when they speak of their way.” And since this notion is “historically so close to what was originally common to all peoples,” when one has confronted it with a “simple and clear scheme which is still immediately intelligible to us”9 and has found it to be questionable, one would have derived the ideas of science and of nature in a way that does justice to what is “first for us” while transcending that in the direction of universal objectivity. To the charge that this may be a kind of “reverse historicism,” glorifying a particular period as the peak moment (or a particular society as most purely pre-theoretical10), Strauss responds elsewhere: “In regarding Socrates, Plato and Aristotle as the classics of natural right I do not assert, like a historicist, that there is of necessity and essentially an absolute moment in history. I merely say that it is so happened that the clearest exposition of the issue was given by that practically contemporary triad—it could have happened elsewhere or at other times, perhaps it did and we merely do not happen to know it.”11
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The second paper to draw attention to is “Note on Riezler’s ‘Some Critical Remarks on Man’s Science of Man.’ ” Kurt Riezler (1882–1955) was a remarkable man of action (a high-ranking cabinet member in Imperial and Weimar Germany; a drafter of the Weimar constitution; and it may have been his idea to put Lenin on the train back to Russia) and of thought (with works on the theoretical foundations of politics, art, on ancient philosophy, on the fundamental structure of social life), with whom Strauss was friendly, especially during their New School years in the late 1930s and in 1940s. They co-taught courses (on Aristotle’s De Anima and Descartes’s Passions of the Soul, along with Solomon Asch; and on Plato’s Theaetetus, along with Alexandre Koyré, and Strauss seems to have been interested in examining the alternative that Riezler represented, which he sometimes characterized it as “humanism.”12 In the note here published, written in December 1945, Strauss is commenting on Riezler’s “Some Critical Remarks on Man’s Science of Man”13 in connection with Strauss’s abiding concern with the possibility of a science that does justice to the natural and human phenomena.

Relative to the “Frame” essay, Strauss begins his account in the Riezler note millennia later when science appears to have lost its pre-philosophic roots and to have become unable to apply to ordinary human experience the “simple and clear schema” which gave rise to the idea of nature and science in the first place. In this situation, Strauss examines Riezler’s hope that by returning, as Strauss puts it, to the “green pastures of the phenomena themselves,” man will liberate his mind from the prideful domination of the established parochial sciences and pseudo-sciences. Man is one, so there “ought to be” one science of man. Riezler’s suggestion holds such “great and fair promises” of the restoration of the integrity of the sciences and especially of the social sciences that Strauss even gives the impression that he is hesitant to raise objections lest he be considered “invidious.” Yet, despite the fact that Strauss has no disagreement with Riezler about the deplorable state of contemporary science and social science, objections he must raise.

Strauss’s first observation is that it is not clear that the demand for a unified science of man is reasonable. It is not as if every thoughtful person prior to the nineteenth century regarded such a science as possible or desirable. Strauss does say in his own name, on the other hand, that we have a reasonable longing for unity and intelligibility but this applies more to the science of nature than it does to the science of man, which itself depends on a comprehensive and adequate natural science.14 It would be an Aristotelian or perhaps a Goethean natural science.15 Yet far from striving for such a universal natural science, Riezler demands a unified science of man precisely because of his historicist rejection of any “system of permanences.” Historicism, however, is not “a cab one can stop at one’s convenience.”16 If nature itself is in dynamic flux, man would also be in the same flux. It is not sufficient to protest that the cosmos as a whole is far and man is near, arguing that this would allow for a unified science of man. There “cannot be a true understanding of man but within the framework of a lucid ‘cosmic scheme.’ ”
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One could try to argue on Riezler’s behalf that he has not asserted that there is a split between human life and nature, but between human beings and the world of their concern. Perhaps he thinks that the unity of man can be recovered by reuniting man with the world of his concern. But, Strauss objects, this reunion would not succeed if the world itself is understood in a way that does not allow for achieving clarity about human life. Riezler cannot separate human nature from the nature of stones, plants, and animals. He is thus still in need of a comprehensive natural science and yet he has despaired of it.

Riezler or someone else could also try to argue that we can have two sciences of man: a reductionist or homogenizing one, which treats man the way it treats minerals, plants, etc., and another one which studies man in his own terms, in light of human life. But at least based on Riezler’s own understanding, this would lead to disintegration, not to unity. To try to understand man in the dynamic, individualized context of each situation would be to abandon any claim to “objectivity.” It is true that in “The Frame of Reference of the Social Sciences” Strauss himself holds out the hope that one can understand society on its own terms but also in itself or objectively, which in many cases would mean better than it understands itself (the way, we can understand tin cans more fully than the Andamans). This not based, however, on a view of social life as dominated by a “dynamic context,” but on taking seriously pre-philosophic life and its always at least implicit idea of divine law, of the right path, and applying to that life the still-and-always (at least potentially) intelligible idea of nature and science.

Riezler is indeed consistent in scoffing at bloodless objectivity: in trying to understand the human world or environment, we may need to pay more attention to “spirits in trees and rivers” and “souls of the dead.” While Strauss is open to, and may even insist on,17 beginning one’s investigations with the pre-philosophic world in which ghosts and witches abound, he indicates that it is indispensable to any intelligent orientation in the world to draw a distinction between things accessible to sense-perception to everyone and things that owe their being to beliefs of specific groups.18 Strauss does not indeed establish here the criteria for ranking civilizations but he exhorts, if not Riezler, then other future scientists and philosophers not to “abandon forever every hope of ever getting hold of criteria which would enable every sufficiently intelligent and industrious man reasonably to judge of the various civilizations, of the justice of their customs and of the truth of their beliefs.”

Strauss then raises an objection that is apparently new: Riezler is interested in a theoretical science of man, guided by the idea of bringing a definite structure to human life, not by the practical aim of discovering the right way of life. Yet Strauss says “this is merely another formulation of the same objection.” How can the objection that Riezler is not theoretical enough in the pursuit of a universal science be the same as the one that he is too theoretical in the pursuit of a science of man?

The explanation lies in Riezler’s modified Baconianism or Cartesianism. Riezler begins with an abstraction or a construction,19 both with respect to nature and with respect to human nature: the substance or being is the subject or man. As Strauss says in his eulogy essay for Riezler, the latter’s “we in our world” is more concrete than the Cartesian ego, and yet it is merely a correction of the Cartesian abstraction.20 Riezler’s approach is evident in his major work Man, Mutable and Immutable, which does not have virtue and justice as its central subject, but passions, moods or attitudes.21 Despite his awareness of the fact that “one must not look at social phenomena in the light of questions or doctrines, ‘to which no society pays any attention,’ ” Riezler does not begin “at the true beginning of analysis, with the surface,” “the perspective of the citizen or statesman.”22 By contrast, Strauss begins with the question of the right life as seen by the citizen and statesman in order to ascend to a truly theoretical or objective perspective. Riezler, on the other hand, begins with a skeptical metaphysics and a dogmatic subjectivity, which in fact is guided by an unexamined practical imperative. We can already see in these critical remarks Strauss’s own dualistic understanding of human life: the pre-philosophic or practical life and the philosophic or theoretical life.

Classical philosophy had articulated the study of man into theoretical and practical philosophy. The most memorable denial of that split, Strauss says, is that by Bacon. Strauss quotes a remarkable section from the second book of The Advancement of Learning in which Bacon denies in the same breath that man is the microcosm and asserts that man is in the image of God, leaving the world without the honor of being in the image of God.23 The adoption of this assertion would explain at the same time the “idealistic” view that “the subject is the substance” and the radical skepticism about the intelligibility of the world. On the other hand, Strauss suggests, at the bottom of Aristotle’s distinction between practical and theoretical philosophy lies the distinction between qualities such as “white” or “straight,” on the one hand, and “healthy” or “good,” on the other.24 The first type is true of things as what they are simply, while the second concerns man as man, “to say nothing of other [even less universal] things that are what they are only for men belonging to specific groups.” It would be of great interest to compare the way of making such distinctions that Strauss finds here in Aristotle and Locke’s way of distinguishing between primary and secondary qualities.25 At any rate, it appears that the “facts” that are at the same time the “values” or goods of human nature, the natural purposes of human life, are an integral but secondary part of the universal natural science to which Strauss is pointing.26

Strauss provides one final illustration of Riezler’s position as opposed to that of Aristotle. For Riezler the objectivity of a stone consists in its “functional significance”: its being thrown, stumbled upon, used in building a house.27 Strauss, referring obliquely back to the Bacon passage, notes the similarity between Riezler’s view and the Bible’s anthropocentric understanding of the sun, moon, and stars as useful “for signs, for seasons, for days, and for years.” In returning to but also questioning this theological view, Strauss exemplifies his “intransigent return to the surface” as “the indispensable condition for progress toward the center.”28
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What light do these reflections throw on the problem of the “typically modern dualism of a nonteleological natural science and a teleological science of man”?29 In this note, Strauss opens up the prospect of a comprehensive, universal science, but does not say what the new cosmology would look like when developed. He has in mind perhaps an “Aristotelian cosmology [that] is in harmony with what we may call the common-sense understanding of things in general, and of the human and political things in particular.” Yet even in the lecture course in which he makes that statement30 he only articulates the beginning point from which any cosmology must start: “all cosmology, Aristotelian or modern or what have you, must start from the world as given, from the world in which the sun rises in the East and sets in the West and the earth is resting. It must ascend from the world as given to its causes. Aristotle takes this starting point, the world as given, more seriously than all other cosmologies; and for this reason Aristotelian cosmology, regardless of whether it is tenable in its details, has a kind of theoretical superiority.” Elsewhere Strauss says it is “the quest for cosmology rather than a solution to the cosmological problem [that is] the foundation of classical political philosophy.”31 And he will tell students that “this comprehensive science is today only a pious wish; and therefore one cannot say more than it is to be desired.”32 Yet even in the mid-1950s he still speaks with some confidence of the prospect of such a science: “the true universal science into which modern science would have to be integrated eventually.”33

Strauss points to a universal science that is unlike the “theological” anthropocentric functionalist view of the beings implicit in Riezler’s thought and yet is able to do justice to the phenomenon “Man.” Could these apparently mixed messages about the possibility of a comprehensive cosmology be reconciled or explained if we envision a Socratic or Straussian cosmology of “noetic heterogeneity” which maintains essential differences while remaining agnostic about an ultimate functionalist teleology?34 Strauss says: “the key point is this—and this has in itself nothing to do with teleology, at least not with teleology as ordinarily understood—modern natural science, if it is left entirely to itself, and not influenced by other considerations, implies the denial of essential differences.”35 And toward the end of his life, he writes of Socrates’ “dissatisfaction with simple teleology—whether anthropocentric or not—which at first glance seems to supply the most rational solution to all difficulties, and [Socrates] turn[ing] for this reason to ‘what is’ questions. …”36



* An earlier version of this chapter, in co-authorship with José Colen, was published in Kairos. Revista de Filosofia & Ciência 10: 25–48, 2014, as “A Controversy about the Natural Frame of Reference and a Universal Science: Leo Strauss and Kurt Riezler.”
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Natural Right and History (ch. 3) on the Origin and Nature of Philosophy1

But let us return to the question of the foundations and character of philosophy. To do so, I offer a commentary on chapter three of NRH, which is above all an account, perhaps Strauss’s definitive account, of the origin and nature of philosophy. Nevertheless, I supplement my commentary on this chapter with an examination of several other versions of Strauss’s account of the origin and nature of philosophy from the same period, during which Strauss was writing NRH, as well as other statements by Strauss on the pre-Socratics and the later embodiment of “pre-Socratic” philosophy, Lucretius.2 These materials can be particularly helpful for raising apparent difficulties in the original philosophers’ account of nature and of the goodness of philosophy, but for that very reason they may be also helpful in suggesting how these philosophers might have disposed of those difficulties. For in chapter 3 of NRH Strauss remarkably does not stress these difficulties, but instead underscores, without giving the deepest justification for, the perennial achievement of the first philosophers, the philosophic conventionalists. Paradoxically, this approach of Strauss has led many readers too easily to see these philosophers as inferior to Socrates and his followers. Because these additional materials allow one to see both the problems with the philosophic conventionalists’ thought and the resources within their own thought for addressing these problems, the inclusion of selections from them may prove helpful for understanding better the greatness of the first philosophers’ achievement. To anticipate, the core of the first philosophers’ apparent failure, but actual achievement, is their apparent weakness, but actual success, in defend philosophy on practical and political grounds. They offered not merely an abstract or theoretical justification of philosophy, but one that can works from within the claims of political and theological authority.

[image: image]

The title of chapter three of NRH, “The Origin of the Idea of Natural Right,” is misleading. For in it, Strauss does not give an account of the origin of the idea of natural right. Instead, he gives an account of the origin and nature of philosophy. As for natural right or justice, he treats that issue primarily insofar as right or justice might conceal nature or obstruct its discovery. Only secondarily does he treat right or justice as something potentially natural that the seeker-after-nature would not want to overlook. The chapter itself begins not with the promise of showing the origin of the idea of natural right, but with the effort “to understand the problem of natural right.”3 While the question of nature is introduced apparently only because natural right has nature as its presupposition (cf. NRH 79–80), the chapter quickly shifts priorities, with the discovery of nature, and the philosophic life based on that discovery, becoming the fundamental concern. The chapter focuses on the origin and nature of philosophy—philosophy’s discovery and clarification of nature and of the best way of life by nature.

Seeing the chapter as having this focus has fascinating documentary support. The paragraphs most directly considering the discovery of nature and the beginning of philosophy (NRH 82–90) were first composed by Strauss in October 1947, not for a book on natural right and history but as part of a planned book on Spinoza.4 They are introduced in the work on Spinoza in quite a different way:

The question why the introduction to philosophy has to take on the form, not of a theological treatise, but of a theologico-political treatise, cannot easily be answered on the basis of Spinoza’s explicit statements. … [Spinoza] did not originate, and he did not claim that he originated, the idea of philosophy as a radically free pursuit; he took over that idea from “the philosophers” of old. To find the full answer to our question, we have to go back to the beginnings of philosophy. It is true, every introduction to philosophy that deserves the name, must be a repetition of the original discovery of philosophy; but the danger always exists that an abridged form of such a repetition is deemed sufficient and thus that philosophy, or the right of philosophy, becomes itself a prejudice.

In NRH the same discussion of the emergence of philosophy (paragraphs 3–13 in chapter three5) follows the end of the second chapter, which is devoted to the thought of Max Weber. The placement of Strauss’s account of the origin of philosophy in its final and published form in a way seems less felicitous than its earlier placement: while the Spinoza work turns to the discovery of the idea of nature and science because Spinoza does not give such an account of the origin of philosophy, the transition from Weber to chapter three in NRH has to be justified by Strauss’s claim that Weber had not made his way to the “the natural world” or to the “world of common sense” (NRH 79). But chapter three does not make use of either “the natural world” or the “world of common sense” as a formulation; it is only in chapter four, when Strauss turns to Socrates, that we hear of a return to common sense (NRH 122); the absence of such formulations in chapter three is of a piece with the chapter’s focus on the original meaning of philosophy, which meaning was discovered through a critical analysis of “natural world” or the “world of common sense” understood as a world shaped by authoritative moral and religious opinions. That the chapter with a title “The Origin of the Idea of Natural Right” does not contain the phrase “the origin of the idea of natural right” is of a piece with the same focus.

The “Natural World” vs. The Discovery of the Idea of Nature

There cannot be philosophy proper if it does not arise out of a critical analysis of the “prescientific” world; it is only through such a critical analysis that one can verify the view that philosophy or science is legitimate or necessary because it is man’s natural understanding of the world or the perfection of that understanding. The “originators of modern thought” (including Spinoza) simply took it over from the classics that philosophy is that perfection without going back to the roots of philosophy to confirm that this is the case. The first eight paragraphs of NRH III, while not a “coherent analysis of the social world as it is known to ‘common sense,’ or of social reality as it is known in social life or in action,” do provide an account of political life before the discovery of the idea of science (NRH 74) and of the idea of nature. That is, they present a period when there was indeed, as perhaps always in human history, an assumption of a right path and a view of the first things, before the possibility of an objective validation of that path or view had been raised.

Political life that “does not know of the idea of natural right is necessarily unaware of the possibility of political science and, indeed, of the possibility of science as such” (paragraph 1). Strauss’s account of the Old Testament’s relation to natural right and philosophy is similarly negative. He suggests that the “basic premise” of the Old Testament is “the implicit rejection of philosophy” (paragraph 2). This seems to be one of “the most elementary premises of the Bible” Strauss said he would consider in “reconstructing” the “natural world” (NRH 80). The world of “common sense”—here only indirectly and incompletely articulated—is negatively defined by the absence of philosophy. Strauss thus shows that philosophy emerges out of a nonphilosophic and implicitly anti-philosophic background.

That background in its nonbiblical version is characterized by the rule of myth. Philosophy is similar to myth insofar as both are a quest for “principles,” “beginnings,” “first things.” But philosophy is a discourse on “nature” rather than the “gods” (paragraph 3). Yet to understand the discovery of nature, even provisionally, we need to dwell longer on its pre-philosophic equivalent. That pre-philosophic equivalent appears to be “the gods” (if not the ghosts and witches mentioned at NRH 79). In the next paragraph (4), Strauss writes that that pre-philosophic equivalent of nature is “custom” or “way.” Strauss offers concrete examples of the experience of common sense: “Barking and wagging the tail is the way of dogs, menstruation is the way of women, the crazy things done by madmen are the way of madmen, just as not eating pork is the way of Jews and not drinking wine is the way of Moslems.” More importantly, no “fundamental distinction was made between customs or ways which are always and everywhere the same and customs or ways which differ from time to time.”

Why was this distinction not made initially? Because, in the prescientific world, two other distinctions are paramount: ours vs. theirs, and old vs. new. What guarantees the rightness of a way is it being “old and one’s own,” which together form the notion of the “ancestral.” Strauss thus comes to his most explicit positive characterization of “pre-philosophic life”: it identifies the good with the ancestral (paragraph 5). In a note to this paragraph (n. 3), Strauss says that “the right way” would seem to be the link between mere custom and first things. “Way,” properly interpreted, becomes the root of one of the two most important meanings of nature: the essential character of a thing or a group of things, the genuine way or manner of being of something. “The right way” points, on the other hand, to the oldest, but the oldest, beyond any gods, is nature itself. The philosophic discovery of nature in its twofold meaning purifies or radicalizes the dual components of “the right way” as ancestral: the oldest and truest manner of operation of the beings. In other words, the earliest philosophers did not disregard the world of authoritative opinion but found their bearings by thinking it through.

The original discoverers of nature may, in a sense, have taken their bearings by the ancestral;6 but Strauss’s next step is to present the notion of the doubt of authority and of divine law.7 Strauss does not deny that once the idea of natural right has emerged it can “easily be adjusted to the belief in the existence of a divinely revealed law.” He “merely contends” that the predominance of that belief prevents the emergence of the idea of natural right: if there is divine revelation, the effort to discover the right path by unassisted human effort becomes “infinitely unimportant” (paragraph 8). Yet Strauss adds almost immediately (paragraph 9) that the various divine laws contradict each other. There is a problem with the commonsense or “natural” world. The problem resides in contradictions about morality (e.g., the rightness of human sacrifice), but “what is decisive is the fact that the various codes contradict one another in what they suggest regarding the first things”: the “view that the gods are born of the earth cannot be reconciled with the view that the earth was made by the gods.” As a result, a distinction arises between the good and the ancestral. The quest for the right way becomes the “question of what is good by nature as distinguished from what is good merely by convention.”

Strauss then shifts the discussion from the “quest for what is good by nature” to the “quest for the first things,” which itself is guided by two fundamental distinctions that antedate the distinction between good and ancestral: (1) relying on hearsay as opposed to seeing with one’s own eyes; and (2) artificial or man-made things as opposed to non-man-made things. “Someone,” a traveler (such as Odysseus or Homer) suggested the distinction be applied to the weightiest matters. This grave step—to demand proof for the divinity of sacred accounts or codes is to demand a justification of divine codes by the evident principles of human knowledge—requires suspending judgment on the venerability of divine law. It is all the more grave since sacred accounts claim all things were originated by forethought. But even that claim in turn has to be demonstrated; the claim that all visible things are produced by a thinking being or even that there are superhuman thinking beings at all must now be proven. As Strauss puts it in a handwritten reflection on the fundamental premises of philosophy, especially with respect to the claims of divine law, a reflection which dates from 1946,8 the period during which Strauss first formulated his account of the origin and nature of philosophy under consideration here: “The reflection leading to realization of fundamental character of aistheta [perceptible beings] disposes of the religious problem. This reflection is pre-philosophic, in so far as in it and through it the constitution of philosophy takes place.” Strauss continues, however: “More precisely: it excludes the possibility of asserting theism on any but theoretical grounds, i.e. on any grounds other than the teleological character of the physei onta [beings by nature].” This still leaves open the challenge of having to disprove the teleological character of the universe (cf. NRH 123). To be sure, it is not yet clear that the pre-Socratics even went as far as leaving themselves vulnerable solely to teleologically based theological claim and to no other challenge. For the reduction of the issue of the theistic challenge against philosophy to the status of teleological physics depends on an “analysis of anthropina [human things], [which] excludes the moral and the ‘existential’ grounds [for theism].” It is not clear, in other words, that “the fundamental (and hidden) reflection of the classics”—which in the note from 1946 Strauss characterizes as “something like a critique of practical reason as in any way justifying ‘postulates’ ”—was completed by the original discoverers of nature.

Yet Strauss is clear in NRH III that the philosophic conventionalists, the pre-Socratics, did discover nature. Moreover, it is remarkable that nature is discovered by virtue of merely raising a possibility or initiating a quest. As Strauss puts it in a 1948 lecture that contains another version of the account of the origin of philosophy: “I say: the possibility. It was not excluded that the origin of all things is forethought, divine forethought. But this assertion required from now on a demonstration” (“Reason and Revelation,” Meier 2006, 145). In fact, when one looks closely at the conclusions reached in paragraph 11, conclusions that constitute the discovery of nature and the actualization of the possibility of philosophy, one is tempted to say that the meaning of nature Strauss has in mind in chapter three is neither that of the first things nor that of the class character of a thing or a group of things, but the consequence of the compelling power of the logical and psychological need to demonstrate any assertion about the gods (or about the character of things or about the first things) by starting “from what all men can see now,” from sensually perceived things (paragraph 11). This necessity or need, however, is felt or seen only “if one suspends one’s judgment regarding the truth of the sacred accounts of the first things.”9 What provided the first philosopher with the necessary impetus or justification to apply the distinction between hearsay and seeing with one’s own eyes to “the most weighty matters,” “the superhuman origin of all alleged superhuman information” (paragraph 10)?

The next two paragraphs (12 and 13) are not found in the 1947 essay on Spinoza’s justification of philosophy. The single-sentence paragraph 12 presents itself as a summary of what had preceded. It thus appears to confirm the thought that merely raising the possibility that the first things do not originate by way of forethought leads to the actualization of a high human potentiality. Raising fundamental questions about the divine and ancestral alone actualizes the “trans-historical, trans-social, trans-moral, and trans-religious” possibility of philosophy. Since Strauss is at his most compressed in this brief paragraph, it might be useful to have recourse to the 1948 text in which there is a longer statement about the pre-philosophic “demonstration” of the human possibility of philosophy: “The philosophic enterprise presupposes that the question of how one ought to live be settled in advance. It is settled by the pre-philosophic proof of the thesis that the right way of life, the one thing needful, is the life devoted to philosophy and to nothing else.” But “[t]he pre-philosophic proof is later on confirmed, within philosophy, by an analysis of human nature” (Meier 2006, 147). At this point, the defense of philosophy is based, in part, on an assertion: “Philosophy asserts that man has ultimately no choice but that between philosophy and despair disguised by delusion: only through philosophy is man enabled to look reality in its stern face without losing his humanity” (ibid.; cf. NRH 72b).

Strauss points out in the very next paragraph of NRH III (paragraph 13) that philosophy has at least another presupposition (in addition to that of the rightness of the philosophic life) that has not been validated sufficiently by making what all men can see always in broad daylight or through ascent from the visible things the basis of the quest for the first things.10 The presupposition is that there are imperishable or eternal beings which are the truest beings.11 A related and deeper premise is that no being emerges without a cause. In thinking about the difficulty of this premise, it may be useful to consult Strauss’s notes on the pre-Socratics from the late 1930s (Box 6, folder 7). Strauss begins his consideration of the original discovery of nature by noting that in Homer the word “nature” means “the constitution of a thing as resulting from growth.” Strauss then sharpens the meaning of this definition, “You cannot do all you like with things: you cannot drive a peg into the wall with butter; things have their innate character, there is no arbitrariness about that.” This means, Strauss says, “no miracles, no metamorphoses.” The “very concept of nature excludes then belief in the gods—the gods themselves will be subjected to the consideration of how they grow into being and how their working is the outcome of their ‘growth’—they will be as ‘natural’ as anything else” (Strauss points to Xenophon’s Memorabilia, I.1.10f.). However, Strauss does not leave it at “natures” in the plural: “all things need, in order to grow—a support (plants need water and sunshine).” And the “ultimate support which enables things to grow is the arche [first principle/thing].” The quest for the first things does not end with the discovery of the fundamental character of the perceptible things (paragraph 11). The pre-Socratic school of philosophers, the Milesians, “are engaged in a quest for the first things, for the things which are not born, which still are, and which always will be.” And “the first thing which they try to discover, is the first thing because it supports all other things: all other things are generated by it, whereas the first thing is not generated.” The fundamental “first thing” which they try to discover is accessible to observation and reasoning, “based on evidence which can be checked.” This reasoning is “the discovery of science.” And “they conceive of the first thing as something which by its own growth makes all things grow—the first thing is not an external agent concerned with what makes them grow or his vanity or his pleasure.” This conceptualization of the first thing is the “discovery of necessity.” But four fundamental questions remain, according to Strauss: (1) What is “[the relation of] science and necessity”? (2) “[The] Milesians assume the ultimate support is one—why is it one?” (3) Theologically, of course “not the gods are the support” (cf. Xen, Mem., I 1.10f.). This is “easy to prove: the myths admit that Zeus is the son of Kronos.” But “what if one discards the myths and sticks to the view that the gods are athanatoi [deathless]”? What if one conceives of more perfect, eternal divine beings? (4) There is a “difference between arche and panta [all things], but “is the arche a thing?” Strauss notes that the “Milesians may have answered these questions—but one does not know anything about their answers.” Strauss then offers another formulation of at least problems 1, 3, and 4: “The first thing is One—but how can the Many proceed from One?” Strauss writes that “Pythagoras did not solve the problem: arithmoi [numbers] ≠ pragmata [things] (difference between numbers and continuous magnitudes: Zeno).” Nor did Parmenides and Heraclitus: for they both “denied the Many,” merely dodging the problem. There are, in short, fundamental difficulties in articulating coherently the nature of nature, even absent any external challenges to the goodness of the philosophic life.

Having only alluded to these cosmological and ontological difficulties in paragraph 13 of NRH III, in the final paragraph of the first section of that chapter, Strauss shows how the ways or customs of people are not simply the pre-philosophic equivalent of nature, but that these “ways” need to be split into what is by nature and what is by convention: some beings are “in truth” while others are merely “by virtue of law or convention.” Nature is essentially hidden, overlaid by authoritative conventional decisions. Yet the possibility of formulating the idea of nature is contained in the authoritative decisions since man cannot live without thoughts about the first things; yet, Strauss notes, as he disentangles truth from convention with regard to an issue relevant to “natural right,” it is merely “presumed” that man cannot live without being united with his fellows in thoughts about the first things. Strauss adds, alluding back to the question of the ultimate support or first being or principle, that a certain understanding of “being” or “to be” is presupposed by the original philosophers, an understanding which sees as the most fundamental distinction among beings, that between a “being in truth” and a being by virtue of law or convention.

Strauss has now presented the main elements in the “emergence of philosophy,” or the discovery of nature. But having rejected authority altogether—and even Socrates, a very conservative man in practice, is correctly seen by Aristophanes as holding a fundamental premise that even in practice leads to the repudiation of “the most natural authority,” that of the father (paragraph 17)—the philosophers are still in a controversy, at least among themselves, about whether right is solely something which hides nature or whether some part of right is by nature. This is part of the subject of the second section of the chapter (paragraphs 16–23).

Natural Right and Providence

Heraclitus’s (and Spinoza’s) rejection of particular providence—god as the first cause is beyond good and evil, even beyond good and bad—goes together with their denial of natural right. Justice is denied on the basis of the denial of God. For Heraclitus and Spinoza “God is not concerned with justice in any sense that is relevant to human life as such: God does not reward justice and punish injustice. Justice has no superhuman support. That justice is good and injustice is bad is due exclusively to human agencies and ultimately to human decisions.” But how can the divine or cosmic indifference to justice be established, especially since, as Strauss notes (paragraph 19), the case of Aristotle shows that one can admit natural right while rejecting particular providence? Perhaps what Heraclitus wanted to establish did not require the jettisoning of the notion of justice altogether. This thought is developed more sharply in Strauss’s archival notes on Pascal (Box 20, folder 10, from the mid-1940s): “the sophos [wise man/philosophic conventionalist],” he says there, “refuses to identify justice as the arete [virtue] of man,” thus showing “indifference to justice.” The philosophic conventionalist rejects particular providence and, more importantly, eternal damnation “due to indulgence, ultimately self-indulgence.” Yet the early wise man (say, Heraclitus as opposed to Socrates) “feels that if the demands of justice were to be taken seriously, he would deserve eternal damnation.” On the other hand, the (Socratic) philosopher’s answer to the potential accusation that he, as a philosopher, may be radically unjust or self-indulgent is that “it can be shown that perfect justice—purity of heart—is impossible and therefore cannot justly be demanded.”12 Even so, Strauss raises the question: “But: [might] a maximum effort [in the direction of purity of heart still be demanded]?”

Despite this limitation of philosophic conventionalism, it cannot be said that the early philosophers simply ignored what Strauss characterizes as the hidden fundamental reflection of the classics. The pre-Socratic philosophers did not merely assert the existence of a non-teleological, indifferent cosmos and leave convention, the law, the city, or the possibility of moralistic “postulates of practical reason” unexamined. Consider, for example, Strauss’s note on Xenophanes in the folder referred to above, which suggests that Xenophanes answered the question “why philosophy?” on the basis of an analysis of political life: “Fr. 2: he asserts the superiority of ‘our wisdom’ to ‘strength of men and horses,’ ” “for the victor in an athletic contest will not be able to give the city eunomie [good legal order] and he will not make the city wealthy—sophia [wisdom] as the basis of eunomie—justification of philosophy on the basis of pol[itical] life, answer to the question: why philosophy? → Plato’s philosopher-king.” Uncovering this line of thought in justifying philosophy in Xenophanes brings, in an important respect, a pre-Socratic close to Socrates or Plato. And to bring, from the other side, Socrates close to the philosophic conventionalists. One can refer, for example, to Strauss’s essay on Xenophon’s Anabasis where Strauss writes, “All men live under laws; to this extent, law is natural to man or law belongs to man’s nature. Yet it is nevertheless necessary to make a distinction between nature and law … and to preserve it. Some light falls on the seeming paradox if we observe the similarity of some traits of the most extreme barbarians with some traits of Socrates” (SPPP 123; NRH 105, n. 36). Conventionalism is indeed a form of classical philosophy since it draws the distinction between nature and law (NRH 11–12).

The return in thought to the origins of political society (cf. paragraphs 32 and 47) takes place within “the fundamental (and hidden) reflection of the classics,” an approach of decisive importance in considering the “the critique of practical reason as in any way justifying ‘postulates’ ” (as Strauss puts it in the 1946 note quoted above)—or in clarifying “the status, the dignity, of civil society and right” (paragraph 22). Yet, having emphasized how crucial this is, Strauss drops the issue of origins and leaves it at mentioning its grave theological implication: the human race would not be fully responsible for its actual imperfection if “men’s beginnings were necessarily imperfect” (paragraph 23). Yet this particular proof of the original imperfection is based on the assumption that philosophy is the best life. The “proof” runs as follows: the early life is imperfect because it did not have arts, which is an imperfection since philosophy requires the arts. Thus the implications of a full consideration of the question of origins of man and civil society for the notion of moral responsibility (and the practical moral and religious demands associated with it) remain undeveloped here (cf. NRH 150, n. 24).13

The Conventionalists’ Critique of Justice, Law, and the Common Good

With the beginning of part III of the chapter (paragraphs 24–37), Strauss, instead of going directly into the question of origins, gives a dialectical presentation of the arguments for and against the naturalness of justice. He provides “an analysis of the standard argument used by conventionalism.” This analysis is of importance also for the theme of the emergence of philosophy since, if the conventionalists did overlook such a humanly important part of nature in their rejection of right, then their discovery of nature would have been far from adequate, especially in its clarification of the best way to live. Strauss provides the analysis of conventionalism for “our present purpose.” Is this the purpose of discussing the rejection and acceptance of natural right, one of the purposes of the book and a purpose that does not require stressing the affinity between the “conventionalists” and the Socratic thinkers? Or is the “present purpose” the articulation of the natural world and more specifically the account of philosophy’s birth through the discovery of nature? That Strauss had more or less dropped the question of the origin of society—where there appears to be an agreement between the conventionalists and Plato (n. 25 to paragraph 23)—favors the former understanding of Strauss’s purpose. On the other hand, the conventionalism reconstructed by Strauss and the philosophic conventionalism of Lucretius as presented by Strauss appear in what follows in a most favorable light.

Strauss begins this section by apparently questioning the intrinsic worth, as opposed the amazing vitality through the ages, of the conventionalist argument that the “just things” differ from society to society: such variety does not warrant rejection of natural right. However, if one reconstructs the argument “out of scattered and fragmented remarks” and brings out “certain assumptions” that are “in most cases not even stated,” that rejection no longer seems unwarranted. One of these conventionalist assumptions is that when speaking of natural right, “one implies that … man cannot live or live well without justice.” But if justice is so vitally important, one could reasonably expect more agreement about it. One could indeed explain the lack of agreement by pointing to the corruption of human nature and to the fact that only “normal men” agree about justice, just as only normal men agree about sounds, colors, and the like. But this leads to the “hard consequence” that “perhaps even only one generation in one particular society or, at the most, the members of some particular society must be regarded as the only normal human beings in existence.” It would not suffice to argue that at least civilized men agree about justice, since the conventionalists themselves are “frequently civilized men.” But what if natural right, just like nature, itself requires science and is not acquired effortlessly or unproblematically, as is a grasp of the color “red” (see paragraph 15)? That would indeed explain the difficulty of acquiring knowledge of justice, but at the cost of implausibly and self-defeatingly claim scientific precision, immutability, and an unceasing universal effect on behalf of justice (at least once the science of justice has been perfected). Strauss does not even indicate that this claim on behalf of justice, if true, would impugn the scientific or philosophic credentials of the conventionalists, most likely because it is far from clear that the defenders of natural right are prepared to argue for justice on the basis of advances in science. In the next step, Strauss devotes for the first time a whole paragraph questioning conventionalism, and precisely on the basis that conventionalists had thought favored conventionalism: “disagreement and fluctuation” about justice (paragraph 28). Precisely the serious perplexity about justice—the existence of both the universal claim that justice is law-abidingness and the equally universal talk of “unjust laws”—indicates a divination or an insufficient but still real grasp of the reality of justice. Yet the “decision” in this matter depends on “the result of the analysis of law.” And law appears to be something contradictory: it is the decision of “you and me” but it also claims to be our good and noble savior. Does the claim of law to be good or noble contain an “element of truth” (paragraph 29; cf. NRH 124)? Yet even if it does, one cannot argue on that basis that knowledge of justice can be scientific knowledge. Still, justice may be the subject of a masterful political art or skill. What is just may well differ from city to city, but it is the nature of things, not convention, that guides this variation. This variation is “not only compatible with, but a consequence of, the principle of justice, namely that the just is identical with the common good.” This paragraph (30), which thus seems to make a devastating argument against conventionalism, is the last one before a series of paragraphs that reveal the strongest foundation of conventionalism.

Conventionalism avoids the acceptance of the naturalness of justice by denying the existence of the common good. All cities are run by a regime—i.e., by a part or section of the city—even democracy, the rule of the self-interested poor, pretending to rule in the interest of the whole city. The defenders of the naturalness of justice cannot say that the various interests can be finely balanced or harmonized since that presupposes that the city is a genuine whole.14 The city would seem to be a factitious whole, requiring violence, compulsion, and slavery to stay together.15 Further in favor of conventionalism’s questioning of the naturalness of the city is the fact that the definition of a citizen depends on law alone. The family through marriage has a conventional character. Citizens are made, not born. The language-based divisions among nations are also arbitrary, as is the division between slaves and free men. Strauss concludes: if the common good is conventional, right and justice are conventional. Yet another advantage of the conventionalist account (paragraph 34) is that it now seems even to “save the phenomena”; it is said to make intelligible the simple experiences of right and wrong at the bottom of natural right doctrines (NRH 31–32): don’t hurt others, help them, subordinate the parts to whole. One cannot say, or not simply say, that conventionalism “disregards the understanding implicit in opinion” (NRH 126). All of the elements of “justice” may be explicable through the collective selfishness of the city. Yet might not the maxims of foreign policy be essentially different from the maxims of a gang of robbers (see NRH 160)? Yes, but while it may be “possible for the city to refrain from hurting other cities or to be resigned to poverty,” it is not clear that in doing so the city would be following nature rather than convention. Justice is ineffectual; the only natural elements of society are the individuals; and the natural good is the very opposite of the shadowy good of justice. According to philosophic conventionalism, to be “truly just,” to believe and devote oneself to the imaginary common good, is to be a fool; to be prudent or wise is to be good at pursuing one’s naturally selfish good (paragraph 35). Conventionalism does not deny that “the city and right are useful for the individual,” but the city is akin to crutches or is a product of pure calculation, not the object of natural desire. There is an inevitable conflict between the individual and the city which the city tries to end by the fictitious claim of its higher dignity or the claim that the city is sacred, which is “of the essence of the city and of right” (paragraph 36). The “nerve of conventionalism,” contrary to the first impression, is not that right is arbitrary but that it is definite or specific convention (don’t hurt others, help others, care about the common good); far from being unaware of the political art or skill, the conventionalists understand its essence. Strauss then summarizes the conventionalists’ three grounds for rejecting natural right: (a) the inescapable conflict between justice and the natural desire for one’s own good; (b) the fact that justice has some foundation in nature but is limited to rough rules of expediency within a particular group; (c) the specific content of “helping” and “hurting” is left undefined.

Having laid out conventionalism’s critique of justice, law, and the common good, in the next section of the chapter (section IV of the original article) Strauss addresses the related question of the substance of the natural good for the conventionalists. Rather than the good generally, Strauss now says, following Plato’s simplification of the conventionalist thesis (paragraph 38), it was pleasure that was the alternative to the “narrow path of ancestral custom or divine law.” In the Walgreen Lectures, Strauss presents the turn to pleasure as an “additional assumption” establishing the conventionalist argument and suggests that the most enticing presentation of this turn to pleasure, in particular sexual pleasure, is found in the comedies of Aristophanes (Walgreen Lectures, IV.5–6). Here, in NRH, Strauss goes directly to the most developed and influential form of classical hedonism, Epicurean materialism. The only good directly perceived prior to all reasoning, opinion, or compulsion is the immediately felt and sensibly perceived pleasure. The Epicurean argument regards the noble as reflecting “in a distorted manner the substantial good for the sake of which men made the fundamental convention.” According to Epicureanism, justice produces the pleasure that is expected of it, a sense of security, only if one is thought to be just; injustice has to be detected to be an evil; justice stands or falls by unpleasant compulsion; and pleasure is the most natural alternative to the compulsion of justice.

The paragraph on Lucretius (40) is Strauss’s fullest articulation in this chapter of philosophic conventionalism. It is also as an elaboration on paragraph 12’s short statement on the actualization of the trans-social, trans-moral, trans-religious human possibility of philosophy; it concerns “the happiness of the philosopher” (NRH 112). In what is in a way the conclusion of the chapter’s consideration of the origin and nature of philosophy, simply and in relation to the problem of natural right, Strauss offers an interpretation of philosophic conventionalism’s “greatest document,” Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things. As soon as he takes up Lucretius, Strauss immediately returns to the decisive issue of paragraph 22: the origins of society. According to Lucretius, men enter society for protection or for the pleasure of security. In the process, habits of kindness and fidelity develop. This early society is the best and happiest one, but even it is radically unnatural in the sense that it does not allow for the possibility of philosophy. The “happiness of society” is in an entirely different epoch from the “happiness of the philosopher,” “the only true happiness.” It is because of this disproportion between the requirements of philosophy and the requirements of society that right or justice cannot be natural. Early society lived under the salutary delusion that the world is eternal, which delusion made men gentle. Once this trust has been shaken, it is replaced by faith in active gods holding up the world. This belief, based on fear, generates “unspeakable evils.” The only solution is to break through the walls of the world held up by religion and reconcile oneself to a universe in which “nothing man can love can be eternal” (see LAM 85). The only remedy, that is, the only and most solid pleasure of philosophizing, is repulsive to people because it requires freedom from attachment to “our world.”

Is this insight into the most solid pleasure the genuine discovery of the life by nature and at the same time of the nature of nature? Strauss does not offer a criticism of Lucretius here. In his essay on Lucretius, however, Strauss suggests that philosophy’s transformation of the divination that “the lovable is not sempiternal or that the sempiternal is not lovable” is “productive of the deepest pain” (LAM 85). A helpful sketch of this issue, of this potentially problematic philosophic experience, is found in Strauss’s archival notes on Pascal (Box 20, folder 1016). In the notes, Strauss even begins by speaking of this problem as potentially “a real refutation of the philosophic position.” As Strauss puts it from Pascal’s perspective, “philosophy asserts that man can become happy through philosophizing and only through philosophizing. But how can this be if there is no a priori certainty that the object of contemplation is absolutely lovable? For happiness requires that man love something eternal. But is the eternal which the philosopher discovers repulsive rather than lovable (fr. 206 [in Brunschvicq’s numbering])? Is there therefore not a hopeless conflict between the mind and the heart?” Strauss then replies, “Why must man have an eternal good (= eternal lovable)? Because every temporal or finite good will not last.” But, Strauss continues, “[i]f man could love a finite good without suffering from its loss, no infinite or eternal good will be required (fr. 181). That this is so, is asserted by Plato (Philebus 51ff.) with regard to the hedea [the pleasant]. There is a finite good which we cannot love without not wishing its eternity: this is our progress in knowledge.” What is the character of that finite good? “Let us assume that the finite good is the improvement of the mind, or as continuous an understanding as possible, an understanding aiming at a coherent and clear account: the philosopher enjoys the coherent account at which he arrives. But the account will be refuted. He enjoys this too: he learns something through this.” Strauss then speaks of “a greater danger”: “the philosopher knows that, however high he may rise, he will fall again (death, senility, forgetting due to illness). The more he enjoys his understanding, the more will he be troubled by his errors and ignorance.” But, Strauss retorts, “he will not expect, and therefore not wish, more than the degree of understanding of which he is capable. His insight into the necessity of the finite character of his knowledge will prevent him from suffering from these shortcomings. Man’s misery is due to his desire for an unattainable end, for the impossible. This desire is based on ignorance.” Even or precisely if the joy or pleasure that Lucretius’s poem arouses is austere, it may still be the most solid pleasure (see also LAM 85).

Yet, even if the above is sufficient upon elaboration, there is another difficulty which, though only alluded to in this part of NRH,17 is explicitly stated later: Hobbes had “learned from Plato or Aristotle that if the universe has the character ascribed to it by Democritean-Epicurean physics, it excludes the possibility of any physics, of any science, or in other words, that consistent materialism necessarily culminates in skepticism” (172). As Bolotin observes on account of this difficulty:

Even if we disregard for now the question of natural right, Strauss could not have been satisfied with the Epicurean argument for the superiority of the philosophic life to a life of belief in active gods. Nor, as it seems to me, at least, could he have been satisfied with the arguments of any of the philosophic conventionalists. For all of them offered some version of a materialistic account of the first causes (cf. NRH 109; 117); and even if some of them might not have been fully committed to the details of their own accounts, none of them ever offered a truly convincing account, and without this they could not adequately justify their dismissal of the belief in active gods. (Bolotin, 6)

But the discovery of nature and more importantly the “actualization” of the human possibility that Strauss writes about in paragraph 12 of chapter three do not necessarily depend on a convincing account of the ultimate causes of the universe. Perhaps Lucretius had another way of disproving existence or even the very idea of “active gods” than by establishing a comprehensive materialistic metaphysics. Given this unexplored arsenal in Lucretius’s possession, perhaps we should leave it at saying that having given an account of Lucretius’s argument for philosophy as the best and most pleasant way of life, Strauss does not examine in chapter three the greatest problem besetting that position, nor offer a possible resolution of that problem. Yet this problem is very much on Strauss’s mind in his “Notes on Lucretius” where he, similarly to chapter three, gives an account of the “origin of natural right”—or, as we have seen this expression to mean, the origin of philosophy: “Primarily men are under the spell of ancestral opinion; they act on the assumption that the true and the good is the ancestral. A flexible man who by traveling has become aware of the thought of many peoples will have become doubtful of the equation of the true and good with the ancestral” (LAM 85). “Yet,” and here is the difficulty, “since all peoples trace at least some things to gods, he will still believe in active gods” (ibid., 85–86). But then there is a second stage in the ascent of the Lucretian philosopher, which “consists in an insight which cannot be acquired by traveling, but only while sitting or standing still; it is the realization that activity is incompatible with the bliss of gods” (ibid.). This is Lucretius’s “fundamental theologoumenon”: “the most perfect beings cannot possibly act on the world or in the world; the fundamental theologoumenon, in contradistinction to the ontological proof, is not meant to prove the existence of gods; their existence is not known” (ibid. 130). This fundamental theological reflection—the reasoning which aims to show the incompatibility of perfection (or divinity) with neediness that activism, especially morally concerned activism, arguably bespeaks—appears to be a central part of Lucretius’ (not distinctively Socratic) solution to what one might have thought is the crucial theoretical deficiency in his pre-Socratic-like thought.

Since he has reached the peak of his presentation of philosophic conventionalism, it is not clear why it is necessary for Strauss then to devote four paragraphs on the deterioration of philosophic conventionalism into vulgar conventionalism (paragraphs 41–44; in fact, in the original article, vulgar conventionalism is even in the same numbered section as philosophic conventionalism). It is not clear, in other words, if that subsection is meant to show the affinity of philosophic conventionalism with vulgar conventionalism or the contrast between them. In fact, there is another group of thinkers in the drama Strauss unfolds: the sophists who are in between the (other) two types of conventionalism. Vulgar conventionalism holds, at bottom, that “the summit of happiness is the life of the tyrant, of the man who has successfully committed the greatest crime by subordinating the city as whole to his private good” (paragraph 41). The philosophic conventionalists could not possibly hold that view since “they have tasted more solid pleasures than those deriving from wealth, power, and the like.” The sophists’ publication of the pre-Socratics’ philosophically conventionalist teaching spawned sophistry (paragraph 42). But why would the sophists have published that teaching? A sophist, Strauss explains is “something entirely different” from a philosopher, even an erring one. It is in distinguishing the sophist from the philosopher, in this apparently unnecessary subsection, that Strauss provides his most vivid characterization of the philosopher in the whole book: someone who is “set in motion and kept in motion by the sting of the awareness of the fundamental difference between conviction or belief and genuine insight” (paragraph 43). The sophist, while unable to stay fully awake (cf. NRH 127) simply by means of that awareness, needs to be energized by the desire for honor deriving from wisdom, which the sophist “knows better than most” is the highest excellence of man. That is why the sophist publishes the insights he regards as the deepest. But unlike the accomplished vulgar conventionalist or the tyrant, the sophist cannot “drop the appearance of justice or legality.” Therefore, sooner or later, the sophist has to resign himself to “deriving his prestige from propagating more or less respectable views.” He thus cannot get honor for the greatest possible wisdom. Intriguingly, having clarified the relation between the pre-Socratics, the sophists, and the would-be tyrants, Strauss then devotes a paragraph to “the most famous sophist,” Protagoras. It is hard to say how Protagoras differs from the philosophic conventionalists or why Strauss introduces him here: the myth that is spun in the Protagoras is “based on the distinction between nature, art, and convention.” He appears to be regarded as a separate in-between type: not simply a sophist moved by a desire for honor nor a philosopher moved by love of truth.18 Perhaps Protagoras’s difference from the “first philosophers” is that he represents himself by “art” rather than “nature” (which he understands as the work of “certain gods” that work blindly and subterraneously or as the work of Epimetheus, that is, as “thoughtless bodies” in motion) and that “art” is in turn a less-than-fully-justified “rebellion against the will of the gods above” (paragraph 44), since it is, as I have argued, the first philosophers’ response to the challenge of divine authority that Strauss quietly made his theme in his account of their thought.19

In the concluding section of chapter three (paragraphs 45–48), Strauss deals with a group of thinkers, whom he neither identifies by name nor even calls philosophers and who teach natural right: the pre-Socratic teachers of natural freedom and equality and of the justice of consent (cf. NRH 95–96). Their position is reminiscent of the philosophic conventionalists’ critique of law, government, and society for their compulsoriness and artificiality. If the city as such is a defective grouping, if all subjection is unnatural, then perhaps by nature all men are free and equal. Lucretius also regards early society as having the habits of kindness and fidelity, but he does not have the highest respect for this “ancestral” period because it does not allow for the best life. Since these egalitarians, however, still grant the indispensable character of civil society, the only way they could reconcile their concession to it is to assert that the just society is founded on the consent of free and equal individuals. Yet even these unnamed teachers of natural equality and freedom may have meant their doctrines “as theoretical theses setting forth the questionable character of civil society as such.” Demonstrating the contractual character of civil society may be understood as a critique of society rather than a legitimation of it. Even these natural right teachers, in other words, are in fact “conventionalists” for whom, unlike for the moderns, contract and the conventional have not lost their stigma (paragraph 47).

Strauss concludes the chapter by presenting something of Plato’s view on the source of obligation to a civil society, thus providing a transition to the fourth chapter, “Classic Natural Right.” Plato, like the philosophic conventionalists, takes a low view of contract and convention, but he leaves open the possibility that a certain duty of obedience is not derived from contract, that is, as a calculated or provisional, not a natural, obligation. The city Strauss mentions here, the best city of the Republic, is, however, fictitious; any allegiance by the philosopher to a real-life city would be explicable contractually. Still, the contractualist doctrine may be, in Plato’s eyes, an insufficient explanation of civil society. If so, this would raise the possibility that the first philosophers, whose discovery of nature and origination of philosophy was the main subject of the chapter, did not succeed after all in grasping firmly the meaning of nature. At this point in the book this is only a possibility, perhaps to be examined in chapter four. In any case, in chapter three, Strauss has recreated the experience of the sting of the awareness of the fundamental difference between belief and genuine insight (paragraph 43), an experience that gave rise to philosophy.


PART III

DIVINE REVELATION AND THE POSSIBILITY OF SCIENCE

 

 

When speaking of the nature of the philosopher, i.e., on the most exalted level of the discussion of morality in the Republic, Socrates does not even mention piety. In spite or because of this, there is no Platonic dialogue devoted to wisdom. Yet wisdom is a kind of science, and there is a dialogue devoted to science, the Theaetetus. Now the Euthyphron and the Theaetetus belong together, not merely because they deal with particular virtues, but also because they are contemporaneous: the two conversations take place about the same time, after the accusation and before the condemnation.

—Strauss, “An Untitled Lecture on Plato’s Euthyphron”
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Strauss’s Introduction to “Platonic Studies” in Modern Times

Having touched, in the preceding section (chapters 3 and 4), on the issue of divine revelation and authority as central to the foundation and justification of the philosophic quest, I turn now in this section (chapters 5 and 6) to a more direct consideration of the relation of philosophy to religion, and in particular to the Bible. I begin with Strauss’s remarkable “On a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy,” written in 1946,1 which deals with two main problems: the problem of the intelligibility of the world and the problem of the best way of life, which can be designated as “the problem of nature” and “the problem of justice,” as these problems have been obscured by a fusion of biblical and philosophical elements. Strauss’s review essay addresses these problems by examining the key points of their historical development. Strauss connects the two problems in his examination of a contemporary scholar, John Wild, who has an inadequate understanding of these problems because he has been shaped by both biblical and philosophical proposed solutions to these problems. Thus, in this essay, we can see Strauss’s revival, and even enrichment, of the spirit of the Platonic dialogue (perhaps first put to use in Strauss’s 1932 examination of Carl Schmitt—see chapter 1 above) in which the clarification of the fundamental problems is achieved through an examination of the opinions, and thus of the soul, of another thinker. I show how Strauss presents the difference in spirit between someone in whose soul fundamental questions are genuinely alive and someone who still lives in the cave of social opinion. Strauss uses Wild as a symbol for several historical movements that have become petrified or dogmatized. Wild cannot turn to the Platonic dialogues with an honest willingness to learn since Wild already thinks he knows the answers to the questions of God, man, and world. In the section on modern science and the Bible, I show that Strauss understands modern science as having been launched in an effort to establish the intelligibility of the world. Along with this effort, there is a project aimed at establishing a prosperous and harmonious society here on earth in order to show that the biblical solution to the problem of justice—and hence the biblical doubt about the permanent intelligibility of nature—is irrelevant. It appears that this twofold project has succeeded only partially and Wild is a perfect emblem of this partial success. He is still moved by the spirit of the Bible, but he is also attached to the offshoots of the modern project aimed at extinguishing the spirit of the Bible. In the section on the problem of intelligibility as treated by Plato and Aristotle, I show that Strauss turns to Plato and Aristotle in order to indicate the depth of the problem of establishing the intelligibility of the world, as well as the resulting difficulty of accessing Plato’s deepest reflections on nature. Strauss indicates that Plato is grappling precisely with the twofold challenge to philosophy: the claims that the world is not unintelligible and that, in great part because of this supposed unintelligibility, the best way of life is not the philosophical but the “moral-religious” one. One of the reasons for Plato’s exotericism or his art of elusive and allusive speech is his unwillingness to make philosophy into a mere instrument or into a factory of answers that turn philosophy itself in a moral-religious political project, a transmutation that has happened in the case of Wild. In the conclusion, I sum up how, in this masterpiece of an essay, Strauss disentangles the various strands of contemporary thought: the belief in progress and equality; the belief in science coupled with a belief in the ultimate mystery or inaccessibility of the universe; and a general disbelief in leading a rational or philosophic life. Strauss presents these positions as intersecting in Wild’s thought so that Strauss could clarify how these strands can get tangled up and prevent a direct confrontation with the problem of intelligibility and the problem of the best way of life. Strauss’s tour de force of a review—combining ontology, history, and psychology—is also a preparation for a confrontation with someone like Luther who is present implicitly and explicitly throughout the essay. The encounter Plato vs. Luther, which Strauss thus prepares, allows for a more direct engagement with the problem of nature, the problem of justice, and the relation between the two problems.

“On a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy” is Strauss’s first substantial statement on Plato. It comes after Strauss’s three foundational articles—“The Spirit of Sparta and the Taste of Xenophon,” “The Law of Reason in the ‘Kuzari,’ ” and “On Classical Political Philosophy”—in all of which Strauss introduces, or makes his own, the trio of themes: esotericism, philosophy as a way of life, and “classical political philosophy.” When he wrote this review essay, Strauss was in the midst of writing On Tyranny, his interpretation of Xenophon’s Hiero. And having written on Xenophon’s Lacedaemonian Constitution, perhaps his intention had been to introduce “classical political philosophy” through Xenophon (who does not appear in the Wild review). But when a professor at Harvard, and a follower of Heidegger, published an apparently comprehensive and, as Nathan Tarcov has pointed out,2 somewhat “Straussian”-sounding Plato’s Theory of Man, Strauss had to leap into action and compose a devastating 42-page “review.”

It is an essay constructed “ad hominem or, more exactly, ‘dialectically’ ” as a critique of Wild’s book. The ambiguous title of the essay provides a clue to its intention: to announce, succinctly, Strauss’s new interpretation of the core of Plato’s philosophy, its relation to the nature of politics, as well as Plato’s approach to “the question of being.” Strauss’s essay is Platonic in its investigation of the obstacles that are in the way of understanding of the overall human situation—obstacles that are rooted, in Wild’s revealing case, in unexamined beliefs about sin, justice, and salvation. In this way, the essay is unique in bringing together being, soul, and logos in Strauss’s examination of the problem of the intelligibility of nature by way of scrutinizing the logos and the soul of someone who unsuccessfully attempts to philosophize.3

Wild covers a lot of ground Strauss himself had not openly and extensively yet covered, or would never cover in print. Strauss had indeed written important remarks on Plato in the concluding chapter of The Political Philosophy of Hobbes and, more importantly, had made a decisive intervention with his 1936 essay on Xenophon where Plato figures prominently. But here was a book that talks about the exoteric character of Plato’s works, theory as a way of a life, and Plato’s political philosophy. Here was an apparently new interpretation of Plato’s political philosophy that seemed misleadingly close to Strauss’s own. A new interpretation that admired Plato and turned to him as a solution of the fundamental contemporary problems. This called for an extensive response by Strauss, a detailed and extremely penetrating refutation. Perhaps the most provocative way of characterizing the situation is this: Strauss had to intervene to demolish the pseudo-Strauss who could become the anti-Strauss. More important than his apparent anticipation of Strauss’s principal themes, and at the root of that anticipation, is the fact Wild had pointed—not directly or even consciously but by virtue of the fact that the question underlies his book—to a “question” not “publicly raised in recent times,” perhaps not raised since Goethe. (Strauss might of course have been raising the question privately.) Strauss indicates with sufficient clarity that the question is the same as “the most important fact of the whole past” (PAW 107; see also Hobbes’s Critique of Religion, 23)—“the conflict between belief and unbelief,” “the proper, single, and deepest theme of all world and human history”—in such a way that the question risked being buried even deeper or trivialized. But Wild points somehow to this question while attributing to Plato himself—for Strauss, the greatest expositor of the conflict between political life and philosophy—a solution or an elimination of that conflict by way of asserting a fundamental harmony between politics and philosophy.

Strauss, therefore, hits hard precisely on the issues where one might have expected him to praise Wild for raising important considerations. On philosophy as a way of life: “Wild obviously mistakes theory as a way of life, which as such is an object of choice or action, for the objects of theory, which as such are not objects of choice or action” (347, n. 24). On exotericism: “Wild’s eagerness to arrive at ‘results’ ” means “he has not stopped to ponder the apparently overwhelming difficulty … indicated most clearly by the terms ‘exoteric’ ”: how could one “ever get hold of Plato’s esoteric or serious teaching?” (348). On political philosophy: “Wild is practically silent on the grave question on inequality, about which Plato had so much to say” (357), lacking “clarity about Plato’s view of the relation between philosophy and politics” (355). On decisive matters, Wild suffers from elementary confusion.

Perhaps as a result of this unusual frankness, the Wild review is a piece that (together with “On the Intention of Rousseau” and “The Spirit of Sparta and the Taste of Xenophon”) Strauss did not republish. The tone is similar to Strauss’s earlier courses (late 1940s or early 1950s). There is a freshness, an almost aggressive directness, a kind of philosophizing with a hammer, a spirited tempo. Strauss flirts with “go[ing] beyond the limits of legitimate polemical excitement” (337). In Strauss’s later writings, this freshness and open excitement go underground. Instead, we often find what Strauss himself characterized exuberantly as the style of Farabi’s commentary: “pedantic,” “wooden,” “pedestrian,” “insipid,” “monotonous,” “trivial” (WIPP 140–41).

But this is not a matter of early versus late Strauss alone. In his 1941 review of Crossman’s book on Plato, Strauss is pleasant and condescending, “congratulating” the author on his excellent use of the device of reviving a dead hero and making him talk (WIPP 264). In 1951, in reviewing David Grene’s Man in His Pride, Strauss more magnanimously acknowledges an important insight Grene has into Plato’s political philosophy: the disproportion between the political relationship and the “erotic” one. Strauss is thus not worried that Grene’s book will become a diversion, for its inability to follow through on the insight, from what Strauss is attempting or from the fundamental issue. In the Wild review, on other hand, Strauss attempts to take control over “Platonic studies” (367). “It is safe to predict that the movement which [Wild’s] book may be said to launch in this country will become increasingly weighty and influential as the years go by” (326). But it is “safe” to do so since the movement is in fact launched by Strauss himself (see letter to Löwith, August 15, 1946, GS III 660).

As he tells Löwith, Strauss writes the essay for students—that is, to turn them away from Wild toward Strauss, thus making sure that a movement (accidentally pointed to by Wild) will become more influential. In this sense, we get more of Strauss himself in this review—he displays his charms and powers. In another sense, we get less of him since the review is, after all, polemical and does not offer an extensive interpretation of any one Platonic dialogue. In yet another sense, however, we find more of Strauss’s interpretation here than anywhere else. Strauss brings to light Wild’s unexamined attachment to justice, including the historical and psychological roots of that attachment. Strauss comes forth as a kind of Socrates and Wild as an honor-seeking Glaucon—someone who puts on the armor of “philosophical exactitude” (and as Wild believes, “sophistry is to classical philosophy as German idealism is to Wild”) to crush fascism and save democracy (364, 335).

What is at stake in the review becomes, in a sense, almost immediately clear. Wild’s book is “not simply a historical work” (326), though it will prove to be historical in the sense of being the offshoot of historical influences and problems in Wild’s soul in a manner beyond his control. But if Wild’s work is not “simply historical,” is it “philosophical”? No, it is philosophical even less than it is historical. It is “animated by the zeal of a reformer.” Such zeal, “the very resolution to defend a position,” “may be said to entail the loss of a most important freedom” (327): the freedom “radically to doubt.” Since modern philosophy begins with radical doubt, and since Wild is not a doubter, Strauss seems to take the side of modern philosophy against Wild. Yet it is not a question of taking a side: Strauss is interested above all in rescuing from oblivion a question that has been nearly forgotten for quite some time. It is the treatment of this question, which is also Plato’s “central question,” that constitutes the recovery of “Platonic studies.” (At the end of the piece, Strauss speaks of the enemies of “Plato and Platonic studies”: as the title of Strauss’s last book shows, “Platonic political philosophy” can encompass a consideration of Maimonides, Machiavelli, Nietzsche, “Jerusalem and Athens,” Heidegger, Cohen, etc.) It is a question that Strauss was recovering already and that a book such as Wild’s may have played a part in relinquishing back into oblivion; at the very least, Strauss must have thought that an instructive lesson in “Platonic studies” can be delivered through this confrontation; and he may have, as Tarcov argues, been forewarning readers against dogmatic readings of his own work.

That the Wild review provides Strauss with the opportunity to point to the “real Plato” and that he is unusually assertive about Plato’s “opinion,” his “spirit,” etc., does not mean that Strauss is open-handed in expounding Plato’s teaching: no one who has understood Plato’s teaching “would ever think of expounding it in public, because it would fill most readers with an unjustified contempt or else with a ‘lofty and vain expectation that they have learned some impressive things.’ ” “No irresponsible man … would ever succeed in understanding anything of Plato’s serious teaching” (350). The passage Strauss interprets from Plato’s 7th Letter (the only part of the review, he tells Löwith, he didn’t write for students) has the burden of showing that “what ought not be said cannot be said.” It is perhaps written for the sake of Strauss’s friends who may not have appreciated that lesson.

Strauss is especially guarded in allowing the reader to identify the “paramount issue,” the “fundamental question,” the “central question, the “real issue.” In his 1945 “On Classical Political Philosophy,” Strauss promises to discuss “those characteristic features of classical political philosophy which are in particular danger of being overlooked or insufficiently stressed by the schools that are most influential in our time” (WIPP 78). And in the preface of his 1964 City and Man, he speaks of developing his views “on a rather neglected aspect of classical political thought.” The overlooked aspects (in 1945) are classical political philosophy’s direct relation to political life and its transcendence of that political life. Yet these are not aspects overlooked by Wild, even if they are misunderstood by him. The neglected aspect of classical political thought is different and has suffered neglect for a while, not only recently. It concerns the theologico-political problem—the underlying theme of City and Man (CM 25, 38, 59, 65, 98, 117, 241; see also the American preface to PPH). The Wild review, as I will try to show below, is likewise implicitly devoted to that theme.

The problem that Wild is explicitly addressing is the “legitimacy of modern philosophy in all its forms.” But the question of the “legitimacy of the modern approach in all its forms,” as Strauss sees it, “goes farther to the roots of the problems of the social sciences than any other question of which I am aware that has been publicly raised in recent times.” So even if Wild is aware of the question underlying his book, he is not aware of the roots of the problems of the social sciences. Strauss ends the essay by charging Wild, not only with presenting a grossly misleading picture of Plato’s view, but with supplying the numerous enemies of Plato and “Platonic studies” with “the strongest weapon for which they could wish.” Strauss does not say what that weapon is, but it must not be the same as simply painting a grossly misleading picture of Plato. It thus may well be connected with the “question which underlies Wild’s book,” the question to which Strauss refers in the opening paragraph. But what is this question? Is it the same as “Plato’s central question”? Wild’s book concerns the “legitimacy of the modern approach in all its forms” but this inquiry may in turn “revive[] after more than a century of silence” “the issue which is known as the querrelle des anciens et des modernes”—an issue generally supposed to have been settled by Hegel. This brings us closer to “the paramount issue” (334), “the real issue” (348). And as suggested above, that issue was last stated in the early nineteenth century by Goethe.

The first section of the review does not contain any specific references to Wild’s book. It consists in a broad reflection on historicism and the “philosophic incentive” or “philosophic passion” to seek an adequate interpretation of classical philosophy. Strauss does not speak of classical political philosophy. But in delineating the issue of incentive or passion, the first section already contains suggestions about the nature of Wild’s limitations and the basis for the later discussion of the difficulties Wild’s project faces. In the context of the essay as a whole, it comes very close to both stating and expressing Strauss’s own philosophic spirit. Strauss uses his contest with Wild in order to present performatively the issue underlying la querelle des anciens et des modernes. Strauss is the radical doubter, the one who can live with uncertainty in the pursuit of clarity, and Wild represents the spirit of the Bible, the inquisitor of idolaters, and is among those who would have persecuted and killed Socrates.

What is the precise reason that Wild does not have the ability to understand Plato? He lacks the incentive to turn to Plato with an unqualified willingness to learn (see also CM 1 and “On Collingwood’s Philosophy of History,” 583–85). And the reason Wild does not have that incentive and is not equipped to interpret adequately classical philosophy is that his “presentation of Plato’s doctrine of man is animated by the zeal of a reformer” (326). The obstacle is not that Wild believes modern philosophy to be superior to ancient; on the contrary. Wild does not participate in “the greatness and the failings of modern understanding of classical philosophy” wherein “such men as Schlegel and Hegel … guided by Schiller’s distinction between naive and sentimental poetry …” came to the conclusion that ancient philosophy is naïve and lacks the reflection of modern self-consciousness (329–30). Wild considers “la querelle des anciens et des modernes” to be “definitely settled in favor of the classics” (332). The obstacle is that Wild is eager to establish a just society, and he already knows what that is. He is a defender of modern civilization who goes back to ancient philosophy and attacks modern philosophy. But “defensibility is not truth” and Wild is “not sufficiently concerned with clarity about the central subject of his book” (327, 356; cf. CM, introduction, 88, and 127).

For Strauss, on the other hand, “[t]he very resolution to defend a position may be said to entail the loss of a most important freedom”: the freedom to doubt radically. And for him Plato’s teaching can never become the subject of indoctrination. In “the last analysis his writings cannot be used for any purpose other than for philosophizing” (351). Strauss does not assume that ancient philosophy is correct. And he is willing to consider that Hegelian critique of ancient philosophy is sound. If indeed ancient philosophy is naïve and lacks self-reflexivity, that would be a disadvantage so serious that the advantages of naïveté would be outweighed—outweighed, that is, from “the point of view of philosophy” (330). But is Platonic philosophy naïve? Strauss argues that the problem of intelligibility and the problem of politics are presented in their clearest forms in Plato. To begin with, however, a historian, in seeking to recover the classics’ signposts, “cannot help being in a condition of utter bewilderment: he finds himself in a darkness illumined only by his knowledge that he knows, that is, understands, nothing” (331; cf. the two question marks in CM 55). In our situation, insistence on the fundamental difference between philosophy and history may be “misleading, not to say dangerous to philosophy itself.” Of course, the philosophic truth about man is the most important goal. But an overzealous attempt to sketch that truth will not lead us to discover it: “it is better to finish a little task well than a great one inadequately” (333).

Section I of the review thus provides “the standard with reference to which present-day books on classical philosophy ought to be judged” (332): beginning in a condition of “utter bewilderment” and ultimately being able to lay bare the fundamental question of the possibility of philosophy. In terms of spirit, it contrasts the spirit of doubt, the awareness of ignorance, with the spirit of self-certainty and zeal. It thus anticipates Strauss’s discussion of “the fundamental issue”: the “supremacy of theory” vs. that of “practice or morality.” Wild, on the other hand, “gratuitously assumes that all good things or all ends belong as such to the practical or moral order” (347–48). To put Strauss’s position another way, there are no examples of a genuine political order, but there are examples of genuine philosophers (362, n. 49; see OT 123, n. 35: “knowledge is intrinsically good, whereas action is not”). Thus section I already presents “the fundamental issue” by making thematic the spirit needed for the recovery of classical philosophy, and the spirit required in this recovery may well be the same spirit as that philosophy. The serious effort to recover the fundamental problems of classical philosophy puts one already in the spirit of classical philosophy.
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Section II raises the formidable question of the possibility of science and its relation to the Bible. Modern science as a project and the Bible (in a peculiar combination) block Wild’s access to Plato’s thought. There is indeed a considerable “temptation to identify modern philosophy with sophistry, and Wild is not the first to succumb to it” (335). The temptation is traceable to the transformation of the “concept of philosophy” (see LAM 19–20). The modern conception of philosophy is a “democratic one”; moreover, it is “the philosophic basis of popular enlightenment or of the revolutionizing influence of philosophy on society as a whole” (360). But this “popular enlightenment” is in turn connected to the effort to secure the basis of philosophy or science. Wild accepts unquestionably the democratizing, popular-enlightenment implications of modern philosophy (unquestionably—despite the occasional slip, “led by the power of Plato’s suggestions” or “dazzled if not enlightened by the flame of philosophy” [360, 364]), but he condemns the theoretical basis of the new philosophy as sophistry. To put it another way, “Wild seems to believe that he can reject modern philosophy while he does not dare to reject modern science” (339). Wild senses that modern philosophy is a threat to what he cherishes the most, but cannot bring himself to reject modernity altogether. Because of his belief in democratic, egalitarian progress, he tacitly assumes that “modern ‘science’ can be reconciled with, or integrated into, classical ‘philosophy’ ” (339). (The quotation marks around “science” and “philosophy” indicate Strauss’s disagreement with the distinction between science and philosophy at the highest level of either ancient or modern thought.) But Wild “does not give one the slightest notion of how this could be achieved” (it is not adequate simply to “pronounce triumphantly” that classical philosophy was “evolutionary”). This may imply that one could in fact supply “a notion of how this could be achieved” (cf. “Social Science and Humanism,” RCPR 8: “Social science, as the study of things human, cannot be based on modern science, although it may judiciously use, in a strictly subordinate manner, both methods and results of modern science”).

Strauss makes clear the central issue on which Wild leaves the matter at mere belief: Wild “obviously believes in the necessity and possibility of natural theology” (334). But, Strauss observes, due to the influence of the Bible, the classical view (that there is such a natural theology as a science [Wild 258]) “became questionable, even for many of its adherents” (338); among the adherents might be Plato himself who leaves no place in his teaching for a theology, revealed or natural, that defines philosophy (363). Because Wild is not aware of the questionableness of natural theology, he cannot understand modern philosophy’s effort to ground science given the perceived untenability of that theology. Wild, Strauss seems to suggest, is an unself-aware product of the modern reflection aimed at grounding science—a reflection guided by the Bible but meant to stave off the biblical challenge to science. In his belief in the realizability of the best social order, Wild is an unconscious recruit in the modern project, which is the outcome of modern philosophy’s effort to guarantee actualization of the best social order and thus the actualization of human wisdom (NRH 179, 182, 186, 194). Wild thus does not realize that in speaking of “a theory of man” that is artificially “constructed” or “constituted” and of “culture,” which constitutes the conquest of nature (337), he is a puppet of the reconceptualizing effort of the genuinely philosophic moderns to establish science. This state of mind also leads Wild to go so far as to impute to Plato the idea of rational, scientific, or technical control over nature (356 and n. 38).

Partly as a result of his biblical orientation, partly because he is a member of the modern movement, Wild believes that all men can enter philosophy (359, 360), but a philosophy that is ruled by theology. He believes in the “natural harmony between philosophy and politics.” He allows himself this hope in modern enlightenment and progress on the basis of his opinion that the perfect social order, though admittedly of great rarity and short duration, has already existed: the early Apostolic Church (363). In this, as in every decisive case, Wild relies on a biblical or theological foundation. Strauss is emphatic that this foundation cannot be Platonic (363).

Wild’s fundamental error in missing the opposition between philosophy and the city and in his “thoroughly un-Platonic assertion” that “all men are philosophers,” can be seen in Wild’s understanding of philosophy. Anyone who “constructs” a teaching is for Wild a sophist, as is everyone who makes an image or a replica, even the Platonic god (344, n. 22). More importantly, the completion of knowledge depends, for Wild, on a sudden vision of revelation, which, according to Strauss’s Plato, is not available. The “supreme principle” is not adequately knowable, according to Wild, either (363). But the problem is solved for him, and here he perhaps comes closest to acknowledging (if only through a “tacit assumption”) “the fundamental issue”: What philosophy cannot achieve on its own can be achieved by “philosophy illumined by theology”: “divine revelation, and not philosophy, supplies the sufficient knowledge of the idea of the good which is indispensable for the actualization of the perfect social order.” Ever so indirectly and obscurely even to himself, Wild asserts the supremacy of theology over philosophy (362, n. 50). As in the case of the realizability of the perfect social order, Strauss points out that the basis of Wild’s solution is distinctly non-Platonic, noting that Plato would not allow for a theology to determine “the general form of philosophy” and that “Wild is somewhat nearer to Plato when he designates as mythology what in his own language would be theology” (ibid.). Wild misinterprets Platonic philosophy in biblical terms, “in the spirit of the Bible”—and all attempts to interpret “Platonic philosophy in Biblical terms” are “extremely questionable—but he does so in particular manner, affected as he is by the modern approach to the problem posed by the Bible (344–45).

The heart of Wild’s problem may be said to be his inability to rise to the height of Luther and to combine his belief in universal equality with his doubt of the intelligibility of the world—that is, to deny the most radical inequality (philosopher vs. non-philosopher) by denying the possibility of philosophy. This obfuscation is expressed in Wild’s easygoing belief that all men are philosophers or potential philosophers (341, n. 12, 360). Part of the reason for Wild’s inability to choose between philosophy and its demanding moral-practical alternative is that he himself may be a “half-philosopher” (a type he fails to distinguish from the sophist): “the man who, though lacking the necessary natural gifts and destined by nature for the humbler arts, devotes himself to the study of philosophy” (342, n. 15). As a result of this “work” in philosophy and “the power of Plato’s suggestions,” Wild sometimes cannot help but reflect something of Plato’s thought about the disproportion between philosophy and political life: (1) in saying that Maritain’s belief that “ ‘only religion can save man from totalitarianism’ … ‘simply does not accord with the facts’ ” (363–64); (2) in “somehow” seeing “that life in the cave is characterized by ‘social subjectivism’ and ‘artificiality’ ” (354); (3) in sensing an ambiguity in what Plato says about education and the political art, though “resolving” the ambiguity incoherently by saying that the state attends only to the irrational needs of man while then slipping into asserting that the state also attends to the “rational needs of the rational animals” (360, n. 44); (4) and in sensing that his “philosophy of culture” is merely a branch, or perhaps a project-like or rhetorical offshoot, of “political philosophy,” while on the other hand succumbing to his more powerful inclination to see “philosophy of culture” as the “complete practical philosophy” (356, n. 37).

That Wild’s position would become more consistent were he to move closer to Luther becomes apparent in an implication Strauss draws from a couple of statements of Wild: Socrates and Plato themselves would not escape Wild’s charge of sophistry (341). Strauss goes so far as to suggest that Wild is a kind of crypto-inquisitor who imputes original sin, voluntary evil, to modern philosophy, while himself being a product of the modern project. In his indignation, Wild would not even spare his hero (341); Wild, Strauss may even imply, is the type of person who would, out of “unintelligent indignation,” persecute and kill Socrates (344), and would call virtually all philosophers sophists, with perhaps only some theologians escaping that accusation (342). Strauss detects a New Testament or Pauline attitude in Wild with respect to “vain philosophy.” Wild is on the side of the city, of morality, of theology while believing and claiming that he is on the side of Plato and “philosophical exactitude.” In doing so he blurs the true issue—the question of the possibility of science and the difficulties faced by genuine science (338). (Almost twenty years later, in “Perspectives on the Good Society,” Strauss suggests indirectly that Wild has now purified his position: he sees both Judaism and Christianity as finding faith’s culmination in action, but bemoans “Greek intellectualism” having almost caused the severance of that connection in Christianity [LAM 268].)

From this perspective, Wild’s fundamental hostility to philosophy as sinful is to some extent understandable. The ancients had an “aristocratic” conception of science or contemplation (360), which drew a link between pride and philosophy (see CM 3, 42). And for Wild, the ultimate sin is pride (344). But Wild believes that it is modern philosophy that is proud. In misunderstanding the motive and the foundation of modern philosophy, Wild misses “the world of difference” between the constructivism of ancient sophistry and that of modern “idealism.” The former was presumably based on a denial of the distinction between “science and opinion or sense perception” and the latter constructing “ideal” “models” in order to “make possible science, as distinguished from opinion or sense perception.” As Strauss puts it, “a case could be made for the view that it was reflection guided by the Biblical notion of creation which ultimately led to the doctrine that the world as created by God, or the ‘thing-in-itself,’ is inaccessible to human knowledge, or to the idealistic assertion that the world as far as we can understand it, that is, the world as studied by human science, must be the ‘work’ of the human mind” (338–39). Wild does not see that “[m]odern idealism stands or falls by the Platonic-Aristotelian distinction between science and opinion or sense-perception.” It is above all for this reason that the identification of sophistry with modern philosophy cannot be “maintained in cold blood” (335), but only in the boiling blood of indignation.
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The main theme of section III is Plato’s exotericism, a practice rooted in the tension between philosophy and the city. But the first six paragraphs concern a supposed “fundamental opposition” between Plato and Aristotle—an opposition that apparently creates a difficulty for Wild’s attempt to return to the ancients as a solution. But this is a somewhat artificial difficulty that Strauss raises. After all, Wild explicitly relies on what he understands of Plato, even though he has a high regard for what he understands of Aristotle and even though he feels the need to reconcile Plato and Aristotle. Why does Strauss bring up this the problem in the central section of the essay? If Wild is wrong on Plato in his book on “Plato’s Theory of Man,” why worry, at this point, that Wild fails to reconcile Plato and Aristotle? I believe that Strauss raises this issue in order to bring to light the fundamental question for Plato (as well as for Aristotle, Strauss, or any other philosopher).

Strauss refers to what “one may well call ‘the fundamental opposition of Plato and Aristotle’ ” (quoting without naming the title of an article by Erich Frank whom he will mention a little later as someone aware of the real issue at stake). Mention of such a fundamental opposition comes as a surprise since Strauss himself had already referred many times to “classical philosophy,” “the classical tradition,” “the teaching of Plato and Aristotle,” “the Platonic-Aristotelian distinction between science and opinion,” what “Plato and Aristotle held.” And indeed, it turns out, section III as a whole is not mainly devoted to that supposed opposition but, after an allusion to “the real issue,” to the question of Plato’s exotericism and how to read him, and ultimately to Plato’s understanding of the tension between philosophy and politics. Aristotle gets dropped after the first six paragraphs of the section.

Before that happens, Strauss points to the difficulty of gaining access to Plato’s thought. Plato does not provide explicit answers to “his most important questions,” but this of course does not mean we should insert Aristotle’s “explicit and final” answers for Plato’s tentative ones. Plato’s tentative answers may go in an “entirely different direction from that chosen by Aristotle.” “Sound reasoning,” however, would exclude that possibility (346). That is, sound reasoning would show that Plato and Aristotle agree on the fundamental issue—the question, and questionableness, of being, and the spirit in which that question is to be investigated. To see that agreement, it would be necessary to read “with utmost care” “Aristotle’s reports about Plato’s teaching, which go considerably beyond the evidence supplied by Plato’s writings”—reports presumably showing Plato’s “theoretical intransigence.”

Strauss says he can show that Wild is seeking Plato’s answer “in a false direction” by considering Wild’s definitive acceptance of what is only a tentative definition of being as power in the Sophist. Wild’s interpretation of the context of the passage recognizes that the “materialists” and “idealists” discussed there at least tried to define being—something the previously discussed “monists” and “pluralists” did not do. But as Strauss observes, Plato makes it clear he considers the pluralists and monists more exact than materialists and idealists. “Pluralists” and “monists” “take less for granted” than do materialists and idealists. Thus, “being is power” is a merely tentative suggestion made possible by leaving behind the difficulties of monism and pluralism. One does not raise the question of being at all, Strauss concludes this point, if one not does not raise it “in terms of … ‘one and many’ ” (346). Now, how does this show that Wild is seeking the answer to Plato’s “central question” in the wrong direction?

Let us step back a little. Wild wishes to soften or even eliminate the tension between theory and practice, suggesting that practice is richer and more inclusive while theory is higher and more determining. But Strauss would not let him do so: if one assumes (falsely) that Plato thinks practical wisdom is the highest kind of learning, then that is also the highest order and theory is defective and non-determining; and Aristotle, on the other hand, would not admit that practice is more inclusive than theory or richer. Strauss goes out of his way to keep alive a conflict that he himself had been blurring. Yet there are several reasons to think that the “conflict” between Plato and Aristotle is here used by Strauss as an allegory for the conflict between philosophy and divine revelation: (1) perhaps the necessity to raise the question of being in terms of one and many points to the challenge the biblical notion of creation poses to the unchangeable, intelligible oneness of being, and perhaps the Parmenideans insisted on monism as a way of denying all genesis or creation and thus also genesis ex nihilo; the inattention to the gravity of this problem as seen in Wild’s misinterpretation of the obscure Sophist passage shows that he is seeking the answer to Plato’s central question in a wrong direction (see 338 with 346);4 (2) Unlike Wild, Thomas Aquinas was aware that wisdom for philosophy, and for theology, is “purely theoretical” and independent of moral virtue (347, n. 24; CM, 27, 72); (3) Strauss suggests that the highest stage in the image of the cave is not “seeing” the sun (intellectual perception of idea of the good, i.e., revelation), but “reasoning” about the sun (354, n. 33); in this vein, and contrary to Wild’s belief, Strauss observes that Plato’s theoretical ideas are “divided into contraries” (being/non-being; same/other; motion/rest; hard/soft; heavy/light) (348, n. 24).

That the issue raised here is the relation between philosophy and revelation becomes virtually confirmed in the explicit mention of the author of “the fundamental opposition” article, Erich Frank.5 Frank defends Plato as a theologian over against Aristotle. The “Aristotelian” rejection of revelation is based on the attempt to show that the theoretical life is “fundamentally different from, and absolutely superior to, the practical life whereas according to Plato the philosophic way of life is intrinsically practical or moral” (348). Thus Strauss shows what it would take to consider the fundamental issue informing both Plato’s and Aristotle’s thought by temporarily and rhetorically associating Aristotle with the philosophic life and Plato with the moral-religious life. He then quietly indicates Plato and Aristotle do not diverge in spirit and in their understanding of the fundamental question. This is confirmed by Strauss’s use of Plato and Aristotle together in passages before and after this group of paragraphs: “the Platonic-Aristotelian distinction between science and opinion or sense-perception”; “German idealism attempted to restore important elements of Plato’s and Aristotle’s teaching in opposition to western (English and French) philosophy, if on the basis of a foundation laid by western philosophy”; “Plato and Aristotle” held that it is impossible that the world is intelligible if intelligence does not “rule”6 the world. In fact, having used the supposed Aristotle-Plato “fundamental opposition” as a way of expressing the fundamental opposition between philosophy and revelation, Strauss proceeds to discuss Plato’s exotericism and to indicate that Plato is in fundamental agreement with Aristotle about the relation between science and opinion (or philosophy and the cave) and thus about the real, fundamental, or paramount issue and the spirit in which it is to be approached (cf. 338).
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The burden of the remainder of Strauss’s essay is to show that Wild’s misunderstanding of classical philosophy is of a piece with his longing for a “Christian-Platonic” egalitarian state. Because Wild is not sufficiently aware of “the real issue,” he also misses the significance of the modern reconception of nature and remains ignorantly charmed by modern progressivism. In this context, Strauss pounces on an ambiguity or sloppiness in Wild: “The only escape from such tyranny … is a domination of the whole productive-consumptive order by some rational authoritarianism, either Christian socialism or Nazi socialism, either control by rational authority or control by irrational authority” (117 in Wild’s book). Wild seems to refer to Nazi socialism as a rational authoritarianism by irrational authority. Strauss calls attention to this not because he believes, even “for a moment,” that Wild intends to “preach fascism or national socialism,”—after all, Strauss stresses that Wild understands himself as a warrior armored by Plato—but in order to expose once more the “philosophical exactitude” or “insolent assertiveness of transitory conjecture” (using Wild’s description of the “democratic man”) that he says characterizes the whole work (365–67).

While in the more strictly Platonic part of the essay Strauss had said that Wild reads Plato in the spirit of the Bible, Strauss now adds that Wild is also moved, in anticipation of a historical “inversion” of the modern mistake, by the “spirit of Marx, Heidegger and God knows whom” (356). Wild’s “last word” on “idealism” is that it holds that “all meaning, order, and truth originate with … ‘man’ ” (335, n. 6; Strauss cites Heidegger in that note too, together with Nietzsche, to indicate that “Wild’s identification of idealism with the denial of intentionality or with the subordination of ontology to logic does not go to the root of the matter”; Strauss does not deny that Wild’s “last word” does, in a way, go to the root of the matter, nor has he withdrawn the suggestion that the “denial of matter, motion, and change” does). Wild’s position is then a peculiarly incoherent mixture of the Bible, Heidegger, Marx, and popular enlightenment (344–45)7, but the spirit of the Bible and the spirit of “Marx, Heidegger, and God knows who else” do have in common, in addition to God, the attack on the primacy of intelligibility or necessity (348) as well as the belief in radical equality. Luther, mentioned once again, stands for both, thus serving as the invisible glue of the article: (1) Luther questions the reconciliation of the Bible with Aristotle (438); and (2) he consciously asserts faith-based hope in progress: “der gemeine Mann wird verständing” [the common man will possess understanding] (360, n. 44; see TOM 297–98). On the other hand, Aristotle stands for intransigent theory and “reactionary drift” (357). The two issues are related in this way, among others: the most radical inequality is rooted in the possibility of theory (philosopher vs. non-philosophers). Against Luther, Strauss opposes Plato’s (and Aristotle’s) intransigent effort to establish the intelligibility of being coupled with Plato’s adherence “to the last” that all wrongdoing proceeds from ignorance and is thus involuntary and hence to the view that sin is unintelligible (344; given Strauss’s admission of ignorance regarding the order in which Plato composed the dialogues, “to the last” here must mean “intransigently” and “thoroughly”). In a letter to Löwith, Strauss refers to his essay on Wild in the same sentence in which he refers to his (Kierkegaard-induced8 and thus Luther-related) “shipwreck” (August 15, 1946). One may conclude that Strauss’s turn to Plato—his “new interpretation of Plato’s political philosophy”—is motivated, at least in great part, by the need to face the challenge of “Luther.”
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Revelation and the Problem of Knowledge

The Problem of Miracles in Hobbes’s Critique of Religion

The possibility, as well as desirability, of science may be questioned on behalf of divine revelation—what I referred to at the end of the previous chapter as “the challenge of ‘Luther.’ ” Did the founders of modern philosophy—in particular Machiavelli and Hobbes—have a sufficient reply to that challenge?1 In his early manuscript Hobbes’s Critique of Religion2 Strauss presents the refutation of miracles as a central and fundamental concern of Hobbes. Even though he does not do so, at least not clearly or explicitly, anywhere else, one could point to Natural Right and History (172) where Strauss speaks of Hobbes’s “skepticism engendered by materialism”: might this skepticism not be traced to the difficulty posed by the apparent possibility of miracles? One could object to the legitimacy of such a connection by mentioning the cases of Calvin, who believed in miracles but seems not to have been a skeptic, and Hume, who was a skeptic but appears not to have believed in miracles. But apart from the fact that skepticism and openness to the possibility of miracles may nevertheless have been closely related in Hobbes’s particular case, one can still argue that if indeed Hume scoffed at miracles in his heart, then it is unlikely that he could have accepted or understood fully his doubts about the knowability of the world. And if Calvin did not think of himself as a skeptic, this seems to be possible only if he did not mean by skepticism the inability of natural reason alone to know the world.

Getting closer to the specific case of Hobbes, it is relevant to refer to a section in The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (77–79) where Strauss speaks of Hobbes breaking with natural theology. This passage shows that, even in his published book on Hobbes, Strauss suggests that in Leviathan Hobbes does not think of God only or even primarily as a God of nature and necessity, but as a God of revelation and miracles. In Hobbes’s Critique of Religion, this tendency is perhaps represented best in notes 66–68 and in the latter half of the section to which these notes belong.

A related objection to the possibility of Hobbes’s having taken seriously the difficulty of miracles is that he would have had a ready rational or Spinozist solution to it: a refutation of the existence of a miracle-working God. Such a refutation would consist in pointing out that one cannot claim both that God is an intelligible first cause and that, at the same time, He can perform miracles. The latter aspect of God would suggest a freedom or an arbitrariness that is presumably incompatible with the divine comprehensibility implied in the proof that He is the first cause. But if by 1641 Hobbes had already broken with natural theology, this would seem to mean that he could not have relied on this kind of reasoning (e.g., “God as a first cause precludes miracles”) as a refutation of the possibility of miracles.

More generally, there is evidence that, even in later years, Strauss advanced the thesis that founders of modernity, and Hobbes in particular, were deeply motivated by a desire to respond to the challenge of the possibility of miracles. For example, in his “On a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy,” which we discussed in chapter 5 above, Strauss states: “… a case can be made for the view that it was reflection guided by the Biblical notion of creation which ultimately led to the doctrine that the world as created by God, or the ‘thing-in-itself,’ is inaccessible to human knowledge, or the idealistic assertion that the world as far as we can understand it, that is, the world as studied by human science, must be the ‘work’ of the human mind” (338–39; cf. also CM 42–44). The note to this statement lists passages from Hobbes’s De cive, De Homine, and Leviathan. In one of the Leviathan passages (ch. 31, section 33—also referred to in Hobbes’s Critique of Religion), Hobbes says that “in the attributes which we give to God, we are not to consider the signification of philosophical truth, but the signification of pious intention.” This appears to be a clear rejection of natural theology as a way of dealing with the problem of miracles or the problem of the intelligibility of the world. In fact, Strauss claims that Hobbes was agnostic about both theology and nature as an intelligible order (n. 223 in Hobbes’s Critique of Religion, to Leviathan, ch. 37, with the italicized sentences). “Hobbes makes questionable, at the same time, revealed religion and natural reason” (Hobbes’s Critique of Religion, 88–89).

Now if it is true that Strauss did indeed take seriously the thesis that the core of modernity, and of Hobbes’s thought, consists in an effort to solve difficulties posed by the possibility of miracles, it becomes all-the-more puzzling why Strauss did not publish the text, Hobbes’s Critique of Religion, which makes this motivation and concern most explicit. Could it be that the manuscript cut too close to the heart of the matter, if without full argumentation and documentation? What does seem clear is that the above-discussed thesis makes intelligible many features of Hobbes’s Critique of Religion. In fact, the work can be understood as Strauss’s recounting of Hobbes’s various attempts to meet the challenge posed by the possibility of miracles—Hobbes’s various efforts to ground science against the dangers of an incomprehensible God. These attempts include: (1) the possibility that theological politics could be ignored, or rather scoffed into desuetude, as an admittedly unconquered fortress, which possibility become somewhat more tenable when one adds the fourth argument or series of arguments below; (2) a refutation of Christianity’s own claims about itself through an historical account of Christianity’s: “Roman imperialism, as it were, after failing in its attempt to conquer the world with weapons, with the means of the real world, repeated its attempt to establish a universal monarchy with fantastic means, with the help of figments of imagination,” 31? (cf. WIPP 188–89); (3) Cartesian rationalism, that is, a withdrawal into consciousness, as in the thought experiment of annihilating the world in one’s imagination and trying to establish what’s left despite this annihilation; (4) the combination of art (technology) and wily common sense (see the final pages of Hobbes’s Critique of Religion): the possibility of creating an island of sobriety and practical intelligibility within an otherwise unintelligible universe; this approach is also related to an argument based on the “consciousness of progress.”

The recognition of the gravity of the problem of miracles, a recognition that makes intelligible the efforts outlined in these four points, is compatible with the acknowledgment that the direct textual evidence for such a recognition in Hobbes himself is not as clear as one might wish it to be. Part of Strauss’s argument in Hobbes’s Critique of Religion may be characterized as a speculative reconstruction, but a reconstruction based on the view that it is a disgrace for “anyone who claims ever to have come within hailing distance of philosophy or science” not to be concerned with proving the impossibility of revelation (“Reason and Revelation,” 175, in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem).

Strauss, Revelation, and the Philosophic Way of Life

The question of Strauss’s own response to revelation is pursued in Daniel Tanguay’s Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography and Heinrich Meier’s Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem.3 These comprehensive and penetrating books explore Strauss’s approach to the theologico-political problem. This most fundamental theme is “the expression of the eternal struggle between two antagonistic sects: ‘the adherents of philosophy’ and ‘the adherents of the Law’—each of whom claims to hold the solution to the problem of human happiness” (8–9). Tanguay offers an intellectual biography in which Strauss’s later works are repeatedly treated as refinements of earlier efforts (98, 144; cf. 43). Chapter I shows how Strauss reinvigorated the possibility of viewing orthodoxy as a fundamental way of life. Young Strauss was preoccupied with examining whether “Spinoza’s critique of religion, upon which all subsequent critiques of religion depend, succeeded in refuting orthodoxy on its own ground” (12; see also 165 and contrast 166 and 197). Tanguay observes that “according to Strauss, [Spinoza] was unable to refute the position of a Calvin, who, taking an experience of the world based on faith as his point of departure, cast radical doubt on conclusions based on theory” (6; see, on Judaism’s “intrinsic cognitive value,” 208; contrast 165).

The first part of chapter II discusses Strauss’s apparent identification, in Philosophy and Law, of contemplation with the aim of divine law; the second part culminates in a discussion of Strauss’s “Farabian turn” (and concomitant discovery of exotericism). The core claim characteristic of that turn is that happiness is available only to the philosopher (91). Farabi’s “definitive” solution appeared attractive “in Strauss’s eyes, since it respects certain fundamental givens of the human condition as he [Strauss] understands it: inequality, the necessity of law, the permanence of evil, the limited character of human knowledge, and the immutability of human nature.” It is, however, only a partial solution since it does not “efface the original tension between Jerusalem and Athens” (97–98). In the end, the “Farabian turn” becomes a “Farabian choice” (205).

Before providing a full presentation of that tension and thereby giving his reasons for the ultimate inadequacy of the “Farabian turn,” Tanguay devotes a chapter to natural right, which is connected to the theologico-political problem by “sometimes indirect paths” (98). Modern natural right is related to the theologico-political problem partly because the modern break is characterized “essentially by anti-theological ire” (108). Additionally, if in a different direction, “revelation brought with it a vision of the best way of life which, in a new form, will become one of the foundations of modern democratic liberalism” (141). The latter fact remains obscured since the modern project attempts to dispose of the theologico-political problem altogether by discrediting any fundamental claims to the best life. To reanimate the problem, Strauss had to reject the moderns’ attempt to suppress it. He did so through a return to classical political philosophy and its emphasis on the question of the best way to live: as a philosopher or as a noble and good man. Classical political philosophy’s answer in favor of the philosopher, however, is based on “knowledge of human ends” and thus “remains within the natural order and is accessible to reason without divine aid.” But, Tanguay argues, “if one introduces a supernatural end, the political life of the gentleman and the philosophic life can no longer be perceived as the highest fulfillments of man’s essence” (141; cf. 131).

In his final chapter Tanguay provides a full formulation of the theologico-political problem and of what he sees as the problem’s ultimate insolubility. According to Tanguay, when “the philosopher privileges the experience of eros at the expense of the fear of God, he chooses one experience of the human soul among others.” For Jerusalem “the experience of fear of God is the decisive experience,” while “philosophy considers the awareness of the soul’s eros to be the primary and essential experience” (190; cf. 191). Earlier, Tanguay had recognized that Strauss would not be completely satisfied with granting each side its own irreducible and untouchable experience (183), but he follows up this recognition with a discussion of natural theology and the Platonic doctrine of the Ideas, suggesting that, in order to understand, and either support or reject, the experience of fear of God, it is necessary to possess “a completed system of philosophy” (pp. 183–89; cf. pp. 209–10). Since there is no such system, Tanguay can then see the believer’s experience as ultimately unassailable and find in Strauss “only a weak defense of philosophy, a zetetic defense” (209; see also 47, 191, 201).

For a strong defense of philosophy as understood by Strauss, one has to turn to Meier’s book. Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem is as remarkable in the precision and ordered complexity of its thought as in the single-mindedness of its concern for the philosophic life. The book, in addition to offering path-breaking analyses of Strauss’s thought, makes available for the first time in print two fascinating lectures by Strauss: “The Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy” and “Reason and Revelation.”

While this new book is primarily addressed to those concerned with the philosophic life, at least one of Meier’s chapters, “What is Political Theology?” makes observations directly relevant to today’s global situation, especially in calling attention to contemporary phenomena such as “the free-floating yearnings for a new absolutely binding commitment, the return of orthodoxies … [prepared in part by early modernity’s efforts to create a world in which religion will wither away], the reflection on the question of the theologico-political foundations of the community,” and the diffuse, quasi-pious expectations or “philosophic” superstitions in “the broad stream of ‘postmodernity,’ ” represented by Heidegger and some of his followers (86). Meier’s discussion of the multiple benefits, and risks, of philosophy for the larger community speaks to politics, too. And his tallying up of the costs and benefits of the emergence—or, so he argues, Strauss’s deliberate founding—of a Straussian school of philosophy sheds new light on his subject’s own political intentions (xvii–xx). But even this limited political act on Strauss’s part is entirely in the service of self-examination or philosophy; it aims to recover the most demanding challenge to philosophy and to bring back to life the “fundamental principles” and “intellectual experiences” of the key moments in the history of political philosophy (12–15, 109). The main theme of the book, then, is properly the philosophic life and its relation to divine revelation.

According to Meier, Leo Strauss was a philosopher. He was a philosopher in part because he “grasped philosophy as a way of life” and “reawakened the awareness that philosophy has to prove its rationality elenctically,” that is, through refutations of fundamental alternatives. To be a philosopher is to live a life that is “grounded in unreserved questioning and stops at no answer that owes its authentication to an authority.” It is to be oneself “in a self-centered whole,” to hold “that what is dearest requires the most critical investigation,” and to find happiness, which the philosopher knows to be the highest possible happiness, by combining “universal knowledge of principles” with self-knowledge. It is to find happiness in the kind of knowledge “which grows out of suffering and is lent wings by joy,” or in living the dialectical tension between the practice of dying and being dead, on the one hand, and eros, on the other—between “the necessarily anonymous truth” and its individual understanding (xi, 99, 71, 105, 97, 98, 42; cf. 7, 69, 100).

Meier observes that even among the very few philosophers of the twentieth century, Strauss was unique in rekindling the quarrel between the ancients and moderns and the issue behind that quarrel. As Meier argues, reopening that quarrel is fundamentally the same as engaging in “the confrontation with the challenge of revelation” (xi). But why should revelation be seen as a challenge to philosophy?

According to Meier, the reason is twofold. First, there is what Meier calls the theoretical challenge: if there is an omnipotent God in whose hands the universe is altogether malleable, there are no knowable necessities and the philosopher’s pursuit of knowledge of these necessities is futile. Revelation can then pose the question to the philosopher “whether the truth, the all-important truth, is not missed when it is sought after freely by man, whether the sole possible access to truth does not instead consist in its devout acceptance of him who is the truth” (6–7). Second, there is what he calls the existential challenge: (a) revelation “holds the prospect of the fulfillment of the deepest desire that moves philosophy, knowledge of truth” while (b) it “at the same time radically negates that desire as a free desire.” If revelation requires above all unquestioning obedience, the philosopher’s apparently disobedient free inquiry might be subject to “the severest sanction imaginable,” namely, eternal damnation (7).

Taken together, these do sound like a serious challenge; but, even so, Meier speaks on occasion of the necessity to strengthen it. In this way, there arises the possibility that Meier, following Strauss, heightens the challenge (xiii, 15–24). Indeed, by neglecting Thomas Aquinas’s thought, which is friendlier to reason than, say, Luther’s, both Strauss and Meier seem to radicalize the confrontation between philosophy and revelation. In his remarkable lecture on that theme, Strauss underscores the impressive radicalness of Luther, Kierkegaard (cf. 29n.1), and the author of the Book of Genesis, all of whom, contrary to Aquinas, reject the possibility of a necessary ascent from natural knowledge to revelation. (The contrast with Strauss’s long-standing engagement with Maimonides, who, like Aquinas in some respects, argues for the reasonable basis of revelation, merits consideration—cf. 11–12, 99, 108).

One reason for Strauss’s sharpened focus on revelation’s more extreme objections to philosophy, and for Meier’s focus on Schmitt, is that philosophy can benefit from a sharpened challenge in an age when it is threatened by an “anything goes” disposition (28). In a certain sense, then, a position such as Aquinas’s, which is friendlier to reason, may thereby be unfriendlier to philosophy: the philosopher’s pursuit of self-knowledge is as encouraged by the most radical challenge as it is discouraged by half-hearted harmonizations (28; on self-knowledge, cf. the chapter “Why Political Philosophy?” as a whole; on political theology as “the symmetrical counterconcept to ‘political philosophy,’ ” [xiv], see the chapter “What is Political Theology?”). In this connection, Meier repeatedly warns of the danger inherent in philosophy’s own success: the problem of “social domestication, as well as [philosophy’s] petrifaction in the tradition” (103; cf. 8, 69–70, 103, 107 as well as the chapter “History and the Intention of the Philosopher” as a whole; if the success of Machiavelli and his successors removed all too well “the demanding alternatives that compel [philosophy] to engage in a serious confrontation,” then, for the sake of “the philosophical transgression, the philosophical ascent,” either a political or a philosophical counter-project might be necessary—109–10; cf. 11–13).

Yet attention to the best representatives of radical Protestant theology, though not so much to the self-defeating views of Brunner or Bultmann, is warranted by considerations other than the requirements of our historical situation. As Strauss writes in his notes for “Reason and Revelation,” “[a]s regards Thomas [Aquinas] a problem is shown by Luther’s dissatisfaction with scholastic theology” (174). What might Strauss’s non-historical reasons be for disregarding Aquinas’s position in this way? Consider a line of reasoning offered by Strauss in his interpretation of Plato’s Euthyphro (in another posthumously published lecture): If God is above necessity, then there is no fundamental necessity; if there is no fundamental necessity, then there is no certain knowledge, including knowledge of the human good. It would follow not only that humans may not know, but that even minds infinitely more powerful than those of humans could not know. As Strauss puts it in his essay “Progress or Return?”:

The revealed law is either fully rational—in that case it is a product of reason—or it is not fully rational—in that case it may as well be the product of human unreason as of divine super-reason. Still more generally, revelation is either a brute fact, to which nothing in purely human experience corresponds—in that case it is an oddity of no human importance—or it is a meaningful fact, a fact required by human experience to solve the fundamental problems of man. … It would then appear that it is impossible for reason, for philosophy, to assent to revelation as revelation.

This kind of reflection may be another reason why Strauss does not spend more time on the Catholic view. It would also mean that the most tenable position on behalf of revelation, as such, would in a way be the most absurd one, though not so absurd as to become an “oddity of no human importance” (cf. 34 on why divine revelation “remains incomprehensible if it is not linked with divine law”). This position would consist in a thought akin to the following. If we understand the meaning of “to know” in the way that is most intelligible to human beings, then there is neither human nor divine knowledge. Nevertheless, or because of that, we have to trust God. This abandonment of knowledge and emphasis on trust in the absurd or the mysterious appears to be the stronger challenge to the philosophic life. As Strauss writes, “[t]o exclude the possibility of refutation [of revelation], there is only one way: that faith has no basis whatever in human knowledge of actual things. This view of faith is not the Jewish and the Catholic one” (177). In other words, the Jewish and Catholic view (the more reasonable view) cannot exclude the possibility of a refutation of revelation. Such a view thereby obscures what Meier and Strauss see as the thoroughgoing conflict between the philosophic way of life and the believing way of life (6–7, 148–50). As Meier puts it, “no philosopher has recalled with greater urgency than Strauss that ‘being based on belief is fatal to any philosophy’ ” (61; cf. 17 and 23).

Meier and Strauss offer several suggestions regarding how to address the challenge to philosophy, posed by the likes of Luther and Kierkegaard. As already mentioned, Meier argues that “[r]evelation is of interest to [Strauss] insofar as it is able to call him himself, his cause and his existence, into question” (20; see also 28, as well as the main subject of the chapter “Why Political Philosophy?” as a whole). What is at stake for Strauss, Meier writes, is “solely the consistency of philosophy” (20). And since what is needed is a refutation of the very possibility of revelation, this seems to make the specific content of revelation more or less irrelevant. For that reason, one approach to the problem of revelation is to try to establish the nature or character of a god as a species, to turn to (hypothetical) natural theology (153–54; cf. 26).

But in part because “[u]nlike myth, [revelation] knows no species of gods but only the one omnipotent God” (31; cf. 22 and compare with 26), Meier resorts less to natural theology than to a penetrating, specific, content-oriented, though terse, analysis of human needs and their connection to beauty and nobility, and of the process through which the reasonable needs for law and happiness get ennobled and justified, and thus “moralized,” through belief in divine revelation (34 and the chapter “On the Genealogy of Faith in Revelation” as a whole. In fact, Meier argues that Strauss’s sketch of the emergence and development of the Jewish and Christian traditions of revelation—a one-page sketch to which Meier devotes this whole chapter—is Strauss’s attempt to fulfill “the task of the philosopher,” namely, the task of “founding [revelation] philosophically, or by reconstructing the development of faith in revelation historically” (26; cf. 11–13, 94). As Meier makes it clear in the remarkable concluding paragraph of this chapter, this does not mean the traditions of revelation we know of have been founded by philosophic kings or prophets (cf. 97); instead, he adumbrates three other human types as prophetic founders (41–43).

Does this “carry[ing] out [of] the confrontation [with revelation] from the perspective of the founder”—does a philosophical founding or grounding in thought of revelation—represent a sufficient answer to the challenge of revelation? Or does it only allow the philosophers to “understand [that “historical” challenge] philosophically and to make the best of it politically for themselves and for their commonwealths” (12, 13)? Recovering the older and comprehensive understanding of law as a religious, moral, and political existential demand on the whole individual may be the deepest way of understanding the challenge, but to address properly the challenge would require that one move beyond the perspective of the founder. “Premodern rationalism justifies the law so as to get beyond the law” (13). “The task that [Strauss] puts to the philosopher goes beyond a genealogical reconstruction” (33).

Perhaps that is why Strauss’s approach, or what he calls the approach of “the Greek philosopher” (177), also involves, as is recognized by Meier, a close examination of the moral presuppositions of the traditions of revelation with which he was most familiar. It is through a close examination of the Jewish and Christian revelations that Strauss uncovers the central importance of morality or “the pure heart” for revelation. The belief in this importance is what Strauss calls “the basic fallacy of faith” (177; cf. 9, 24–25, 30–32, 162–63). He then proceeds, as Meier shows, to defend the possibility that philosophy is trans-moral and that the philosopher sees morality as “not something valuable in itself” (147). As part of his investigation of revelation by the study of its roots in moral longings, Strauss wonders, in the context of discussing Spinoza but departing from Spinoza, whether a wise being would care particularly about everyone, rather than only about his philosophic friends. And he indicates, in part on the basis of a passage in Xenophon’s Cyropaideia, that a philosopher would hold that “a wise being would not be offended by doubt.”

It is still unclear, however, whether Strauss would have regarded even this approach—questioning the idea of morality implied in the Bible and in belief in the biblical God—as an adequate response to what might be called Luther’s or Kierkegaard’s absurdist theology. After all, this approach rests on an examination of the humanly intelligible elements of revelation and belief in revelation. In “Progress or Return,” Strauss writes: “God’s ways may seem to be foolish to man; this does not mean that they are foolish. Natural theology would have to get rid, in other words, of God’s incomprehensibility in order to refute revelation, and that it has never done.” A “most serious difficulty” for “natural theology,” he writes, is that God “may be said to be inscrutable.” Or as he puts it in his commentary on the Euthyphro, “Is one not bound to contradict oneself when trying to communicate the incommunicable?”

Nevertheless, while God’s unfathomable character is something a sincere believer may well accept, Strauss invites us, in focusing on the importance of “the moral criterion” for revelation, to ask whether a sincere believer would also accept that the notions of justice and goodness taught by the Bible are fundamentally mysterious. Precisely with respect to Luther, Strauss writes that the philosopher would deny that every human being “experiences something of the reality of God” in his moral conscience, which experience Luther “considered an indubitable fact” (162).

It is more or less in the same manner—through an uncovering and criticism of untenable moral presuppositions—that, according to Meier, Strauss deals with Heidegger’s challenge, i.e., radical historicism. In the chapter “Death as God: A Note on Martin Heidegger,” Meier explicates Strauss’s cryptic remarks on Heidegger, found in his notes to “Reason and Revelation.” As Meier argues, Strauss’s response to the theoretical challenge of Heidegger’s historicism consists in questioning Heidegger’s unfounded moral beliefs (45–51). Later in the book, Meier calls attention to the “new dogmatism or a self-forgetfulness of philosophy” and to metaphysical hopes for a world-transforming event and explains these phenomena through Heidegger’s un-Socratic obliviousness to the political conditions of philosophizing (cf. 97 and 105n.26 with 102n.22). Most importantly for the theme of the book, Meier detects a substantial kinship between certain “postmodern” authors and a religious writer such as Kierkegaard or a political theologian such as Schmitt in that they are all oriented by “authority, revelation, and obedience” (87; cf. 13, 17–18, 55–56 and especially 64 and 71 for Strauss’s “deepest response to the challenge of radical historicism”).

Yet we should note that Strauss singles out Heidegger’s interpretation of Aristotle as the greatest event of German postwar philosophy; and that Meier is right to claim that Heidegger “decisively inspired” Strauss with his radical questioning (62). But even Heidegger’s questioning is said by Strauss to be a mere beginning in the recovery of ancient rationalism. Although Heidegger’s interpretation of Aristotle is the greatest event of post-World War I German philosophy, Strauss suggests that Nietzsche was that period’s greatest thinker on account of his understanding that men need a cave in which to live in order to be protected from the “elementary problems” (137–38; compare 9).

Perhaps the most striking claims in the book, especially when juxtaposed, come from Strauss’s own notes: “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,” coupled with the later statement that “[the] [p]ossibility of refutation of revelation [is] implied in Platonic-Aristotelian philosophy” (177 and 179).

The Pedagogical Relation Between the Problem of Justice and the Issue of Divine Revelation4

With the fundamental character of the question of the possibility of revelation (and philosophy) in mind, one might wonder why Strauss did not dwell even more on the biggest problem, the theologico-political problem. One might take as the emblem of the question an anecdote about Strauss saying “Plato would be more interesting perhaps, but we need Aristotle more” (and his teaching Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics with some intensity toward the end of his career). More clearly, Strauss generally put, in his published writings, moral and political questions in the foreground while he did not publish his longest discussions of the problem of divine revelation in “Reason and Revelation,” “Mutual Influence of Philosophy and Theology.” So one wonders if there was a pedagogical reason for this emphasis, or de-emphasis. Could it be that Strauss worried that good potential students might, in their immediate focus on the problem of revelation, fail to experience sufficiently the centrality of, and to understand and hence solve, the problem of justice? (One also wonders if, in case a youth is really promising, the sequence in which he is exposed, or exposes himself, to these problems perhaps will not matter decisively—in which case Strauss’s strategy would have been less for the benefit of the most promising students than for others’ benefit.)

Perhaps there is something about today’s situation that induced Strauss not to focus as much on the problem of revelation—either the general disbelieving spirit of the age and hence a facile belief in the solution of the problem of revelation (or conversely, an inclination to fanatical religiosity), or, not looking at it so much from the point of view of the god-problem, a perceived need to bolster the interest in the problem of justice today and hence the need to begin with that—an issue of having to inject greater moral seriousness in the current age. Is there a greater reduction in seriousness about justice or about God today?

Speaking generally, while the most promising youths (even Socrates, Plato, Xenophon) may be initially disinclined to take the problem of revelation seriously, they will eventually become serious about revelation as a problem, especially if a good teacher turns them to it. But then they might think, incorrectly, that they have solved the problem of revelation (something that couldn’t be done, if at all, without solving the problem of justice and its relation to piety first)—and so they will have underestimated the problem, not so much its gravity, but its complexity or difficulty. Perhaps as a result of their belief that they have refuted the existence of gods, promising youths may feel, or think they feel, more weakly the demands of justice, which can be bolstered by revelation, and as a result they may not take seriously those demands and hence not think them through. The way this might work concretely in the soul of the youth might be something like this: once he has learned to scoff at the possibility of gods, he would be less open to the quasi-religious experiences of morality—the experiences of foreboding, gratitude, voice of conscience, of someone watching over him with paternal interest, sternly and protectively. Once he has come to believe there are no gods, the promising youth would then try to discredit these feelings as silly, as remnants of “neuroses,” as superstitions. Such a youth would have impoverished or suppressed those of his moral experiences which especially point to god-beliefs (and perhaps all moral experiences direct us to piety5) since he would consider these moral experiences unhealthy in presupposing something clearly false; and he would not be interested in discussing these moral experiences much since they will not seem to him much more interesting than the scars from a pox once he has survived it. Something like this seems to me the strongest reason for not beginning with the god-problem in the case of a promising youth. But even the scenario just described would not necessarily preclude a proper treatment of the problem of justice by the youth in question.

An additional reason for the increased chance of ignoring or misunderstanding the problem of justice if a good student is first directed to the problem of revelation might be that the youth’s confidence that he has refuted revelation would allow him to throw himself unreservedly into the natural science he might simply love. Moreover, apart from simply enjoying theory and not being as strongly drawn to talk about virtue, the promising youth, not having thought through the problem of justice, might think that natural science is nobler than the human questions and hence scoff at the possibility of spending much time on those human questions. (In connection with the theme of this book, one can note that a natural scientist who neglects the problem of justice [whether because he is a tough, cold fish indifferent to exhilarations and dejections of deserving or, conversely, because he proudly scorns the issue of justice as undeserving] might suffer from the scientific-theoretical weaknesses of not knowing how to refute adequately god-claims about first cause and of under-appreciating the role of the human mind in the constitution of the world.)

But what exactly does it mean to be promising? Does it have to include, in addition to an interest or at least an aptitude in rigorous theoretical inquiry, a powerful concern for justice? Does not the promise, in other words, include something like being erotically charged, wishing for an inconceivably big happiness, and hence being passionate for justice—not being a “cold, naturally amoral fish”? So a promising youth, then, even when he ignores or underestimates his concern for, and the problem of, justice—once he comes to think he has settled the issue of the gods and can devote himself to pleasant (and noble) scientific studies—would continue to have vital moral interests and strong moral delusions. And if that is so, would not a capable Socrates be able to turn him to an appreciation of the problem of justice?

Or, and to mention another possible obstacle to properly understanding the problem of justice by turning the problem of revelation first, the promising student may come to feel proudly special for having solved what he now thinks is the grave or important (but soluble for someone of his acuity) problem of revelation. But this would be as much as to say that the problem with being exposed, as a promising youth, to the challenge of revelation first (rather than to the problem of justice), is that the youth will fall prey to a contradiction arising precisely from his concern for justice (in addition, but related to his confusion in treating natural science as resplendent): he would plume himself in an unwarranted way. But how would falling prey to that contradiction foreclose a subsequent exposure to the problem of justice? In fact, the exposure to and thinking through of the problem of justice might be all the more successful if one’s exposure to the problem of revelation has teased forth a concern for justice that is occupied with an even grander, loftier or more trans-human theme. And if the youth is “really promising,” that concern, and its inner contradictions, can be pointed to by a Socrates, exposed, and examined.

In sum, while it may be true that the problem of revelation cannot be solved, if at all, without solving the problem of justice (since belief in revelation is so tied up to beliefs about justice), it is hard to figure out exactly why it would be especially damaging to a promising student to be induced to focus on the problem of revelation before he has been exposed to the problem of justice. And perhaps Strauss did not mean that this would be so damaging. Strauss’s relatively subdued discussion of the theologico-political problem, as distinguished from the prominence he accords to the problem of natural right, is a sign, rather, that he considered the intensification of moral seriousness as the more urgent task of the age—not that he did not regard the theological questions in their cosmological and ontological aspects as the deepest ones.


PART IV

THE FOUNDATIONS AND DIRECTIONS OF MODERN PHILOSOPHY AND SCIENCE

 

 

I have been convinced for a considerable number of years that philosophy, or at any rate the core of philosophy, is natural philosophy … [But] I do not think that one can make any legitimate use of the results of modern physics before having found a key enabling us to translate the symbolic theses of modern physics into non-symbolic language … Until this radical reflection has been carried through, logical positivism or, more generally expressed, epistemology seems to me to be a better exponent of the spirit of modern science than any metaphysical reflection on the basis of the results of modern science.

—Strauss, letter to Hans Jonas, January 19, 1948
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Science and Politics in Strauss’s Course on Natural Right (1962)

I turn to Strauss’s 1962 Natural Right course in order to recapitulate the themes of section II above (chapters 3 and 4) while making a transition to Strauss’s account of the origins of modern philosophy and science. This course is one of only four survey courses by Strauss that we have.1 It is the only comprehensive course on the history of political philosophy by Strauss preserved in excellent shape. Among the more particular valuable contributions of this course, one finds that: (1) It has a thorough discussion of the nature of facts, truths, and values, including a most useful dialectical confrontation with Ernest Nagel’s 1961 Structure of Science. (2) It contains comments by Strauss on a variety of matters that are, as far as I know, unique among the course transcripts: e.g., comments on Marsilius of Padua, Duns Scotus, Richard Hooker, Francisco Suarez, and on 1 Kings 21, the story of Ahab and Naboth’s vineyard, a portion of which story Strauss uses as the second epigraph to Natural Right and History (here Strauss tells the full story, with sharp and humorous interjections). (3) It contains more detailed reflections on modern science, mathematical physics, even on modern cosmology, than one can perhaps find anywhere else in Strauss. It is Strauss’s most extended statement on the problem caused by the “victory” of modern natural science.2 (4) The course is unusually detailed on historicism and an unusually full confrontation with the historicist “philosophy of language” (during several sessions throughout the course); (5) It contains the most extensive discussion of Thomas Aquinas by Strauss, far fuller than the one in Natural Right and History; that section contains an especially acute comparison with Aristotle. (6) It contains a kind of commentary on Strauss’s own works: especially Natural Right and History (including comments on his practice of including many references and implicit lines of argument in footnotes there)3; the essay “Political Philosophy and History” from What is Political Philosophy?; his essay “Relativism” (available most easily in Rebirth of Classical Political Rationalism); his The Political Philosophy of Hobbes book; and indirectly Thoughts on Machiavelli.

Compared to Natural Right and History, this course replaces Weber with Nagel (and to some extent with Rothman) as a representative of positivism and adds to Heidegger (now openly named) Burckhardt, Nietzsche, and R. G. Collingwood (his autobiography is “one of the best written philosophic books” of the twentieth century, Strauss says). As in chapter 1 of Natural Right and History, Strauss’s comments on historicism in session 1 unmistakably refer to Heidegger without naming him (later in the course he is identified): “[t]he ultimate fact is an abyss of freedom. That abyss is the fundamental phenomenon and not anything explored by science”; “[t]he only non-hypothetical phenomenon at which we arrive eventually is the stark facticity of the abyss of freedom” (“the thesis by which existentialism has theoretically destroyed positivism”). In terms of the proportion of its parts, three quarters of the course (the first twelve out of sixteen sessions) are devoted either to the contemporary status of philosophy or to premodern thought and one only one quarter of it to major pre-historicist modern thinkers (whereas those thinkers take up about half of Natural Right and History); this feature does not appear to be the result of the vagaries of teaching a course since the structure of the course is more or less the same as that of Strauss’s 1968 “On Natural Law” article (which is also a chapter in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy).

The course begins with the observation that “the belief that the fundamental project which guided the West constitutes a progress beyond all earlier possibilities” is no longer held with confidence. Strauss gives “only one very innocent example,” the rise of interest in Zen Buddhism, to indicate change of belief (session 1). And, in a later session, Strauss repeats this example, “why not Zen Buddhism? Without investigation, indeed why not?” (session 3). More precisely, however, the course is devoted to considering the possibility of science, including about the possibility of establishing rationally principles of what is right and wrong, especially with a view to exploring the character of a healthy human soul and of a good human life.

To that end, Strauss begins, in the first two sessions, with a masterpiece of a dialectical engagement with Ernest Nagel. Strauss meticulously considers Nagel’s book, insisting that Nagel’s fundamental weaknesses, if there are any, be identified on the basis of Nagel’s own concerns and considerations. As an example of this fair-minded yet trenchant spirit, in session 2, when Strauss questions Nagel’s argument on behalf of the cognitive superiority of modern science, and a student conjectures that Strauss would dispose Nagel’s view on the basis of Strauss’s argument, Strauss interjects: “Of his argument, no, of his argument. What is the pragmatic superiority [of modern science]?”4

Strauss calls attention to the fact that in discussing Nagel he is confronting the most up-to-date and respectable representative of positivism or analytic philosophy, of what stands for a most authoritative and scientific treatment of the weightiest subjects. (It would be a good exercise for another project to think who the equivalent of Nagel would be today. Steven Pinker? Richard Dawkins? What would Strauss have thought, for example, of the recent debate between Pinker and Wieseltier on the relationship between science and the humanities?). Strauss stresses that “positivism is, indeed, based on the old Western scientific tradition going back to Plato” and even that “somehow … positivism reminds one of Plato,” though only in “rare moments.” Positivism is, at any rate, an “absolutely decayed Platonism.” Because of this decay or confusion, Strauss needs to explain “more simply” than Nagel himself does what Nagel’s fundamental concern is. Nagel “takes too many things for granted.” Nagel starts from the fact that “man cannot live without seeking for causes.” Strauss provides a concrete example of this need: “I believe if you look at yourself in your daily life, you don’t have to be a scientist in any sense but very frequently you are compelled to seek for a cause. For example, you have less money in your banking account than you hoped. Why? That is a cause. And even other, perhaps graver, things.” This sensible, if not yet developed, foundation, gives way, however, in Nagel, to doubts concerning the very foundations of science, including the principles of causality and of non-contradiction. Nagel then proceeds to try to disregard these doubts and to assert the superiority of modern science nonetheless. This assessment by Strauss becomes especially clear during a very helpful exchange with a wonderfully pushy student in session 2, in which Strauss discusses again Nagel’s stance toward what Nagel sees as the logical arbitrariness of principle of causality. (On a couple of occasions, intelligent students put up a fight on behalf of Nagel and Strauss responds with grace and lucidity.) Because of the inadequate treatment of these doubts on the part of positivism regarding the very foundations of science, Strauss says that “history [or historicism] is superior in dignity to science [understood as positivism].” (A little later in the course, Strauss reports a personal experience of reading Heidegger’s Being and Time: “I remember in his first book, there occurs this sentence and this set me aback: that the science of an age is dependent on the Weltanschauung of that age goes without saying.5 Fifty years before, no one would have said that.”) On the other hand, and here Strauss again agrees with something in positivism: “… [T]here is a need for an ultimate unity of science. So this dualism of science can be accepted only as provisionally indispensable. But this comprehensive science is today only a pious wish; and therefore one cannot say more than it is to be desired” (session 2).6

Before turning to historicism in the second half of session 2, Strauss devotes some time to a debate concerning Strauss’s own thought between Joseph Cropsey (a student of Strauss) and Stanley Rothman. Of special interest is the argument in which Rothman disputes Strauss’s apparent defense of natural right, calling attention to its dependence of an allegedly debunked classical cosmology. In addition, Rothman complains about a “shift” in Strauss’s position regarding the connection between natural right and cosmology. Strauss playfully responds, first, that this is a trivial biographical fact and, second, that he had granted, in Natural Right and History, the victory of modern natural science and its refutation of classical cosmology only because he does not like to haggle or “even appear to haggle.”

Yet Strauss’s conciliatory approach has a firm limit. In session 3, when Strauss comes back to Rothman, he makes comments which in their self-described “impatience” shed light on Strauss’s self-understanding and indicate his relentlessness. “I have dedicated some decades to this kind [sic] of subjects and my first impression and my second impression, final impression is that Rothman believes he can dispose of my work without having given any indication whatsoever that he has invested a comparable amount of reflection and study. This is a wrong kind of egalitarianism: that everyone is as competent to judge as everybody else. That’s not so. One must do something to become competent.” Moreover, “[f]undamentally [Rothman] repeats only the things which almost everyone in social science says day after day, opinions which I myself, incidentally, once had.” Strauss continues, the “view which I take now may be wrong, but I do not talk nonsense and I do not glut the market with books and articles. Therefore, I would assume from the point of view of fairness, one should consider what I say; not merely repeat the commonplaces with which I am familiar.”

It is in accord with this toughness that Strauss deepens his consideration of Rothman’s comment about cosmology. Strauss suggests that the real issue is whether there are essential differences among (kinds of) beings and suggests that even if Aristotle’s cosmology is to be rejected, Aristotle’s understanding of human affairs may be largely preserved (or still true) if there are essential differences between human and nonhuman things. Yet the issue of cosmology is more complex than Rothman had recognized. According to Strauss, “all cosmology, Aristotelian or modern or what have you, must start from the world as given, from the world in which the sun rises in the East and sets in the West and the earth is resting.” Thought “must ascend from the world as given to its causes.” And the superiority of Aristotle’s “cosmology” consists in the fact that it “takes this starting point, the world as given, more seriously than all other cosmologies; “for this reason Aristotelian cosmology, regardless of whether it is tenable in its details, has a kind of theoretical superiority” (session 2). This statement has a certain parallelism to a statement in session 4: “When we speak in this vague way—say, ‘all kinds of things’—that is much more philosophic than to speak of objects or entities. Because when you say “all kinds of things” you do not claim to have analyzed them. You leave it in the primary vagueness that can be an incentive to thinking. But if you use such technical terms like objects and entities you shut out the very effort of thinking because you have already such a technical term.” More precisely and rigorously, however, this superiority of Aristotle’s starting point is articulated at the beginning of session 5: “The indubitable is that without the acceptance of which every human act, and in particular philosophy and science, do not make sense at all. This is the premise that a human being born from human beings, brought up by them, living with them on the earth where there are also stones, plants, brutes and so on, under heaven. This is the starting point of all philosophy or science in particular, regardless of whether it accepts or rejects natural right. From this situation all primary questions arise. That is to say, all questions which do not yet presuppose answers found by philosophy or science.”

Yet this recourse to common sense as a starting point is precisely what is questioned by historicism, especially when it comes to the ambiguous relation of modern science to common sense. As Strauss says elsewhere, “the discovery of non-Euclidean geometry and its use in physics,” among other things, “made it clear that science cannot be described adequately as the perfection of man’s natural understanding of the world, but rather as a radical modification” (RCPR 240–41). Perhaps that’s why, already in session 2 and even while still discussing positivism, Strauss begins his consideration of historicism, stating that it is “a form which philosophy, non-skeptical philosophy, takes on.” In this initial discussion, and in fact through much of the course, Strauss stresses the importance of the issue of “language and thought.” He even seems at first to adopt the perspective that either the ancient Greek language is the absolute language or historicism is correct (which would seem to hand “victory” to historicism). And Strauss grants a great deal to the historicist insight in emphasizing (“I contend”) that there is no word for “world,” “nature,” or “being,” in Hebrew. But then, during the question-and-answer period to that session, Strauss reverts to what he calls “the old solution.” Thought and language are not so tightly bound. The concepts are different from the words. He then makes this striking statement: “I would grant this, that only a man who is almost as gifted as a writer or poet as Plato could produce in any other language a decent translation of any Platonic work. But as far as the non-poetic qualities are concerned—yeah, the non-poetic qualities, say, the philosophic thought—I believe a perfect translation is possible.” (Strauss makes a similar point at the end of the course: Farabi did not know Greek, yet grasped the core of Plato’s thought.) And at the end of the fourth session, Strauss asserts: “There can only be one reason. There are, there can be an infinite variety of good and bad uses of reason; that goes without saying. But there can be only one reason. But there are necessarily n languages. There is not the language.” Or more commonsensically put, to learn what “anger” is in Chinese, one can “gradually find out if the Chinese gets angry and we see certain signs by which we are in the habit of recognizing anger, and you find out what the word for that is” (also in session 4—perhaps one of the deepest sessions of the course).

In the third and fourth sessions, however, Strauss continues to remind the students of the strength and evidence for historicism. Perhaps his treatment of historicism is best captured by this twofold description: in its “serious forms, like that of Collingwood surely—[it] is a very helpful remedy of thoughtlessness. And we should welcome every remedy against thoughtlessness. But if it absolutizes itself, as it does, as historicism [does], then it becomes again an instrument of thoughtlessness, and then one must part company with it” (session 4). To sharpen the students’ understanding of the problem not fully faced by positivism, Strauss reduces the problem to this alternative: “We may leave it at that, say, omnipotent creator versus no omnipotent creator, but there are, of course, many other varieties.” Of course, “if it were possible to understand all natural phenomena in terms of mathematical functions, you would have gotten rid of causality and everything would be fine.” But this is not possible and hence, at least on modern premises, “[s]cience is based on the arbitrary choice of one world-view among many.” Strauss also connects this problem with David Hume: the problem of causality is a “long story [which] has something to do with a man called David Hume who, in the eighteenth century, wrote what he regarded a demonstration that the principle of causality is not a rational principle as everyone had assumed before him, at least disregarding some skeptics.7 This is not the last we hear of this issue. For example, at the beginning of session 6, in response to a student’s questions, Strauss returns to the problem of science and causality and this is also clearly the issue in Strauss’s discussion in session 13 of Hobbes’s and Descartes’s grounding of science.

Having outlined the theoretical issues awareness of which gives support to historicism, Strauss steps back and provides a history of the proximate intellectual genesis of historicism. He begins with a distinction familiar from Natural Right and History between theoretical historicism and radical historicism. “Theoretical historicism seems to exempt itself arbitrarily from the general historicity of all other human thought. Science, values, ideas are essentially historical, but the historical understanding of them is not essentially historical. It is above history. And radical historicism does away with it and subjects the historical knowledge itself to historicity.” The example Strauss here gives of a theoretical historicism is Jacob Burckhardt for whom “philosophy is the contemplation of historicity” and for whom “[m]an reaches his height only through dedication to a controversial cause, through struggle.” In addition to this new formal ethics, Burckhardt somehow still believes that the universal historian can look down on history detachedly.

Burckhardt, in the drama Strauss presents here, was influenced and taught by someone younger but more gifted than he, namely Nietzsche: “Now it is one of Nietzsche’s early writings called “Of the Advantages and Disadvantages of History” in the book, Meditations Out of Season, which I have to consider and which marks the conscious transition from theoretical historicism to radical historicism.” Strauss says that Nietzsche “accepts science, especially Darwin, and history as a matter of course. Natural and historical evolution are the fundamental fact. This is the truth.” But Nietzsche’s “peculiar assertion” is that the truths of science “dissolve everything of any value.” On the other hand, “the fabrication of myths is incompatible with intellectual probity, with honesty”: “Therefore, Nietzsche is compelled to question the truth of the alleged truths which are deadly. Now how can he do that? His whole lifework was devoted to this.”

Having thus indicated how “positivism turns into historicism,” Strauss, at the beginning of session 4, gives a Heideggerian formulation of the problem: “the traditional understanding of science, which is no longer prevalent, but underlying somehow, is based on a specific understanding of being, according to which being means to be present, to be ready at hand.” Strauss then cites “such as notions as eternal matter, eternal laws of nature” as reflecting this understanding of being. But while science tells us that “there is a certain atom of some sort at the beginning,” “that is a finite process leading from an atom to us, and to an end state.” There is “nothing eternal or sempiternal.” Man is not eternal, the questions man raises are not eternal, and of course no principles of right are eternal.

Referring to his own essay “Political Philosophy and History,” Strauss then pushes back against this “radical historicism.” He begins simply: “You have to dig long enough until you find modern equivalents to the city. These equivalents will not be identical, and then you have to show the difference between that equivalent and the city.” Recurring again to the problem of “language and thought,” Strauss then continues, “Lion means something different in Arabic, in Greek, in Chinese, in English. But is this true? Is there not a core meaning, which is the same for everyone? And what is true of the lion is also true of the earth, for example. The earth, heaven. The earth may be deified, but it is still the earth, which is deified. The core meaning remains the same. What is true of lion, earth, heaven, and so on, is true of course also and above all of man, is a core meaning which is not affected. But this question, what is man, is the core question of philosophy. And from this point of view one can very well say that there are problems co-eval with man as man.” Yet not long thereafter, Strauss again opens up fundamental questions concerning the very basis of logic, ultimately raising, though without pursuing here, the “very complicated question” of “whether there are not things regarding which it is impossible to avoid contradiction.”

In discussing the genesis of historicism, Strauss reports the most striking suggestion that it is Schelling who first makes the distinction between nature and history and, what is more, does so by adapting Descartes’s distinction between the “thinking thing” and the “extended thing.” In this scheme, the thinking thing (res cogitans) or soul becomes “History” as a “dimension of reality.” However, in sessions 6 and 7, Strauss follows the less striking but more sensible thought that history is a modification of what was called convention (nomos) as distinguished from nature; even here, however, one still finds a trace of the “wild” Schellingian suggestion, insofar as the conventionalists, the philosophers who drew the nature/convention distinction most sharply and rejected convention most loudly, identified the soul with the body or reduced the soul to body. And at the very end of the course, these kinds of reflections come up again and Schelling’s view returns in a way. Strauss calls attention to Descartes’s simplification of soul to consciousness whereas “soul,” in, say, Plato’s Republic I is seen as both a source of motion and of consciousness, and as having “depth” or “unconscious” elements. To that extent late modern thought, the crisis of traditional modern natural right and modern natural science, allowed for the restoration of depth to the notion of soul and this restoration corresponded to a greater emphasis on the importance of history.

After these four “introductory” sessions, Strauss turns, in session 5, to the ancient philosophers, above all Heraclitus (in considering whose thought Strauss pronounces the question, “what is a god?”). Before interpreting key fragments of Heraclitus, however, he states the connection between the problem of natural right and philosophy. The distinction between nature and convention/nomos made by the early philosophers is “much more important, much more fundamental, than the distinction between nature and art.” That is because “the nomos determines not only action, what men do, but also thoughts as well … because there must be given a reason why you should abstain from this or do that.” The nomos, in other words, “necessarily contains thoughts regarding the gods, regarding the whole … in its way comprises the whole.” Like art, nomos presupposes nature, but it “also conceals nature because it asserts that these and these are the true principles, as they were later on called.” The crucial question then becomes: “Does what is by nature good for man include something like right, right in the sense of justice? Does it include something like noble or base or is everything called right and noble merely conventional?”

Strauss continues to discuss philosophic conventionalism—the view that “all high and sacred right” has the status of regulations about left-hand side vs. right-hand side of the road driving. While Strauss does not deny that a conventionalist such as Antiphon is a philosopher, and he even says in session 7 that the conventionalist thesis that the soul is something bodily (Laws X) has a kinship with a key thesis of the Republic (that the body as body is noncommunizable while right, or at least one necessary element of right, is something necessarily communal or public), Strauss seems to favor the Platonic approach represented by Socratic discovery of “noetic (intellectual) heterogeneity” which discovery “underlies Plato and Aristotle.” This discovery enables Plato to articulate a notion of natural right, thought that notion is limited in several ways, which limitation, according to Strauss, explains why Plato speaks of natural right so rarely. In this context, Strauss asks, “Now what, then, is the Platonic meaning facilitated, as it were, because of the Greek understanding of gods but eventually not dependent on it?” What follows is a masterful and accessible account of certain aspects of Plato’s Republic, which I won’t summarize here, in part because Strauss has written extensively on the Republic (in City and Man) and there are two full course transcripts on the Republic, in part because it is so succinct that no summary can do it justice.

Strauss’s own summary is that “the Platonic doctrine of natural right is identical in the first place with his doctrine of the best polis, the best regime, as the absolute rule of wise over unwise people, as this which would be intrinsically the justest thing although not obtainable in practice.” But Plato’s notion of nature right is above all “his doctrine of the virtues and the natural order of the virtues.” The political implications of that doctrine are that “wisdom is indispensable.” But Strauss shows that so is consent. “Wisdom as wisdom is directed toward what is by nature right, the unwise as unwise will not understand what is by nature right.” In session 7, Strauss indicates that the early modern philosophers also started from this fundamental tension between wisdom and consent, but they emphasized the consent angle rather than that of wisdom. (One possible reason for this emphasis is that Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, perhaps in the face of claims of godly duties they did not wish to accept, were “anxious to emphasize rights over duties” [session 16].)

In a later session, in response to a question, Strauss provides what one might call the “metaphysical” foundation for the dilution of wisdom by consent in Platonic natural right or the reason evils would never cease. He says: “to use the Aristotelian language which is not entirely inappropriate in the case of Plato: matter’s recalcitrance to form.” Strauss refers to the Laws where “in the tenth book there is a momentary suggestion that there are two world souls, an ordering and a disordering. You can almost say a God and a Devil.” In other words, due to a kind of “cosmological disorder,” evil belongs to the world … and therefore … one can never have what is truly and fully natural right” (session 7). In a somewhat parallel passage in session 11, Strauss gives a brilliant, succinct, yet accessible account both of natural inequality and of the meaning of Socrates’ daimonion. The intellect as such is driven to the ideas, but once it is embodied inequalities arise. Some people are too fearful, other too prone to drinking, and so on. This is the “meaning of this famous demonic thing which Socrates possessed: that he was the man most fitted by nature for philosophizing”: “his body was perfectly obedient … he could drink more than anyone else and still remain sober, for example.”

Just as session 6 contains a marvelous account of The Republic, session 7 contains a beautiful (and funny) account of Plato’s Gorgias. Session 8, in turn, contains a masterful comparison of the two fundamental dialogues. One crucial difference between the two dialogues, Strauss says, is that the just man in the Gorgias is artless and unphilosophic whereas the cause of justice in the Republic is salvaged only by identifying the just man with the philosopher.

Sessions 8 and 9 are a kind of consideration of Aristotelian natural right, above all a discussion of Ethics V.7 and the mutability of natural right expressed there, but Strauss continues to make remarkably revealing statements about Plato. Aristotle’s natural right is “apparently in no need of being diluted … if there is a fair exchange in the sale or in the barter, what is there to be diluted? The question of whether the one who gets the umbrella would be better off if he would get wet is irrelevant. For Plato, strictly understood, it is relevant because everyone should get what is good for him. … By cutting off this consideration from the consideration of justice proper Aristotle arrives at a right which is not essentially in need of being diluted. Aristotle is much closer to what we ordinarily understand by justice.” In other words, “just as Plato says there is no moral virtue in the Aristotelian sense because there cannot be genuine virtue of anyone except philosophers, for the same reason Aristotle admits a genuine natural right, say commutative justice, whereas Plato questions that” (session 9). The “root of the problem” is that there is no moral virtue as such for Plato whereas the felicitous formulation from “Perry Mason”—“clean like a hound’s tooth and sharp like a steel trap”—applies well to Aristotle’s teaching of moral and intellectual virtue. In a certain agreement with the “religious view,” Plato would say that moral virtue is a “leaky vessel” or that the “cleanliness of that tooth” is not genuine without philosophy.

Strauss then turns, in session 10, to the Stoics and their teaching of natural law, above all as found in Cicero. Strauss wishes to identify the specific reason why there is “natural law” in the Stoics but not in Plato and Aristotle, a puzzle especially great given that the Stoics were materialists. Strauss does not accept the historical explanation that the Stoics adopted universal natural law because of the universalization of the world through Alexander the Great’s empire, in part because that empire was not genuinely global. Instead, Strauss sees “only one answer and this is the Stoic teaching regarding Providence.” Natural law in the Stoics is “fundamentally a Providential order.” Aside from this doctrinal aspect, however, the Stoics fundamentally agreed with Plato that there is no moral virtue separable from wisdom. Put another way, Cicero understands natural right in terms of health of soul and health of soul above all in terms of the human capacity to think well about the world and one’s affairs. Perhaps of interest to the effort to understand the early modern philosophers such as Machiavelli, Strauss denies (in a subsequent session, 11, in response to the question whether “the statesman-philosopher is superior to the philosopher simply”) that the question whether the philosopher should rule is a “primary” one: the “guiding thing” in the statesman-philosopher is still philosophy. “I don’t deny the importance of your question,” Strauss says, “but it is not the primary question,” which is “the order of rank between theoretical understanding and practical understanding and there Cicero agrees with Plato and Aristotle.”

Also in session 10, Strauss engages in a thought-provoking comparison between Cicero and Hobbes, which prepares the discussion of Hobbes in sessions 13 and 14. The comparison revolves around the questions of who is more aware of the facts of human life and especially human malice; of whether living in accord with malice or love is better for the human soul; and of whether the desire for self-preservation—say, in a situation with two starving men on a raft—exerts a kind of geometric necessity on the human soul or not (isn’t it possible that one of the men could say “all right, you are younger, or so; let me perish”?).

Session 11 contains a very helpful summary of Cicero’s Republic, masterfully showing the similarity of its analysis of the essential limitations of justice to that of Plato’s Republic. Strauss then turns to Thomas Aquinas’s teaching of natural law which was partly prepared by the Stoics. The two main topics or questions Strauss considers are: (1) the substantive differences between Aristotle and Aquinas on natural right (the root of the difference perhaps being stated in session 12: “The philosopher does not play this role [in figuring out that natural right is strictly applicable only to the philosopher and has to be diluted in its application to society] in Thomas Aquinas because ultimately for him the crucial distinction is that between orthodox Christians and people who are not orthodox Christians,” and (2) the question whether “natural law as Thomas Aquinas understands it [is] truly a dictate of natural reason or is … perhaps based, without his knowing it, without his admitting it, on revelation.” Strauss’s treatment is delicate here as shown by a comment such as this: “This is a statement [by Thomas Aquinas] in itself in absolute agreement with Aristotle, but I think it also shows the difference between Thomas and Aristotle.”

Session 12 contains perhaps a surprisingly appreciative discussion of Francisco Suarez in relation to a “very old problem” raised in Plato’s Euthyphro: “do the gods love the just because it is intrinsically just or is the just just because the gods established it as just?.” Suarez fights, on the one hand, against this divine legal positivism (or voluntarism) and on the other hand against natural law understood as pure reason (which Strauss says is Locke’s position). In his manner, Suarez, Strauss says, clarifies situation of relation of natural law to divine punishment better than does Aquinas. In this session, Strauss also discusses Marsilius of Padua: “according to Marsilius wars are by nature necessary, wholly independently of human ill will, in order to prevent overpopulation.” If this is so, Strauss continues, “if this is the primary reason for war, not the bad will of governors or the injustice of rulers, then the distinction between just and unjust wars loses much of its force.” Thus Strauss returns once more to what is perhaps the question of the course as a whole: the way one needs to understand the mutability of natural right in light of the relation between intellect and body, or wisdom and physical strength. Strauss uses Suarez and Marsilius to explicate in another way and once more the reasoning underlying Aristotle’s remark about the mutability of natural right: “Incest between brother and sister is forbidden insofar as it is damaging to human nature and therefore contradicting natural virtuousness according to right reason. But this reason ceases and this relation begins to be matrimony in agreement with nature and hence virtuous in such situations in which there is no other way of procreation of the human race except through such a relation, because if this marriage of brother and sister is undertaken alone for the sake of the conservation of the human race, not possible in the circumstance in any other way, then it becomes a legitimate and moral action.”

Sessions 13 and 14 then adumbrate Hobbes’s teaching on natural law. Hobbes’s restriction of natural inclination to self-preservation alone—excising the top inclinations two found in the traditional teaching, sociality and knowledge—aims in a way to provide undiluted wise guidance to social life, guidance rooted in rational fear, skepticism about the content of happiness, and dogmatism about its indispensable means. These sessions also contain an explication of the nerve of Hobbes’s “anthropology”—human beings alone can think “causally,” can contemplate the previously unimagined effects of their power. Session 13 also features a sharp and clear discussion of Machiavelli (including a version of what one finds at the end of Thoughts on Machiavelli: the absence of a “second conversion” in Machiavelli—a conversion to a concern with truth alone, following the first conversion from merely selfish interest to the selfish interest of the glory-seeking founder that becomes identified with the interest of the common good); a statement on the importance of Descartes’s universal doubt; and a helpful account of the origin of a “metaphysically neutral” natural science.

This last account is a very valuable part of the course. According to Strauss, in modern times the “concepts themselves, not only words, are conceived as constructs” while “according to Aristotle a concept is not a construct” but “emerges in the human mind under certain conditions naturally.” (This natural emergence is even true of medieval and ancient nominalists for whom concepts are not consciously made. As Strauss says, Epicurean prolepseis or anticipations grow naturally.) The case of Descartes is relevant here too: “on the basis of sense data which that [this extramundane] ego has—red patches, shrill sounds maybe—… it constructs the whole within which man is an accident.” This is “the overall view of the universe, which became the view of modern science …  [m]odern mathematical physics was fundamentally based on such a notion. Similarly, in session 15, having elaborated Locke’s notion of productive labor, Strauss finds “a parallel in Locke’s doctrine of knowledge”: “the notions we need for any understanding are called by Locke abstract ideas or abstract ideas of a certain kind.” Abstract ideas like man, dog, motion, are “the creatures of the understanding.” In this way, “[u]nderstanding and science stand in the same relation to the given, the sense data, in which human labor stands to its raw materials.”

Both sessions 14 and 15 begin somewhat autobiographically (in 14 Strauss says that he had not appreciated Hobbes’s modification of the state of nature when he wrote The Political Philosophy of Hobbes while at the beginning of 15 he says that when he was “very young” he had trouble distinguishing Plato’s “idealism” from Hobbes’s). Strauss also recurs here to the fundamental theme of the course—wisdom vs. consent (related to the theme of the mutability of natural right)—and suggests that the more deeply one thinks about the political problem, the more one boils the issue down to these two principles. Within this framework, “for Hobbes consent is the fundamental phenomenon, not wisdom.” And “the basis of the consent principle is, was from the very beginning, bodily power, whereas the basis of the wisdom principle is the power of the mind.”

The fundamental difficulty of Hobbes’s teaching, which Hobbes “did not solve in any way,” concerns “the fact that he both admits and denies that it is possible to distinguish between the king and tyrant.” This is the “clear limit” of Hobbes’s teaching and this is what Locke and Rousseau try to “take care of.” (This is perhaps clearer here than what we find in NRH 198.)

Thus, Strauss tells us in session 15, the “great power of Locke consists in the fact that on the very Hobbean basis he refutes Hobbes’s conclusions.” After summarizing lucidly and succinctly the movement of the course at the beginning of session 16, Strauss indicates the proximity of Rousseau to the classics from a theoretical point of view. Rousseau “knew quite well” that the general will is insufficient; its solution is “too simple and too beautiful to be true.” One can easily find a majority “and perhaps even unanimity for a rather stupid law.” What is needed is the transformation of natural man into the citizen. Strauss says that the key to this transformation is found in a “very cryptic” chapter of The Social Contract: “On the Legislator,” II.7. And the crucial point is that “the legislator brings about the transformation of natural man into the citizen by claiming divine origin for his code, and therefore with a view to the supernatural sanctions.” In other words, “man must be denatured, as Rousseau calls it, in order to become a citizen.” Strauss has returned to the disproportion between “natural right” pure and simple (wisdom) and its diluted application (consent).

Whatever may have been Rousseau’s theoretical point or insight, Kant, partly as a result of Rousseau’s influence, defends “laws of reason, laws of freedom, but no longer laws of nature”: “[h]uman nature cannot be the basis of man’s moral orientation.” Having quickly indicated the role of Burke in the final stages of this liberation from the guidance of nature, and not finding the time to get to Bentham, Strauss concludes with a brief discussion, which includes, as mentioned above, reflections on the replacement of the soul by consciousness and the belated attempt in late modernity to recover the soul in its depth (though without the corresponding notion of “health of soul” found in, say, Plato or Cicero). After answering another question about the problem of “language and thought,” Strauss concludes this exhilarating and always masterfully guided voyage.



Note: This chapter was written for the Leo Strauss Center at the University of Chicago as an introduction to the transcription of the 1962 Natural Right course.

 

 

Modern philosophy led to a distinction, alien to medieval philosophy, between philosophy and science. This distinction is fraught with the danger that it paves the way for the admission of an unphilosophic science and of an unscientific philosophy: of a science which is a mere tool, and hence apt to become the tool of any powers, of any interests that be, and of a philosophy in which wishes and prejudices have usurped the place belonging to reason. We have seen modern philosophy resigning the claim to demonstrable truth and degenerating into some form of intellectual autobiography, or else evaporating into methodology by becoming the handmaid of modern science.

—Strauss, “How to Study Medieval Philosophy,” 1944
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“An Irony Beyond Machiavelli’s Irony”

A Reading of the Concluding Six Paragraphs of Thoughts on Machiavelli

When in his lecture “The Three Waves of Modernity”1 Strauss turns to doing “justice to the change effected by Machiavelli,” he remarks that in order to do so, one must consider two great changes in “harmony with his [Machiavelli’s] spirit” (IPP 87; see also WIPP 47). The first2 of these changes is the “emergence of modern natural science,” which comes not only with a “new understanding of nature but also and especially [with] a new understanding of science: … the initiative in understanding is with man, not with the cosmic order … all truth and meaning originate in man … Conquest of nature implies that nature is the enemy, a chaos to be reduced to order” (IPP 87–88). Did Machiavelli change the original meaning of philosophy or science—the effort to replace opinion about god, world, and man with the truth about god, world, and man—or change the “character of wisdom,” in particular its connection with moderation (WIPP 103)? How then does the “spirit of Machiavelli” allow for the emergence of modern natural science? Is the “spirit of Machiavelli” the same as his “innermost thought”? And what can one learn about the status and viability of philosophy from studying Machiavelli? In this concluding chapter I address these questions by way of analyzing closely the concluding section of Thoughts on Machiavelli in light of Strauss’s book as a whole.

A concern with the status of philosophy appears to be Machiavelli’s most radical concern and hence Strauss’s concern with Machiavelli—throughout the book and at its end. Machiavelli’s two most conspicuous accomplishments—his destructive analysis of moral virtue or the conscience (or the establishment of competition and acquisition as the fundamental human fact) and his planned conquest of chance—point to his understanding of the world: Machiavelli’s “analysis of morality will prove to be incompatible with a teleological cosmology” (TOM 222). Could Machiavelli’s apparently merely political or moral “innovations” point to his rejection of “teleotheology” on the basis of his analysis of the human things (XSD 148ff; TOM 19)? Strauss says in the Walgreen lectures on Machiavelli (which formed, in part, the basis of TOM) that “Machiavelli is the first superior mind that we know of who did not have a feeling of awe before what is higher and greater than man, be it god or nature” (page 18 of the third lecture; in a class, Strauss is reported to have said: “a personal or spiritual god was unthinkable for Machiavelli”). In TOM itself, Strauss puts Machiavelli’s radical concern more cautiously: “We would go too far were we to assert that Machiavelli has never heard the Call nor sensed the Presence, for we would contradict his remarks referring to the conscience. But he certainly refuses to heed experiences of this kind” (203; see also 208 and 221). In the last two sentences of that paragraph Strauss makes a point on Machiavelli’s behalf: “every articulation of the dictate of the conscience needs a support different from the conscience itself.” Conscience has to give an account of itself that corresponds to the real world, to what is actually possible. Besides, conscience provides contradictory guidance so one would need something outside of conscience in order to sort out its mixed signals (the example Machiavelli gives is Giovambatista da Montesecco who flinches from sacrilege but not from homicide, Discourses III.6.13 and Florentine Histories VIII.5). Unless this contradiction is resolved, conscience may be a mere “confusion of the brain.” This is the reason Machiavelli did not heed the experiences of a Call or Presence he may have had. Conscience is a feeling that needs to be controlled by prudence. (Traditional theology agrees this much with this analysis: conscience is not enough.) The overriding concern Strauss articulates here is with the question of the ultimate nature of the conscience and all that is implied about the nature of the whole and the philosophic life.3

That the book has an intention to teach and learn about the status of philosophy and nature is compatible with its morally neutral title—”Thoughts,” neither an apology nor a condemnation. The concluding section (paragraphs 82–87 in ch. IV) is, despite a somewhat dismissive tone discrepant from the rest of the book, likewise not fundamentally a moral condemnation or praise (especially when read in light of Strauss’s argument-modifying footnotes), but is focused on the question: what is Machiavelli’s theoretical innovation, if any? What is Machiavelli’s true view of man, God, and world, and how does it stack up against that of the other great philosophers? This aim is shown in part by the fact that Strauss had already demonstrated Machiavelli’s immoralism and impiety in the previous parts of chapter IV (“critique of religion” and “critique of morality”). This then cannot be what is new and cannot be, strictly speaking, the subject of the concluding paragraphs. Machiavelli’s immoralism and irreligiosity are, to be sure, not fundamentally questioned in the conclusion, but Strauss no longer considers the possibility that Machiavelli is a wicked teacher of wickedness.

Instead, if there is a criticism of Machiavelli, it is raised from a theoretical perspective. It is from this perspective that it is necessary to understand the meaning of Strauss’s apparently critical statements: (a) that by questioning the connection between moral virtue and philosophy, Machiavelli obscures the status of philosophy or reduces its viability: because justice is not a great theme for Machiavelli, wisdom is not a great theme for him; (b) that Machiavelli cannot reconcile “firmness of knowledge” with the variability of things and human nature; and (c) that Machiavelli initiates a “new philosophy” that lives in the unjustified hope that the truth will reign over humanity. In other words, the issue is whether Machiavelli was able to sustain as well as Strauss may have thought it possible the vital possibility of living untragically or without despair, of living philosophically.4 It is this issue that becomes essential in the course of Strauss’s concluding discussion, more so than the issue of Machiavelli’s novelty, though the two are related: Machiavelli’s novelty may support or threaten philosophy in important ways. Thus while paragraphs 82 and 83 of chapter IV begin by speaking of Machiavelli’s claim to have taken a road not yet trodden, it turns out that this claim is largely misleading and conceals his radical agreement with the classics on the unintentionally or impersonally beneficent resistance or recalcitrance of nature (see paragraph 87). In fact, in these extraordinarily dense, circuitous, and perplexing concluding paragraphs, much is initially misleading, and little can be understood unless one considers the possibility that Strauss is being ironic in his explicit criticism of Machiavelli.

§82: At the beginning of the concluding section, Strauss engages in a survey of precedents of Machiavelli in order to examine whether Machiavelli’s way is really new: a “discovery” of new modes and orders. The discovery is to be evaluated for its theoretical merits even more so than for its success as a “spiritual warfare” or political project (this is the case even in the earlier discussion of Machiavelli’s innovation at the ends of chapters 2 and 3: 82–84, 167–73; cf. 234). Strauss begins with Machiavelli’s principle that one should have proper regard for man’s badness. The teaching “which derives” from this principle, that is, not the principle as such and not the thought that formulated the principle, is obviously opposed to that of classical political philosophy or to that of Socratic tradition. But then Strauss points out Xenophon’s openness to the desirability of tyranny and the naturalness of acquisitiveness (as well as the weakness of aristocracy) and suggests that Machiavelli simply follows Xenophon, though only one of the latter’s two foci, “forgetting” Socrates.5 Yet the reader should remember that the silence of a wise man cannot be explained by forgetfulness and, of course, Strauss himself could not have forgotten that he himself said so earlier (30).6 The next paragraph does not explain this supposed forgetfulness either. Perhaps these concluding paragraphs then are, in part, about Machiavelli’s wise silence about soul and philosophy; it may be wise not to make idealistic, exhortatory statements about philosophy since that would lead to distortions, delusions, co-optations by religious powers and, moreover, because, in truth, philosophy is not free from its own defects (see paragraph 87). The concluding paragraphs are also, however, about the costs and consequences of that silence and of Machiavelli’s manipulation of the human self-understanding. These paragraphs are, in this sense, a “tract for the times” (cf. pp. 55–56, 61–62, 69).

§83: Given the claim that Machiavelli forgets Socrates, and the implication that this forgetting is Machiavelli’s only “novelty” (since Xenophon already had an appreciation for tyranny and acquisition), it may be surprising that Strauss now turns to showing Machiavelli’s kinship with Socrates: their anti-hedonism as well as their appreciation of the essential relation of philosophy to city. Strauss does not emphasize here Machiavelli’s hedonism “having indicated the kinship of his thought with hedonism” (284; La Mandragola). What Strauss directs our attention to here instead is Machiavelli’s greater awareness of the contribution the existence of political life makes to the “highest pleasure,” a pleasure that hedonism, moreover, sees as merely “dependent on” philosophy and not consisting in philosophy itself. Still, while politics has “high dignity,” one should not forget the pre-political or sub-political roots of society (man’s badness), as well as, and more importantly, what transcends the political.

Strauss may seem to complicate the matter of Machiavelli’s Socratism when, in comparing Machiavelli specifically to Epicureanism (as distinguished from classical hedonism generally), he implies that for Machiavelli, unlike for Epicureanism, happiness does not require moral virtue but “acquiring” (including perhaps of wisdom), but Strauss does not say that this constitutes a disagreement with Socrates7 and, moreover, in the very next step, he comes back to a fundamental similarity between Socrates and Machiavelli, this time as against the sophists. The first part of the difference between Machiavelli and the sophists concerns the subordination of “sophistic political science” to rhetoric. Presumably, for all his extraordinarily powerful rhetoric,8 Machiavelli understands the limits of it.9 This is important in showing Machiavelli’s distance from the philosophy of freedom (German idealism and Marxism) that was in part made possible by him. In alluding to the second part of Machiavelli’s difference from the sophists, Strauss indicates that Socrates and Machiavelli begin in the same place and grasp “the essential connection between private vice and public benefit because they look at political things … in the perspective of [the city’s] founder.” In this context, this remark also serves to show the classics’ “Machiavellian” concession to human badness.

In moving to the next point of comparison, Strauss uses the formulation “other contemporary readers are reminded of …” instead of “Machiavelli is said to be … ,” which perhaps is an indication that Strauss himself finds the comparison to Thucydides especially apt. Like Thucydides, Machiavelli exposes the tension between justice and necessity. While Strauss does not disagree that Thucydides denies the existence of justice and the gods, he writes that Thucydides never calls into question the intrinsic superiority of nobility to baseness (at least not explicitly: cf. 264), even if the superiority of nobility is said to shine best when it is being destroyed by the base. Strauss, however, does not say that Plato thinks that there is such nobility (cf. On Plato’s Symposium 93); and he has indicated that Plato also recognizes the amoral basis of morality (293); and one could, on the other hand, recognize, even or precisely in Machiavelli, a “perverted nobility of a very high order,” a nobility of an unusual, strictly amoral character (13). Besides, it is not clear whether the sadness or even tragedy present in Thucydides—a sadness connected to appreciating nobility best at the point of its destruction by baseness—is a point of superiority or inferiority in Thucydides, or whether Thucydides may have intended that sadness to serve a pedagogical purpose. Likewise it is not clear whether sensitivity to the sacredness of “the common” is a positive or a negative quality. This will depend on whether “common” is understood as in “lowest common denominator” (lowly common, perhaps as in “the common opinion” of footnote 216) or as the highest good: “the common good in the political sense” is “inferior to the common good simply, which is the truth” (284; also 283; cf. the use, e.g., on 28 with the use on 167).

Moreover, the “or” in the subsequent apparently critical line, “the fate of neither Cesare Borgia nor Manlius Capitolinus is tragic or understood by Machiavelli as ‘tragic,’ ” may be read as suggesting Strauss’s agreement with Machiavelli’s unsentimental acceptance of the bad as bad rather than tragic. It is possible to live untragically and this means to understand the world untragically. Perhaps it is in this sense that “one half of humanity remains outside of Machiavelli’s thought”: his thought is free from a tragic element. There is no sin but ignorance (13)—to hold that view is “almost the definition of a philosopher” (NRH 171). To put it another way, the “tragedy” of Manlius Capitolinus’s execution follows from his lack of understanding. There was a necessity to sin operative upon Manlius—an inclination of his that did not agree with the times. Moral intentions are hidden. There is no legitimate special sadness when a good man fails because there are no good as opposed to bad men morally (272–73).

The final remark in paragraph 83, about the claim of chance’s conquerability in Machiavelli, is related. If Machiavelli’s denial of the relevance of the moral intention becomes accepted public knowledge or practice, there would be no sacred or moral restraints to impede our attempt to conquer chancy nature. But while this denial would indeed rely on a genuinely novel claim, its status or truth for Machiavelli is questionable on the basis of Strauss’s earlier thematic treatment of the topic. We need to recall 218: the inner freedom from chance presupposes recognition of the power of chance (cf. 298: the domination of necessity remains paramount). The aim of Machiavelli is to conquer Fortuna, the living goddess, not chance (173). Fortuna is in a sense the biblical God, in a sense nature (217). In the latter sense, in the sense of an all-comprehensive order that does not think or will, it cannot be conquered. Accordingly, paragraphs 31–37 in chapter IV are devoted to showing the unconquerability of chance for Machiavelli (see also paragraphs 52–60, on necessity). In fact, Machiavelli’s fundamental thought consists in the discovery of chance, of non-teleological necessity, of simply unforeseeable accidents (223). More directly, just a couple of paragraphs before Strauss had described Machiavelli’s “most excellent man” as having “immunity to the power of chance through ‘knowledge of the world’ ”—that is, through wise acceptance of the limits of human power (290). On the other hand, however, the unconquerability of nature or necessity also does not elevate the status of morality, except insofar as morality remains a way of escaping, or attempting to make sense of, chancy nature.

§84: What follows confirms that the question of what is new in Machiavelli has not been answered. Strauss has to go back to a comparison between Machiavelli and Xenophon. He repeats the claim that Machiavelli may be said to start from observations or suggestions made by Xenophon but abandons the whole of which they are a part. It is not clear how Cyrus and Socrates form a whole and whether that whole must be preserved under all circumstances; if this whole is the same as the broad “horizon” of which Strauss will speak at the end of paragraph 85, perhaps it is due for a “contraction.” Besides, Strauss does grant that Machiavelli thought through Xenophon’s observations or suggestions. Moreover, Strauss begins by listing apparent innovations that in fact are not new. Machiavelli’s novel teaching cannot be said to consist in recognizing the primacy of foreign policy.10 For Machiavelli’s imperialism or “power politics” applies just as much to domestic politics, the same principle—that the fundamental human fact is acquisitiveness or competition—underlying both. Here a comparison with Thucydides would have been revealing; but even without such an explicit comparison, Strauss has already indicated to his reader that Thucydides and Machiavelli should be compared.11 Thucydides questions a premise, or an assertion, of classical political philosophy: “The city is neither self-sufficient nor is it essentially a part of a good and just order comprising many or all cities.” “Foreign politics is primary ‘for us,’ although it may not be primary ‘in itself’ or ‘by nature,’ ” and “Thucydides is more concerned than is classical political philosophy with what is ‘first for us’ ” (CM 239).

Accordingly, Strauss does not say that Machiavelli’s discovery of that principle or fact is a novelty. And there is reason to think that the same fact or principle was appreciated fully not only by Thucydides but also by, for example, Xenophon, Plato, and Lucretius. Thus Strauss continues to tell us what Machiavelli’s novelty is not: Machiavelli is not the first to realize the unreasonable inflexibility of the traditional condemnation of tyranny. And Strauss does not have in mind as a precedent Aristotle’s recommendation for preserving tyranny, but Plato’s agreement with Machiavelli on tyranny being essential to the foundation of society itself.12

Yet it is here that the agreement apparently ends, with Plato using tyranny as a tool for the creation of society in which the practice of moral virtue is possible and Machiavelli doing so for the sake of a society in which merely republican virtue would be indispensable.13 Republican virtue, as Strauss has explained earlier (257–58), is a substitution for moral virtue and likely incompatible with the latter strictly understood (as purity of heart, as chastity: see 343, n. 192); republican virtue is the discrediting “factual truth” of moral virtue. Republican virtue rests on the fact that “cruelty toward strangers cannot be avoided by the best of citizens as citizens” or on collective selfishness. (And both moral and republican virtue are different yet from “natural virtue”: the natural desire of each to acquire wealth and glory, 269). Consequently, Machiavelli “even argues for tyranny pure and simple” (as distinguished from “the classic defense of a tyranny by a wise man in the Hiero” referred to in paragraph 82). But what accounts for this difference between Plato and Machiavelli? Not a “more thoroughgoing or comprehensive analysis of political phenomena as such than that given by the classics.” Rather, we are back to “the destructive analysis of moral virtue” and “the emancipation of acquisitiveness”—a ground Machiavelli and the classics share.

Then follows an apparent detour: not a position in favor of tyranny but a defense of the multitude against traditional contempt for it seems to constitute Machiavelli’s novelty (cf. 127, 173; but here stated even more tentatively than before). It turns out, however, that this is only an apparent democratic tendency (only a “somewhat more favorable judgment on the people”) or one that is again the byproduct of the destructive analysis of moral virtue. Yet Strauss hastens to add that this populism is essentially an anti-aristocratism: it is a function of Machiavelli’s unmasking of the rule of men of moral worth and of his destructive analysis of morality generally. This is not to deny that an important element in Machiavelli’s very thought may have given rise to “democratic theory proper” (in Spinoza and Rousseau). But as we will see in the case of philosophy of freedom or German idealism (in paragraph 86), the Machiavellian origins of democracy are amoral, sober, or low: democracy comes to the fore by default once the moral hierarchy of various ways of life and titles to rule has been questioned and the basis of rule has become the brute strength of the majority of bodies.

But if such are the origins of democratic theory, we can discern them already in the classics. Could Thucydides, for example, have questioned the premise of the self-sufficiency, goodness, and justice of the city without engaging in a destructive analysis of virtue or without recognizing the fundamental importance of acquisition and competition? Unlikely. At any rate, we know from paragraph 82 that Xenophon already was open to arguments on behalf of tyranny and acquisition. What, then, is Machiavelli’s innovation (whether based on a new insight or a new mistake)? Strauss can no longer postpone getting to the fundamental issue and to his fundamental concern: the status of philosophy. What is at stake and becomes the theme in the following two paragraphs is not Machiavelli’s new way, but the status of philosophy in Machiavelli’s thought. Strauss now for the first time looks at Machiavelli’s destructive analysis of moral virtue from the point of philosophy—that is, from the point of view of what in Machiavelli’s understanding of philosophy allowed for this depreciation of moral virtue.

Moral virtue is not the proper order of soul, even though amoral, pre-moral, trans-moral virtue may well be that order (242). Morality can be questioned in the direction of the “pre-moral” understood as “sub-moral” (255) or in the direction of the “trans-moral.” Virtue “in the highest sense” is a “pre-moral or trans-moral quality” (246). This highest virtue is “inseparable from the highest prudence” (247). Hence it is only moral virtue that does not receive support from the pursuit of the philosophy: it has “no second or higher source in the needs of the mind.” As will become evident, this does not mean that Machiavelli is not a philosopher. And as a reading of paragraph 81 shows, while it appears that Machiavelli “converts” solely from a life of tyranny to a life of glory and stops short of converting to philosophy, Strauss makes it clear that Machiavelli’s “most excellent man” is not a “soldier of war or of love” and transcends the plane “on which the political good and the erotic good supplement each other while conflicting with each other.” That man “acquires full satisfaction and immunity to the power of chance through knowledge of ‘the world’ ” (289–90).

To return to paragraph 84, Strauss next speaks, however, of an irony beyond Machiavelli’s irony. That is, he seems to suggest a limit to Machiavelli’s irony and thus a limit to his awareness or understanding. But how is Machiavelli ironical and, second, why should his silence about soul, Socrates, or tragedy represent an irony beyond his irony?

The primary sense of irony is to say “different things about the same subject to different people, and in some cases to the same people in different stages of their understanding” (40). Assuming that Strauss uses “irony” in its primary sense at the end of paragraph 84, he must mean that Machiavelli’s silence (about soul, Socrates, and tragedy) is intended to say different things to different readers. The silence, then, is not due to forgetting—this much we already gathered; one other sign of this is that Strauss had told us that “the core of Machiavelli’s thought” is “a comprehensive reflection regarding the status of the fatherland on the one hand and of the soul on the other” (10; nevertheless, “comprehensive” may not be the same as “thoroughgoing [cf. 293] and Machiavelli may still have overlooked important aspects, details, or experiences). Machiavelli hides his innermost thought in an ironic exterior that means something different to different people—consider the “ironical but not misleading expression of Machiavelli’s innermost thought” in Castruccio Castracani, a thought at the core of which is Aristotle (and his indifferent god—the god whose “rule consists in knowing, in his knowing himself,” 208), “kept in bounds or overwhelmed by Bion.” Only the periphery of that core is a “shocking moral teaching” (225). Another example of Machiavelli’s irony (or the combination of diabolical character and sobriety in his thought) on a fundamental matter is his misleading usage of “virtue” and the resulting concealment of the fact that his doctrine of “virtue” “preserves the relevance, the truth, the reality of the generally recognized opposition between (moral) virtue and (moral) vice” (while subordinating moral virtue to another kind of amoral excellence—strength of mind, will, and temper) (242). This perhaps is the nature of Machiavelli’s irony: his concealment of his philosophic nature in thought and his exaggeration of his amoralism in deed. But what about the irony beyond his irony?

One should first note that in paragraph 84 Strauss appears to use “irony” in the phrase “an irony beyond” in a sense other than its primary one (to say “different things about the same subject to different people, and in some cases to the same people in different stages of their understanding”). If there is something “ironic” about Machiavelli’s non-use of “soul,” for example, that is beyond Machiavelli’s own ironic and deliberate silence, then that irony would be an irony in the state of affairs, a surprising or a paradoxical outcome. The irony beyond Machiavelli’s irony would be that Machiavelli did indeed forget soul, tragedy, and Socrates or at least did not give them adequate consideration. If we assume, however, that Strauss is still using irony, even in the phrase “irony beyond,” (also) in its primary sense, then it is Strauss who is saying different things to different readers by pointing to an irony other than Machiavelli’s (“[l]evity comes into play in the communication of the truth”). Strauss may be “ironically” criticizing Machiavelli for forgetting or obscuring philosophy—“ironically” since Strauss may also have a deep admiration for the philosopher Machiavelli and even for the path he has taken, even if he thinks such explicit praise would not be fruitful today.

But to return to the derivative meaning of irony, is the irony behind Machiavelli’s irony that Machiavelli may deliberately obscure philosophy in underestimating philosophy’s natural or rational support? Machiavelli could have marshalled, but did not, not even in private letters, more arguments in support of his most precious possession, his thinking and knowledge. The half-silence on philosophy would amount to the same irony: Machiavelli is indeed a philosopher, the “supra-political” is always operative in him, and yet he undermines or mistrusts something that can lead to philosophy or is needed in the course of the philosophic life. Much of paragraph 85 is an elaboration of that possibility: the irony behind Machiavelli’s irony as a case of Machiavelli fooling or tricking himself; “a stupendous contraction” appears as a “wondrous enlargement of the horizon” (end of paragraph 85). Or to put it another way, Machiavelli may have regarded his shocking teaching, his apparent innovation of proclaiming a “corrupting doctrine” “openly and triumphantly” (10), as merely apparent or as a rhetorical innovation—as concealing and serving his radical, but unoriginal thought about nature and human nature. But if “one cannot radically change the mode of a teaching without radically changing its substance” (59) and if a bold new public announcement presupposes a “wholly new estimate of man” (232), then Machiavelli would have been unintentionally more innovative than he knew. He would have unwittingly, despite all his fundamental criticism of the people, tried to enlighten them, to help them see through piety and morality and embrace their own acquisitiveness. And he would have thus become oblivious to his own insights into how rare and hard-won true, individual enlightenment necessarily is. If so, and to that extent only, Strauss’s criticism of Machiavelli is not ironic.

To take another derivative meaning of irony behind Machiavelli’s deliberately ironic presentation of his innermost thought, consider the implications of this image from Castruccio. Aristotle is at the core and Bion is on the periphery of Machiavelli’s thought. That is, Bion, in Machiavelli’s own self-understanding, is merely peripheral—peripheral perhaps in the sense of keeping the Aristotelian core from spilling over into otherworldliness. The shocking moral teaching is not Machiavelli’s core, but a theoretical intransigence is. But could the exterior, much as in the case of the rhetorical innovation of Machiavelli, prove closer to the core than one thought and as close as it seemed on the surface?14 Bion, the shameless, outspoken atheist, proves to be pious when he falls ill. Could this be true of Machiavelli? That would again be a case of “irony” in the modern, derivative sense: an outcome contrary to the expected one. On this reading, Machiavelli would prove “too clever by half.” In his suspiciousness and diabolical character, he would have overlooked a genuine, albeit unintended, support for his way of life, for the philosophic way of life and thus become compelled, in one way or another, to rely on unjustified hopes. Strauss had introduced the “irony beyond Machiavelli’s irony” in speaking of Machiavelli’s silence on the soul, which is “a perfect expression of the soulless character of his teaching.” But if Machiavelli meant to deny soul, there is nothing ironic beyond his irony here. Instead, it would be Strauss ironically suggesting that Machiavelli has proven less soulless than he wished to be.15 Machiavelli may have relied too much on his demonstration of the weakness of virtue in the world: “all moralists who are worth their salt have always felt that pure, intransigent justice is the road to the hemlock, the cross, and the stake, rather than to advantage in this world” (see the fifth paragraph in the commentary on paragraph 85).16

§85: The beginning of this paragraph, however, seems to call for the rejection of the derivative understanding of the “irony” beyond Machiavelli’s irony and thus for understanding the “trans-irony” as Strauss’s. It would be an error to deny that philosophy is present in Machiavelli’s thought. Strauss reminds us of what he had said—for example, in paragraph 81—about “the most excellent man” and his “knowledge of the world.” Machiavelli states the philosophic principle of his writing with the greatest clarity and yet the greatest gentleness.17

Indeed, Strauss then calls attention to himself, to his own presentation, thus giving support to the possibility that he himself is being ironic in his pronouncement concerning the status of philosophy in Machiavelli: namely, that it is obfuscated not only in Machiavelli’s teaching but also in his thought. Strauss may criticize Machiavelli, in part in order to conceal his fundamental agreement with him, in part because he may not think that Machiavelli’s project serves any longer the purpose of promoting or protecting philosophy.

It now appears, however, that it was infinitely clearer to Machiavelli that moral virtue is a “qualified requirement” of society than that it is a (unqualified?) requirement of philosophy.18 It may seem that Strauss is suggesting that because Machiavelli does not appreciate the utility of moral virtue for philosophy, he is “unable to give a clear account of his own doing.” But who among the ancient philosophers does give a clear account of his own doing? Perhaps giving (at least giving to others) an account of one’s own doing—let alone a “clear” account—is not indispensable to being a most excellent human being, or a philosopher Could it be that Machiavelli’s “inability” is a matter of prudence? Since it is clear to Machiavelli that moral virtue is a requirement of society, he is unable to spell out his fullest thought (what is “truly evil,” 11): “what ought not to be said cannot be said” (174) since “the dictates of prudence have compulsory power” (247). In several ways, Machiavelli does provide an account of his own doing. The final section of each book of the Discourses is devoted to Machiavelli’s doing; in fact, this is Machiavelli’s “most exalted” theme or matter: his “enterprise,” “strategy and tactics,” ultimately the self-understanding of the wise man (10, 19, 28–29, 105).

Strauss does continue, “What is greatest in him cannot be properly appreciated on the basis of his narrow view of the nature of man.” But perhaps the absence of a “proper” appreciation—an appreciation with “propriety”—does not preclude an adequate appreciation. Accordingly, Strauss’s next step is yet another comparison of Machiavelli and Plato, in which Machiavelli’s “union of gravity and levity” appears only as a “dim reflection” of Plato’s “union of seriousness and play.” While this is likely, though not certainly, a statement unfavorable to Machiavelli, one notices that Machiavelli’s life is re-elevated to the status of a union or unity here, as opposed to the (mere) heterogeneous alternation between gravity and levity in paragraph 81.

There follows a comparison to Aristophanes. While Machiavelli has two great themes, Strauss says—glory and the pleasures of love—Aristophanes has three: justice, the pleasures of love, and the wise man.19 Strauss adds: “wisdom is not a great theme for Machiavelli because justice is not a great theme for him.” Strauss may want us to recall that “we have learned from Socrates that the political things, or the human things, are the key to all things” (13). Perhaps Machiavelli underestimated how much an examination of the concern for justice, even or precisely because that concern is riddled with tensions, can help reveal the nature of reality insofar as that concern shapes or misshapes one’s perception of reality. Yet, not having a phenomenon as a great theme is no proof that one does not possess an adequate understanding of that phenomenon. That Thucydides does not thematize wisdom, that Homer does not do so, is something Strauss has reflected on and written about.20 Besides, Strauss has stated clearly on several occasions, beginning with page 10, that Machiavelli is a philosopher. Strauss had also pointed out already—contrary to the appearance created in paragraph 81 (that there “seems” to be no second conversion in Machiavelli, i.e., a conversion from glory to philosophy)—that “the desire for the highest glory … animates the quest for truth” (288). Admittedly, this could mean that Machiavelli seeks the truth (merely) as a way of pursuing glory, though it could also mean that Machiavelli finds impetus toward philosophy in the passion for glory, an impetus subsequently replaced by a reflection on the “delusions of glory”; at any rate, the choice of one’s particular path to glory is meaningful and revealing. And having glory as one’s theme is perfectly consistent with having wisdom or the truth as one’s implicit theme. So the absence, as a great, explicit theme, of wisdom from Machiavelli is not necessarily a decisive consideration. It is “not misleading to count Machiavelli among the ‘wise of the world.’ ” (175).

Strauss’s next statement, as he gets closer to considering Machiavelli’s consequences rather than Machiavelli’s being or thought itself, is more directly critical. Machiavelli “does not give an account how … the firmness of knowledge of ‘the world’ … is compatible with the variability of all human things and of nature.” It is strange that this follows immediately upon the observation that wisdom is not a great theme in Machiavelli because justice is not one. Would a concentration on justice have led to a greater appreciation of the fixity of human things and nature? But then, it is precisely Machiavelli’s comprehensive (if not thoroughgoing) analysis of justice that leads him to discover the fundamental character of non-teleological necessity (the “analysis of morality will prove to be incompatible with a teleological cosmology,” 222). Machiavelli’s destructive analysis of conscience is intimately connected to his discovery and acceptance of the greater relative lack of order in the universe (“simply unforeseeable accidents” [222–23]).

How more precisely, then, is one to understand Strauss’s claim about Machiavelli’s apparent “ironic” inability to account for the firmness of his science? Granted, not giving an account may be different from being unable to give an account. But the following more substantive considerations may be raised. When Strauss discussed directly earlier (paragraph 45 of ch. IV, 232–34) Machiavelli’s claim to have a new teaching (rather than thought or insight), he addressed precisely the issue how Machiavelli can possess a firm science or knowledge if his thought stays so closely to the changing particulars. Strauss makes it clear that Machiavelli “recognizes the universal in the particular” and thus arrives at an at least partly normative political philosophy, which he opposes to that of the ancients. The new philosophy’s newness consists in its “wholly new estimate of what can be publicly proposed, hence a wholly new estimate of the public and hence a wholly new estimate of man” (232), not in despair at a supposed utter chaos or disorder. Still, this wholly new estimate may be related to a sense of nature’s and human nature’s “as it were” infinite malleability21 and hence to a belief that one can be unprecedentedly bold and fundamentally change the world.

Strauss’s next statement in paragraph 85 takes us to the core of that problem: Machiavelli “denies that there is an order of the soul, and therefore a hierarchy of ways of life or of goods.” This is also the deepest theoretical ground for Machiavelli’s democratic as well as historicist tendency. If there is no hierarchy of ways of life, all lives are equal, there is no special title to rule, except perhaps that of the many bodies that are strongest by nature; and if there is no fixed ranking of natural goods, “history” will arbitrarily rank them.

Is this the “effectual truth” of Machiavelli’s thought? Strauss has given us strong reasons to doubt that. Even if Machiavelli thought that moral virtue is not good for one or is not health of soul, he appreciated the possibility of another, trans-moral order of soul (242, 246–47). Moreover, Strauss now relates the thesis that there is no order or hierarchy of soul to the view that each good has its own accompanying evil (or that man is compelled to sin: see, e.g., 188, 190, 192–93). And the reason Strauss in turn gives for the falseness of the view that every good is accompanied by an evil is the supposed absurdity that God cannot be “most perfect” because he lacks specific excellences of created beings (Strauss does not say “God has imperfections,” perhaps making the limitation of God less absurd-sounding). Strauss here does not call attention to the solution he referred to earlier of assuming that there is uncreated matter, which would allow one to “admit the necessity of evil or of sin without derogating from God’s goodness” (201). Yet this assumption would not have been sufficient since what Strauss needs to explain is not Machiavelli’s assertion of the irredeemable badness of man but the implication—which Strauss slips in under the cover of a discussion of Machiavelli’s supposed lack of standards or orientation—that created beings or man or a certain kind of man may in a sense be superior to god. Machiavelli’s anti-theological scheme appears to result in disorder but in fact is guided by the strictest kind of order of reflection.22

Machiavelli’s fundamental reflection on the necessary imperfection of the world was part of his effort to understand himself and the world and achieve immunity to the power of chance, an “immunity” achieved in part through an austere acceptance of the necessary power of chance, in part by “abandoning the passionate concern with the goods of chance and the goods of the body” (297). He realized that “man longs for a combination of all good qualities without any of the accompanying defects” (243). This insight into the fundamental desire of the human soul also accounts for Machiavelli’s separation of wisdom from moderation: “To sum up, Machiavelli rejects the mean to the extent to which the notion of the mean is linked up with the notions of a perfect happiness that excludes all evil and of the simply perfect human being or of the ‘universal man,’ and therefore with the notion of a most perfect being simply which possesses all perfections most eminently and hence cannot be the cause of evil” (244; see also 148–49). In fact, in the concluding paragraph of the book, Strauss would agree with Machiavelli that all good things are accompanied by bad ones: even the best city has to accommodate the inventiveness of bad cities and even Strauss’s apparent touchstone of philosophy, classical political philosophy, has “an essential defect.”

The next remark of Strauss confirms that the reader had been invited to see the strength of Machiavelli’s position: “the supra-political is everywhere and always present and effective in Machiavelli. …” We had seen that Machiavelli has a “clear awareness of the delusions of glory and of the limitations of the political” and that he rises above the plane on which “the political good and the erotic good supplement each other while conflicting with each other” (289–90). We now get an unqualified statement about Machiavelli’s thoroughly philosophic character. The supra-political, that is, the philosophic, is constantly present and effective in Machiavelli; naturally, philosophy is not like a hidden bodily process that can be operative in one without one’s awareness. Thus Machiavelli never ceases to be a philosopher. But he “analyzes the political as if it were not ordered toward the supra-political or the supra-political did not exist.” Much hangs on this “as if.” To be sure, if by supra-political one has in mind the spiritual or the divine, Machiavelli’s critique of religion will leave us with nothing but the political. But given Machiavelli’s philosophic nature, one suspects what Strauss means is that Machiavelli deliberately acts and writes as if politics is all there is. And this may be both because he does not want to lend support to otherworldliness and because he is not so confident that the difficulties besetting the philosophic life can be overcome.

§86: That Machiavelli sees beyond the political is confirmed, were a confirmation needed, in paragraph 86 in which Strauss, instead of maintaining that Machiavelli merely contracts the human horizon to the political and nothing else, continues to consider Machiavelli’s understanding of the supra-political, of philosophy, examining the possible change in the meaning of philosophy in Machiavelli’s thought.23

We have a repetition here of the theme in paragraphs 84 and 85: the connection the classics drew between moral-political phenomena and the philosophic life. Strauss, however, does not explain here either how the classics found moral virtue to be a requirement (let alone an unqualified requirement) of the philosophic life. And he does not say, for example, as he easily could have said, that the moral virtue in question is moderation (cf. WIPP 103). Instead, he goes on for a few sentences describing the classics’ demotion of doing, making, business, war, and indeed of the city itself in favor of philosophy. We read that the ends of the demos and the philosophers are radically different, separated by a gulf. When Strauss writes that “the worth of the city depends ultimately on its openness, or deference, to philosophy” he may explain how, in a way, moral virtue has a source in the needs of the mind, but he does not show the dependence of philosophy on moral virtue (see WIPP 166–67; CM 27).

In fact, it is Machiavelli’s philosophizing which remains “on the whole” within the city “qua closed to philosophy.” This makes it sound like it is Machiavelli, not the classics, who understands the moral-political phenomena on their own terms rather than merely in light of a possibility that transcends morality and politics. Machiavelli underscores the closedness of the city to philosophy. Presumably, once extravagant longings for supra-political solutions have been neutralized, a new kind of “philosophy” can work on reforming this closed city and making improvements to the material quality of its life.

Thus, with Machiavelli, philosophy apparently reconciles itself with the demos and breaks, as a matter of the political strategy of philosophy, with aristocratic moral virtue (cf. 127–32). This is partly because Machiavelli dares to expose his shocking “periphery” to the public, an exposure that presupposes a wholly new estimate of what is allowable in public and hence “a wholly new estimate of man.” (232). There are two elements to Machiavelli’s apparently democratic frankness with the public: first, his unmasking of aristocratic virtue and, relatedly, his undermining of moral ranking altogether; and, second, his “spiritual warfare” against Christianity,24 a war that means, in part, competition for the demos’ allegiance and an effort to sober up or lower the aspirations of the people. It is the latter root of Machiavelli’s democratic tendency that Strauss alludes to here: philosophy can offer a relief of man’s estate becoming “the obvious benefactress of all men.” Admittedly, these explanations may also presuppose that the demos can be made less moral, less religious, less-guilty feeling of falling short of virtue (gentlemanly or Christian). Yet Machiavelli has made it clear that people are essentially characterized by their morality and piety, thus putting a limit on popular enlightenment. And endnote 219 in the paragraph points us back to 125–26 where Strauss calls attention to Seneca’s statement about the connection between “the people” and “believing.” The people are the “home,” “locus,” “repository” of the very things Machiavelli criticizes most uncompromisingly: goodness and faith (105, 126, 117, 131, 133, 230, 263, etc.). Machiavelli’s reconciliation with the demos is then not his final word and is largely strategic. Thus Machiavelli accepts the ends of the demos merely “as beyond appeal” (that is, as if beyond appeal, not simply beyond appeal); on the other hand, he is in agreement with Plato about the sense in which the popular ends are indeed to be accepted. Strauss refers in the endnote here to Republic 493a6–494a7, rather than, to any work of Machiavelli, and does so without a “cf.”: Plato makes Machiavelli’s point. Earlier in the concluding paragraphs, Strauss had already mentioned Machiavelli’s defense of the people in paragraph 84 and traced it to Machiavelli’s unmasking of aristocratic moral worth—again, not to any particular sympathy with the demos.25

This understanding of Machiavelli’s innovation points, in turn, to the possibility that classical political philosophy’s “aristocratic prejudice” or “premise” (127) is itself twofold and partly strategic: first, it is a consequence of regarding moral ranking as legitimate or at least of finding the longings for such a ranking instructive about our nature (instruction that Machiavelli, in his perhaps less than thoroughgoing consideration of justice, may not have received fully); and, second, it may also be the result of a prudent alliance—for the sake of protecting philosophy, itself presented as noble or beautiful—with the few who can be encouraged to lead beautiful or noble lives. Strauss calls the aristocratic tendency of the classics merely “alleged” (294).26

Strauss promptly concedes that the notion of Machiavelli’s philosophy as reducible to the rhetoric of advertisements is questionable when he writes, “To return to that manifestation of the new notion of philosophy which appears clearly in Machiavelli’s books …” (emphasis added). He then, however, returns to the issue of Machiavelli’s levelling tendency by referring to Machiavelli’s standard as “low but solid” and to the necessity to take one’s bearings by either beast or god (78, 207–08; note, however, that “brutalization” had been said to be an extreme rhetorical corrective employed by Machiavelli, 82). That is because, as we read in the final paragraph of the book, “modern man as little as pre-modern man can escape imitating nature as he understands nature.” If Machiavelli attempts to excise a superhuman transcendence that he regards as dangerous and false, he is left with no choice but to rely on the lowest, most animalistic necessities and inclinations as a model. In a sense, we are back to 254: “Machiavelli has indicated precisely the root of his disagreement with the classics by pointing to the fact of human badness.” “But every indication is insufficient and may even be wrong if taken literally” (ibid.) Even Aristotle, it turns out, is aware of the bestiality of most men and of all men without law and is “compelled to admit that no state which has ‘ever been seen and known to be truly’ makes moral virtue its end” (255).

That this may be so does not dispose of the difficulty in Machiavelli’s understanding of philosophy and of the need to find some way of conceiving of the “super-human” as supportive of the philosophic life (see again 207–08: “the peculiar difficulty” in Machiavelli’s criticism of the Bible, as well as the comments on paragraph 87 below). Machiavelli as a philosopher may have left it open whether being has a character that is radically unintelligible: would philosophy still be possible then? Would even the most intractable human tendencies lose their status as objects of knowledge, as a possession for all times? Nevertheless, Machiavelli appears not to have regarded the existence of these questions as representing a shattering difficulty and to have thought that the world is sufficiently intelligible for him to be able to identify our main delusions.

Before returning in the final paragraph to Machiavelli’s sub-political and supra-political perspective, Strauss then discusses for about a page (297) a widely believed-in but ultimately hopeless third option of trying to conceive of man as outside of nature, residing in an Archimedean point—neither subhuman nor superhuman. But he makes it clear that this “idealism” presupposes Machiavelli’s realistic, “subhuman” materialism. It is a self-forgetful idealism, an idealism that forgets that whatever hopes Machiavelli may have had for improvement of human life were based on compulsion or on deferring to necessity, guided by a “most subtle rhetoric.” Still, even in the new idealism, there is enough sobriety for it to expect no more than that the truth will reign only in institutions, not necessarily in the minds of men.27 At any rate, when Strauss refers to Marx and Hegel and says that “philosophy is to fulfill the function of both philosophy and religion” and thus break down the natural basis of the distinction between philosophers and nonphilosophers, it becomes all the more evident that someone as diabolically sober as Machiavelli would not have been bewitched by such a development.28 The twofoldness of Machiavelli’s teaching is in large measure a reflection on his awareness of the stability of that distinction. And “[w]e must not forget that for Machiavelli himself the domination of necessity remains the indispensable condition of every great achievement and in particular of his own.” Machiavelli is then doubly removed from philosophic “blame”: the naïve hope for the conquest of chance is only an extreme consequence (rather than an intrinsic part) of Machiavelli’s action (rather than his thought).29

While it may seem strange that Machiavelli’s amoral realism or theoretical intransigence would give rise to utopian hopefulness about human freedom, one could say that the philosophy of freedom receives some support from Machiavelli’s denial of traditional hierarchies and orders, parallel to the way Machiavelli’s denial of moral ranking leads to an amoral defense of democracy as the best option, if only by default. Thus the “new philosophy” lives “from the outset” (and not only as an “extreme consequence”) in the hope that truth will reign. Still, to leave it at that would be to forget the strict order and necessity of Machiavelli’s own unrelenting reflections, as well as his retention of human ranking on the basis of strength of soul and clarity of mind, including his comprehensive if not exhaustive analysis of justice. The denial of “spiritual goods” is not equivalent to asserting chaos. As Strauss writes to Scholem, what Scholem calls “nothing,” Strauss, with the falasifa, calls physis (GS III 743).

§87: As already suggested, the concluding paragraph of TOM shows Strauss’s agreement with Machiavelli’s view that no good is free from defects. Part of Strauss’s manuscript paragraph heading reads, “need to reformulate ‘beneficence of nature.’ ” The beneficence of nature needs to be rethought in light of the great success of the Machiavellian project in taming or masking the necessity of natural cataclysms (thus removing the apparent brake on the danger of technology becoming our master), but rethought also on the basis of Machiavelli’s extremely sober and penetrating reservations about the beneficence of nature. Nature’s, the classics’, and Machiavelli’s actions all come with a heavy cost. Does Strauss’s teaching manage to limit their cost or its own?

Strauss begins his concluding paragraph by indicating that some necessities can spend themselves; the theme of necessity directly links up with the end of paragraph 86 and is also present in the final sentence of the book. The necessity that spurred Machiavelli and his great successors has spent itself some time ago (see 173 [the “Kingdom of Darkness” of Christianity]). Perhaps then it was not a necessity of a fundamental kind (21, 120–22). Or do certain contingent necessities exercise a necessary power on certain contingent beings under certain contingent circumstances? At any rate, we now have to deal with the consequences of Machiavelli and his successors having fought their adversary centuries ago. We are confronted by an “amazing process” of the increasing shallowness of modern man, who cannot help but imitate an ever-expanding, ever shallower universe.

So what was the reasonableness of a project the practical consequences of which was the blurring of all distinctions? Strauss strangely says that we must judge Machiavelli’s (and his successors’) effort “entirely on its intrinsic merits”—somehow abstracted from considerations of the power of Machiavelli’s enemy during Machiavelli’s time. But can one judge the intrinsic merits of a general’s decision apart from a consideration of the enemy he was facing? Strauss must mean by “the intrinsic merits” of the effort its deepest philosophical justification, not the prudence of Machiavelli’s own “spiritual warfare” against Christianity. On this deeper level, Machiavelli’s “entering wedge” was his recognition of the ineluctable need to fight wars,30 a need felt even by the philosopher, a recognition related to and rooted in the recognition that there is no pure good, not even the good of philosophy.31 The superiority of peace to war—the supposed hallmark of classical political philosophy of paragraph 86—disappears. This development is also a return to Thucydides who similarly presents political life in its “harsh grandeur, ruggedness, and even squalor” (while concealing his own higher vantage point) and who teaches with comparable power that “the omnipresence of War puts a much lower ceiling on the highest aspiration of any city toward justice and virtue than classical political philosophy might seem to have admitted” (CM 239). Thus Machiavelli comes to sight, even at the end, as fundamentally tough-minded.

One could then wonder if Machiavelli’s obscuring of philosophy, his “forgetfulness,” may not be, in a sense, a good thing: unlike Plato, he does not make philosophy edifying; he does not introduce philosophy into the city. Insofar as Machiavelli is a philosopher, and insofar as we follow and understand him, he is of necessity edifying. Machiavelli appears to be right that everything has its costs, including or perhaps especially the glorification of philosophy. After all, Plato’s writings ended up unhealthily deprecating political life (“unmanly contempt for politics,” connected with “visionary expectations,” LAM 24) by presenting philosophy as loftily as he does (WIPP 127). Besides, Machiavelli may be justified in correcting the ancients’ view of science—though Strauss’s endnote here makes it doubtful that this was their view—according to which the use of science for inventions is “excluded by the nature of science as a theoretical pursuit.”32

The book thus appropriately ends with the question of the nature of philosophy, the possibility and goodness of the philosophic life and both the strain and the support that life receives from nature’s recalcitrance. Toward the end of the final paragraph, Strauss appeals for a return to the “fundamental experiences from which [the primacy of the Good] is derived. For while ‘philosophy must beware of wishing to be edifying,’ it is of necessity edifying.” The thought here is more fully articulated in “What is Liberal Education?” (LAM 8):

Philosophy, we have learned, must be on its guard against the wish to be edifying—philosophy can only be intrinsically edifying. We cannot exert our understanding without from time to time understanding something of importance; and this act of understanding may be accompanied by the awareness of our understanding, by the understanding of understanding, by noesis noeseos, and this is so high, so pure, so noble an experience that Aristotle could ascribe it to his God [cf. TOM 207–08]. This experience is entirely independent of whether what we understand primarily is pleasing or displeasing, fair or ugly. It leads us to realize that all evils are in a sense necessary if there is to be understanding. It enables us to accept all evils which befall us and which may well break our hearts in the spirit of good citizens of the city of God. By becoming aware of the dignity of the mind, we realize the true ground of the dignity of man and therewith the goodness of the world, whether we understand it as created or as uncreated, which is the home of man because it is the home of the human mind.

This is the picture of the experience which Strauss paints with his own edifying rhetoric. Machiavelli, perhaps in near agreement with the thought but without the same kind of rhetoric, recommends—in the face of what is terrible—equanimity, strength of mind, even temper, combined with levity and playfulness. The lofty “immunity” of Socratic happiness (put forth in the passage just quoted) is something Machiavelli either thinks generates delusions or is itself already a partial delusion. And if I understand correctly the part of Strauss’s manuscript heading that reads “need to reformulate ‘beneficence of nature,’ ” this reformulation is prompted by sober observations of the kind Machiavelli makes. Machiavelli or at least Strauss’s deepest version of Machiavelli is remarkably, “diabolically” tough-minded (if not as clear-sighted as possible). He “will live in an even temper without hope and without fear or trembling” (192). And by the same token he is deaf to the Call or the Presence (203). He accepts in his bones that perfection is not possible. He himself is an example of the philosophic life and the limitations of that life, his life being a mixture of gravity and levity. In this sense, Machiavelli does not separate wisdom from moderation (cf. WIPP 103; besides, even the latter criticism does not assert that Machiavelli does not possess wisdom). The philosophic life requires persistent defense and clarification, not only in the face of the claims of revelation, but also in the face of the fundamental impermanence and obscurity of things: “there is no place in [Machiavelli’s] cosmology for a ruling Mind” (221).33 Finally, it is Strauss, however, rather than Machiavelli, who is in a position to show unparalleled sobriety, indicating to his reader the comparative advantages and disadvantages of the teachings of both classical political philosophy and Machiavelli (see PAW 155–56: on the unavoidable emergence of artificial, accidental obstacles to philosophy, especially in the form of pseudo-philosophy).

In the face of the defectiveness of all solutions and Machiavelli’s remarkable exposure of that defectiveness, and in part as a corrective to the classical solution, modern democracy and philosophy of freedom were invited into existence—both as an evasion of the difficulties and as a recognition of the unavailability of a summum bonum. This duality corresponds to the twofoldness of Machiavelli’s relation to perfection or perfectionism. Machiavelli denies perfection, in different ways, both in his thought and in his teaching. Strauss presents both sides of this denial, shows their relation, and disentangles them from each other. He then paints, in part through the ironic presentation of these concluding pages, an inspirational picture of philosophy, countering the now-obsolescent anti-perfectionist thrust of Machiavelli’s teaching while allowing us to experience Machiavelli’s relentlessness of thought. He thus uses the “problem of Machiavelli,” even including its pseudo- or even anti-philosophic fallout, as a spur for philosophizing.


Concluding Remarks

While Strauss’s views on science are complex, difficult of access, and appropriately resistant to being formulated as a rigid doctrine, I hope the preceding has shown that Strauss studied with remarkable seriousness science as originally understood and science in its later forms. To this end, he meditated over his philosophic lifetime on the roots and presuppositions of the modern enterprise, including its science, and studied them in their relation to both the biblical and classical alternatives. He was concerned as well with what the new science would mean for the study of human beings and, since it won the day, for the way human beings live. I attempted to show this aspect of Strauss’s thought in the book’s two concluding chapters. To bring these considerations to light is not to settle all questions about how Strauss understood modern science, of course, but it can help define further studies, and this at a time that new materials are increasingly being made available from Strauss’s estate. Now, in concluding my consideration of Strauss’s treatment of science itself, I draw upon several extended statements Strauss himself has made concerning the fundamental meaning of science and the main difficulties associated with the pursuit of knowledge.

The core of the difficulty, as Strauss conceived it, was the relation between “technical” or mathematical science and the rigorous, but not geometrically precise, study of human things.1 The consideration of the relative rank, as well as mutual complementarity, of these two different kinds of knowledge or inquiry, at least insofar as the justification of the philosophic activity goes, appears at first to give moral-political philosophy the upper hand. As Strauss puts it:

Philosophy is the attempt to know the nature of all things—this is the least prejudicial and most comprehensive concept of philosophy. Philosophy presupposes pre-philosophic knowledge; but it has to clarify its principles. Even skepticism has to prove its point by showing the questionable character of pre-philosophic knowledge [delusion of the senses, dreams …]. It presupposes a special form of pre-philosophical knowledge, “science.” “Science” is ambiguous: it may mean the technai [arts] or military science or the knowledge of the collector of texts, or of constitutions, i.e. a kind of knowledge which is not based on any specific philosophic assumptions or reflections; science thus understood is as unproblematic and as problematic as pre-philosophic knowledge in general: it necessarily precedes philosophy. But “science” may also mean a kind of knowledge which is based on specific philosophy assumptions—e.g. modern natural science which rests on quite specific hypotheses, and modern social science which rests on basic distinction between facts and values etc. Philosophy cannot presuppose science in the latter sense. Frequent mixtures of the two “sciences” in one scientific work: e.g. moral-political philosophy is the attempt to know the nature of moral-political things, i.e. at the same time the right order of human life. Moral-political philosophy is to begin with one part of philosophy among many parts. But the question arises “why philosophy?” This question calls philosophy as such before the tribunal of human life, i.e. of human life as it is known to human life prior to philosophy. Human life prior to philosophy is moral social-political life, guided by morality: whereas I can ask “why philosophy,” I cannot ask “why morality?” → moral philosophy is the fundamental discipline. This is manifestly false: I can ask “why is justice?” Human life prior to philosophy is pursuit of happiness, of a happiness which does not include philosophy. The question “why philosophy?” tends to lead to an explanation of philosophy in term of the not-yet-theoretic needs, or obligations, of man. It tends to exclude dogmatically the possibility that philosophy is necessary because man is born to philosophize, to see. The question “why philosophy” must be so understood as not to exclude that possibility. Can philosophy be divorced from natural and primitive religion? Brief investigation can tell: to begin with, we can as little assert it as exclude it. Philosophy does however imply that the assertion of religious knowledge requires argument to a higher degree than does sense-perception and legitimate conclusion from sense-perception—this seems to be just common-sense.2 … To summarize: philosophy presupposes pre-philosophic knowledge, but not “science”; it is the quest for the knowledge of the nature of all things, and hence in particular for the knowledge of the nature of political and moral things; (moral) philosophy cannot be presumed to be moral enough to be religious.3

That is why I began this book, in chapters 1 and 2 above, with the indispensable but still largely preparatory contribution that political philosophy makes to the pursuit of knowledge.

But despite this emphasis on the priority of knowledge of the nature of politics and morality, in unfolding the idea of the Platonic understanding of science, “mathematics proper” emerges as another, and no less worthy, “branch of understanding.” As Strauss remarks:

For Plato, full knowledge is impossible. Since no idea is wholly independent of the other ideas, there is no possibility of complete knowledge of an idea without complete knowledge of the whole. You can say there is an iron wall which keeps the whole together. The fact that there is something which cannot be foreseen has its deepest root in the fact that there is something in the whole which is unintelligible. For example, the difficulty can also be articulated from this point of view: that there appear [to be] two kind[s] of measurements, mathematics proper [and] what we would call morals or politics. Mathematics has something to do with this matter, as was shown in the Timaeus. From this point of view, the difficulty shows itself in the fact that these two branches of understanding, mathematics and the moral–political, are in fact always distinct, pointing to something common. Yet we do not have knowledge of their connection in an adequate manner. The dualism of the kinds of science is an aspect of that same ultimate dualism. (February 26, 1957 session, course on Plato’s Gorgias)

This dualism or synthesis is, in turn, developed by Strauss in comments on Plato’s Sophist and Statesman found, for example, in a letter to Benardete:

The two dialogues together are of course the philosophos [the philosopher] … the most perfect form of knowledge of parts is mathematics, or the technai [arts] generally speaking—there is a goeteia [charm] of the technai [arts] which leads to a hope of unqualified knowledge of the whole—the condition for that would be: homogeneity of the whole = Eleatism (or, for that matter, Democriteanism)—there is a partial kinship between Eleatism and mathematics: hence, a dialogue between an Eleatic and mathematicians. The dialektike = diareien [dialectic = division] … as presented in the 2 dialogues, is a fantastic cross between dialektike [dialectic] and the simplicity of mathematics. We may call, not the technai [arts], but the thought charmed by the technai [arts], sophistike [sophistry]. At the other pole, we find another charm: the charm caused by the awareness of the whole which is divined from awareness of the parts—”mysticism,” the eusebeia [piety] of the Euthyphron. Something is sensed in eusebeia [piety], but it is falsely articulated. Philosophy is the right mean between apiquorsic [atheistic-“Epicurean”] (andreia [courageous]) sophistry and fearing and trembling (sophron [moderate]) eusebeia [piety].4

In articulating this “mean,” Strauss, contrary to his conspicuous emphasis on political philosophy, is inclined to give the “edge” to mathematics. While underscoring Strauss’s protection of the sphere of an intelligent, commonsensical orientation in the world, I therefore emphasized above—in chapters 3 and 4—this more scientific or “radical” moment in Strauss’s thought. “Straussian science” consists in a comprehensive reflection on the relation between the two “most important” meanings of nature: the first or permanent things, on the one hand, and the perceptible characters of the beings in the given, or even human, world, on the other.5 (This doubleness of the most important meanings of nature corresponds, roughly, to the distinction between mathematics and self-knowledge.) Accordingly, Strauss’s work is a standing reminder of the distinction—classically articulated at the beginning of Aristotle’s Physics—between what is first for us and what is first by nature or simply. It is pre-philosophic or “first for us” considerations that ground philosophy as a way of life: the world of commonsense is the horizon of reflection justifying philosophy, answering the question “why philosophy?”6 And while the perceptible characters of beings as such do not reveal the character of the imperceptible roots, the possible “chaos”7 out of which the given order arises, our experience of the perishable perceptible arrangement gives rise to opinions which could make some sense of the disorder, too. To that extent, the perceptible order is the only order and the given world is the true world.8 This may well imply that the other aspects of the whole, and perhaps the dominant situation of the universe, is unintelligible or disorderly. But it also means that, to the extent that the disorder can be understood, it can be understood along the lines of the organized world we know. The person who wants to know the world seeks an account of the things manifest to the sane observer.9

As is evident from his delicate preservation of what is “first for us,” however rigorously or even ruthlessly scientific Strauss’s unadorned thought may have been, he was acutely aware that knowledge in the sense of strict mathematical science can develop a reductionist, homogenizing tendency which is philosophy’s own (or internal) worst enemy. (The alternative fate of rigorous but humanly cold and unknowing mathematics is enchanting and illusory number-mysticism.) Accordingly, Strauss also lays out the central elements of Plato’s understanding of the problem of mathematics10:

Plato has discussed the problem of mathematics, of the mathematical mind, in a series of dialogues which begins with the dialogue Theaetetus,11 which everyone who is interested in the problem of philosophy, as distinguished from mathematics or science in general, should read and more than once … but also the two sequels, the dialogues called the Sophist and Statesman dealing with the same theme. Now in this dialogue Theaetetus, there is a so-called excursus in which Socrates describes without saying so, without saying so quite clearly at least, the mathematical mind. It is a mind which loses itself completely in the beauty of mathematical objects, because exactness, stringency, clarity, that was for Plato the greatest of all beauties, except the highest. And I think everyone of you that has ever studied mathematics with some success will have [had] the experience of this beauty. But the mathematician, as mathematician, forgets himself and his human situation in the contemplation of the mathematical objects.12 Socrates used the very strong term; he does not know whether his neighbor, his fellow man, is a human being or some other brute. You must understand that accidentally he may know it, but not as mathematician. What does it mean? Mathematics in spite of all its great virtues is partial, it deals with special kind of objects. Philosophy is comprehensive. Above all, philosophy is self-comprehension, self-knowledge. Philosophy questions men’s whole being and, therefore, the difficulty is greater than in any other intellectual pursuit. From this very fact, from the very comprehensiveness of philosophy, there follows the desire of philosophers to master the whole by cutting off questions, to simplify the things. In other words, philosophy necessarily generates its own worst enemy, necessarily. And this worst enemy we can call the charm of competence. (Second lecture of the “Historicism” course, winter quarter of 1956)13

The charm of technical competence, while generated by philosophy’s own effort, is also philosophy’s worst enemy. That is one reason why the pursuit of a scientific understanding of the world, beyond knowledge of human affairs, has to remain at a somewhat minimal level—at the level of a “frame of reference.” As Strauss explains:

This is the meaning of science. It supplies a frame of reference which in principle can be common to all men as men. Now there are two ways of conceiving this natural frame of reference, if I may call it this for the moment. One is the Kantian way, the other the Platonic way. Kant says there is a natural frame of reference which is given by the structure of the human mind. This implies that distinction between the thing in itself and the phenomenon. This whole perception or understanding through this natural frame of reference is relative to man. The Platonic assertion is the opposite. This natural frame of reference is identical with the inner order of the whole. We are by nature aware dimly of the essential structure of the whole. Both admit the empirical fact that we do not possess complete knowledge of the truth. But what is the difference? For Kant there exist assignable limits to human knowledge. Only phenomena can be known. The things in themselves, as he calls them, cannot be known. For Plato there is no such line clearly separating the knowable from the unknowable. There are always levels and we cannot define a limit to human knowledge. There are no principles known to us by which we could establish such a limit. … Whether Plato is right in identifying that transcending thing with philosophy or whether it would not have to be identified in the biblical way or perhaps the Kantian way, presents the most serious question.14 (Session 11 of a course on Plato’s Republic, spring quarter 1957)

The reference to “the biblical way or perhaps the Kantian way” indicates a second and related reason why Strauss’s thought does not trail off into abstract mathematicism. Philosophy may be reasonably defended or justified, but the limits of human knowledge call for a continued reflection on the possibility of revealed divine wisdom about the world and human life. Strauss’s surgically precise separation of the biblical from the philosophical, which is based on an appreciation of the common ground between philosophy and revelation, is the subject of chapters 5 and 6 above. It is in the handling of the relation between human knowledge and divine knowledge, in the fine delineation of the moral and metaphysical moments in religion that Strauss’s masterful skill—and his love of truth which protects him from forcing an artificial solution—is especially on display. Strauss occasionally quotes with appreciation Pascal’s beautiful saying, “we know too little to be dogmatists and too much to be skeptics.”15 In this light, even those who daringly announce a “return to the things themselves,” as did Husserl or Heidegger, remain in the charmed circle of a Cartesian-Kantian preoccupation with the sieve or filter of knowledge—an absolutized but fragmentary kind of knowledge—while Strauss was endowed with a combination of the edge of mathematics and the sensitivity of piety, or, to use Pascal’s terminology, l’esprit de géométrie and l’esprit de finesse. Strauss regarded Pascal’s formulation regarding dogmatism and skepticism as “the best modern help for understanding Plato,” in part because it guides us toward the sober view that “universal, i.e., uncontested experience guarantees truth in the sense that the questioning of what is known by uncontested experience cannot be quite serious.”16 According to another formulation, “the only way of overcoming the naïveté of the man from Missouri is in the first place to admit that that naïveté cannot be avoided in any way or that there is no possible human thought which is not in the last analysis dependent on the legitimacy of that naïveté and the awareness or the knowledge going with it” (LAM 213), a reflection that expresses the continuous interplay, ever reenacted on one’s feet, on the spot, concretely, in one’s own life, between the scientific and the nonscientific, between what is first for us and what is first by nature, between the poetic and the mathematical. This interplay is necessary since, as I argued in chapters 3 and 4 above, the natural horizon of human thinking in which we must trust is interwoven with conventional opinions, which are to be repeatedly examined and purified.17

And so, despite his high praise for Pascal’s statement on the nature of human knowledge, in the original lecture “What is Political Philosophy?” in which he had also quoted Pascal’s aphorism, Strauss states the fundamental difference between Plato (and himself) and Pascal:

Pascal believed that this true and beautiful sentence constitutes a refutation of philosophy. But according to Socrates or Plato, this sentence supplies the only possible legitimation of philosophy. Knowledge of ignorance does not legitimate reason’s disavowal of reason. It only legitimates the resolve to continue in the quest for clarity or in investigation. Pascal’s resolve would appear, in the eyes of Plato or Socrates, as softness of the soul. Not softness, abandon, or despair is called for by man’s nature and his condition as we know it, but the endurance, courage, or manliness which is necessarily accompanied and sustained by eros.18
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Appendix

Strauss’s Notes on the Problem of Knowledge in Kant

(from Strauss’s course “Political Philosophy in the Age of Reason,” 1941; Strauss Archives, Box 6, folder 8, printed here with the permission of Nathan Tarcov and the Leo Strauss Estate which retains its rights to the material.)

As a small sample of Strauss’s engagement, outside the confines of political philosophy, with the metaphysical foundations of science, I offer this selection from Strauss’s notes on Kant. The context is Strauss’s analysis of “constructivist” science in Descartes, Hobbes, and Hume.

Kant I

Two years after the publication of the Critique of Pure Reason, he published his Prolegomena zu einer jeden künftigen Metaphysik die als Wissenschaft wird auftreten könne (ed. Cassirer [Kants Werke, Berlin, 1913, vol. IV]

In the preface, Kant pays homage to Hume in very emphatic sentences:

“Seit Lockes und Leibnizens Versuchen, oder vielmehr seit dem Entstehen der Metaphysik, soweit die Geschichte derselben reicht, hat sich keine Begebenheit zugetragen, die in Ansehung des Schicksale dieser Wissenschaft hätte entscheidender werden können, als der Angriff, den David Hume auf dieselbe machte” (5) [Since the essays of Locke and Leibniz, or rather since the origin of metaphysics so far as we know its history, nothing has ever happened which was more decisive to the fate of this science than the attack made upon it by David Hume.] “Ich gestehe frei: die Erinnerung des Dvid Hume war eben dasjenige, war mir vielen Jahren zuerst den dogmatischen Schlummer unterbrach, und meine Untersuchungen in Felden der speculative Philosophie ein ganz andere Richtung gab.” (8) [I freely confess that the reminder of David Hume was what many years ago first interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave my investigations in the field of speculative philosophy a wholly different direction.]

“diese Prolegomena werden ihn dahin bringen einzusehen, daß es eine ganz neue Wissenschaft sei, von welcher niemand auch nur den Gedanken vorher gefaßt hatte, wovon selbst die bloße Idee unbekannt war, und wozu von allem bisher Gegebenen nichts genutzt werden konnte als allein der Wink, den Humes Zweifel geben konnten, der gleichfalls nichts von einer dergleichen möglichen förmlichen Wissenschaft ahnte …” (10) [these prolegomena may persuade him that it is a perfectly new science, of which no one has ever even thought, the very idea of which was unknown, and for which nothing hitherto accomplished can be of the smallest use, except the suggestion of Hume’s doubts who in any case did not suspect such a formal science …].

What did Hume do? He analyzed one, but one important, metaphysical concept, that of cause and effect; he proved in an irrefutable way that the causal relation cannot be proved (since its contradictory opposite is always thinkable); he raised the question as to whether the concept of cause is an a priori concept of reason and therefore has an internal truth independent of all experience, and therefore may have a bearing beyond objects of experience.

Kant puts the question of Hume on a much broader basis, on a truly general basis: for the concept of cause-effect is only of one the various concepts by virtue of which the understanding conceives a prior connections: the older science of metaphysics consists of such connections.

[Difference between Hume and Kant: Hume is primarily interested in our reasonings concerning matter of fact; Kant is primarily interested in “metaphysics.”]

How many concepts of this kind are there? Can they be deduced from one principle? This is Kant’s question:

Demand of a science of reason, of a science which deduces all genuine concepts of pure reason and therewith proves their legitimacy and truth. This science must be itself a purely rational science, independent of all experience. It is according to Kant, an altogether new science.

(Compared with Locke, Berkeley, Hume—they did not study pure reason; compared with Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza, Leibniz—they studied method and first philosophy.)

[image: image]

The topic of the new science is: reason, pure reason.

The guiding question of the new science: is metaphysics possible, and how is it possible?

To make the question more precise, Kant makes use of two distinctions of all our judgments:

•a priori—a posteriori

•analytical—synthetical

A priori = independent of experience (2 + 2 = 4).

A posteriori is based on experience (it is a sunny day).

analytical = merely explicative, does not enlarge our knowledge—the predicate contains nothing which is not contained in the subject

synthetical = enlarges our knowledge—the predicate contains something not contained in the subject.

Examples given by Kant:

All bodies are extended—is analytical.

Some bodies are heavy—is synthetical.

All analytical judgments (be they empirical or not) are based on the principle of contradiction. The truth of an analytical judgment is found out by the mere application of the principle of contradiction. Consequently, all analytical judgments are judgments a priori, even the concept in question is empirical (e.g., gold is yellow). For the truth of any analytical judgment can be arrived at by a mere analysis of the concept.

All synthetical judgments require another principle than that of contradiction. Synthetical judgments a posteriori: require experience. But how can synthetic judgments a priori be tested? Neither by experience, nor by the principle of contradiction. Are there any synthetic judgments a prior at all? Yes, mathematical judgments, e.g.

For:

a)They are a priori, because they express a necessity, and experience can never account for necessity.

b)They are synthetic. 7 + 5 = 12. 7 + 5 is “the sum of 7 and 5” but “12” is something different—can be seen as larger numbers—we must have recourse to intuition (to intuition of the fingers, or of points) to realize that 7 + 5 = 12, to discover 12.

[Mathematical knowledge is then concerned not merely with relations of ideas, as both Leibniz and Hume had said—mathematical knowledge is more than logical knowledge]

Metaphysical knowledge is non-empirical knowledge. Not only its axioms, but also its basic concepts are not given by experience—purely rational knowledge—consists exclusively of judgments a priori, and not a posteriori.

But it is synthetical (e.g., the soul is immortal).

The question of the possibility of metaphysics is then a part of a more general question: are synthetic judgments a priori possible? Pure mathematics and pure physics show that synthetic judgments a priori are possible. We can therefore proceed analytically and raise the question: How are these judgments possible? What are the conditions of the possibility of synthetical judgment a priori or pure mathematics and pure physics? We must discuss “den Grund dieses Möglichkeit,” and this will lead us up to the answer to the question as to whether metaphysics is possible

The guiding question is then the question of metaphysics—but the question cannot be answered but by having recourse to an analysis of pure mathematics and pure physics—thus critique of pure reason will imply what can be called epistemology.

Kant II

“How are pure mathematics possible?”

“The sun is the cause of this chair being warm.” In this example, “sun” and “warm chair” are immediately perceived, they are objects of “intuition.” “Cause” is not immediately perceived, it is not “seen” (“intuited”); in any way, it is “thought,” it is a “concept.”

All our perceptions, one may say, consist of “intuitions” (both of the external and internal sense—sensation and reflection in Locke’s language), not of concepts.

The intuitions are constituted by our sensibility—the object of “transcendental aesthetics.”

The concepts are constituted by our understanding—the object of “transcendental logic.”

As regards sensibility, we must distinguish two elements of it: its matter (the data of the senses) and its form.

The matter (“sun,” “warm,” …) necessarily is empirical. But the form of sensibility is a priori, prior to experience. The forms of sensibility and intuition are: space and time.

Why is space a priori?

a)The sensations presuppose space: if only in the sense of “there”—space cannot be the product of “impressions” or “sensations.”

b)I can imagine that all things in space disappear—I cannot imagine the non-existence of space.

c)Space is not a general concept, but a pure intuition (an intuition independent of experience).

For there is only one space, of which the various spaces are parts—whereas the various trees, e.g., are not parts of “the tree.”

Since space is an a priori intuition, geometry as synthetical knowledge a priori is possible: for geometry is nothing other than the science of space. We can know, independently of all experience, in an absolutely certain and absolutely general way, certain relations of all possible objects—their spatial relations.

All possible objects of experience (of the external senses) are spatial: geometry is necessarily applicable to all possible objects of experience.

“Space is a pure intuition” might be understood to mean: space is the object of a pure intuition. But this is not what Kant means to say. For, he says, if space were in the things themselves, a quality of the things (their being extended), our knowledge of space necessarily will be empirical; only be sensations of things will we know of space.

[Presupposition: perception of things necessarily is empirical; there is no super-sensual, intellectual perception of things.]

[Crossed out: For: physical things are spatial; space [extension] is not intellectual; the essence of material things, or at least one most essential part of material things is inaccessible to the intellect {note: more precisely: since physical things are spatial, and therefore their essence is non-intellectual, the physical things are not the things as a pure intelligence would see them: they are mere phenomena. Since the essence of physical things is their matter and matter is not perceptible to intellect—but the truth is only accessible to the pure intellect—ergo physical things are mere phenomena}].

[still crossed out:] Plato and Aristotle: intellectual perception of the ideas of (physical) things (dog, man …)—place (≠ space) is not a thing. Descartes: there is only one substance of the physical things: extension which is perceived by the intellectus purus: extension is the thing. Kant: space is not intellectual; it is not a thing:]

[still crossed out: Only pure intelligence understands things in themselves—but the objects of our experience are all of them spatial—and therefore irreducible to “concepts”—ergo we have no pure intelligence] [end of crossed out section]

Therefore: space is not in the things, but in the subject.

Space is a pure intuition—does not mean: space is the object of a pure intuition. It means: space is a pure form of all intuitions, a pure manner of intuiting things. Space is one pre-empirical form of our empirical knowledge.

This implies: all statements concerning space hold true of all possible objects of the senses.

[B]ut also: since all possible objects of our senses are as it were moulded by the form of our sensibility, by the form of our perceiving things, the objects of the sense are not the things in themselves; they are only phenomena. Space and Time, being “die Form der Erscheinung,” [the form of appearances] prescribes its laws to all “Erscheinungen.” [appearances]

“Time and space are not real qualities which inhere in the things in themselves.” Space and time: they are in Kant’s own words “depreciated” to be “mere forms of our sensible intuition.”

Time and space as objects are not things are they are in themselves and as pure intelligence would know them.

All our knowledge of things is based on sense-perception—all sense-perception is spatial perception—space is a form of our sensibility, and not a quality of the things themselves—ergo: all spatial things, all bodies are mere phenomena—they are mere perceptions [“Vorstellungen”] of ours—

This seems to be “idealism,” and in a sense it is. Kant distinguishes this brand of idealism which he calls transcendental1 idealism or critical [or formal [ibid. 131] idealism from the empirical idealism of Descartes and the mystical idealism of Berkeley. Pre-Kantian idealism is the assertion that only the thinking being (or beings) is (are). Kant says: there are things other than we—these things affect our senses and thus produce in us perceptions: but these perceptions are predetermined by the form of our sensibility—consequently, we know them only as phenomena. Transcendental idealism means, not that they are no things, or that their existence is doubtful, but that the beings as they are accessible to sensible experience, are phenomena, moulded by the forms of our perceiving them. (Strauss note: Does not destroy the distinction between truth and appearance [being awake and dreaming, etc.], but limits the bearing and significance of “space” and “time,” e.g., to experience, as it were, to organization of sense data: they have no content of their own which could make them sources of metaphysical knowledge.)

[Crossed out: Kant himself presents his idealism as a radicalization of Locke’s and others’ distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Kant asserts that the primary qualities are equally phenomenal.]
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16. Heidegger’s commentary on Physics II.1 appeared first in a bilingual German-Italian edition in Il Pensiero, III, 2 and 3, May–August and September–December 1958. Strauss lecture on Physics II.1 took place in April 1959 (during a Cicero seminar), a few months after the first appearance of Heidegger’s commentary. Strauss possessed the relevant issues of Il Pensiero, which he later gave to Martin Sitte.

17. On the “truly concrete,” see WIPP 28, 249, and 258; TOM 13. See chapter 3 below.

18. SCR 9, 13; see the Introduction, chapter 3, and the Concluding Remarks below.

19. Made available in GS II 611. The handwritten marginalia are from as late as the late 1940s, though some of them may have been from the 1930s.

20. On Hobbes, see English Works, vol. VII, 202–203, Six Lessons to the Professors of Mathematics, One of Geometry, The Other of Astronomy (Euclid’s definition of a straight line as that which lies evenly between its end points is “inexcusable” and “how bitterly, and with what insipid jests would you have reviled Euclid for this, if living now he had written a Leviathan” and yet “there is somewhat in this definition to help a man, not only to conceive the nature of a straight line (for who doth not conceive it?) but also express it”). For the Bergson quotations, see Creative Evolution, trans. Arthur Mitchell (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1911), 92 and 136. For Taine, see his On Intelligence, trans. T. D. Haye, with Taine’s additions (London: L. Reeve & Co., 1871). On motion, in addition to Koyré’s Études galiléennes (Paris: Hermann, 1939), see Strauss’s “The Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy”: “Plato and Aristotle appeared to have discussed adequately what had not been discussed by the founders of modern philosophy, nor by their successors. For Hegel had indeed attempted to understand ‘the concrete,’ the phenomena themselves, but he had tried to ‘construct’ them by starting from the “abstract.’ Whereas this was precisely the meaning of the Socratic turning: that science must start from the known, from the ‘known to us,’ from what is known in ordinary experience, and that science consists in understanding what is known indeed, but not understood adequately. (E.g., to deny motion, is ‘madness,’ for delon ex epagoges [it is clear from induction]; but ti esti kinesis [what is motion?]—that is the question). Platonic and Aristotelian terms appeared to have a directness, and they appeared to have that direct relation to ‘impressions’ which Hume had demanded and which he could not find, indeed, in the modern concept of cause and effect to which he limited his discussions—a directness, I say, absent from the modern concepts which all presuppose that break, effected by Descartes and continued by all his successors, with natural knowledge” (Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem [Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2006]), 136.

21. While in this book I stay close to Strauss’s thought, without applying or adapting it to contemporary debates, I would suggest that it has the kind of flexibility, breadth, and depth to arbitrate debate on “ringing true” vs. “fact,” or mere description vs. causal generalization, between an evolutionary psychologist such as Steven Pinker and the philosopher of mind Susanna Siegel: “Science, Humanities, and the Human Mind: A Conversation with Steven Pinker and Susanna Siegel,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmYRtqR6ihI. See the comments on Strauss’s confrontation with Ernest Nagel in chapter 7 below.

22. TOM 19, NRH 122, HPP 5.

23. Or perhaps not entirely coherent. Take the case of the way of being of motion in today’s physics. There may well be an unavoidable Baconian-Cartesian trade-off but, to use the eikastics/phantastics division in the Sophist, does not modern physics bring a body in inertial motion into the perspective of the observer, or relativize inertia, only so that the observer can be eliminated more thoroughly—a kind of move of constructive phantasia for the sake of grounding better the eikastics or an accurately imaged model? Are not Einstein’s thought-experiments ultimately heuristic devices, even if they still run into logical inconsistencies about the nature of motion when the physicist tries to cancel out the observer? “The idea, however, that these were two, in principle different cases was unbearable for me. The difference between the two, I was convinced, could only be a difference in choice of viewpoint and not a real difference. Judged from the [moving] magnet, there was certainly no electric field present. Judged from the [ether state of rest], there certainly was one present. Thus the existence of the electric field was a relative one, according to the state of motion of the coordinate system used, and only the electric and magnetic field together could be ascribed a kind of objective reality, apart from the state of motion of the observer or the coordinate system. The phenomenon of magneto-electric induction compelled me to postulate the (special) principle of relativity” (“Fundamental Ideas and Methods of the theory of Relativity, Presented in Their Development,” Collected Papers on Albert Einstein (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), vol. 7, doc. 31.

24. XS 116–17 and 6–8, 101–105; NRH 122: Socrates himself never ceased considering “what each of the beings is.”

25. Husserl, Husserliana Dok III/4: Briefwechsel: Die Freiburger Schüler (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994), 110 (emphasis added), Husserl letter to Aron Gurwitsch, October 1, 1932. (The editors mistakenly identify “Strauss” as Erwin Straus; in fact, it was Leo Strauss who received a Rockefeller fellowship in 1932) The more political-philosophical Strauss was “no longer” a philosopher as opposed to the earlier Strauss on whose first-hand report of Heidegger’s extraordinary interpretation of passages in Aristotle’s De anima, Nicomachean Ethics, and Physics Paul Natorp and Husserl had relied. See Natorp’s letter to Husserl from October 30, 1922, in Husserliana Dok III/5: Briefwechsel: Neukantianer (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994), 161. (In that case, the editors misidentify “Strauss” as Bruno Strauss; it is Leo Strauss who is from Kirchhain. See also Rodrigo Chacon’s “Reading Strauss from the Start: On the Heideggerian Origins of ‘Political Philosophy,’ European Journal of Political Theory 9:3 [2010], n. 59.)

26. PAW 15.

27. See the debate between Larry Arnhart and Richard Hassing (Hassing, “Darwinian Natural Right?,” Interpretation 27:2 [Winter 1999–2000], 129–59, which contains an appendix with quotation from Strauss on science, and “Reply to Arnhart,” Interpretation 28:1 [Fall 2000], 35–43 and Arnhart’s “Defending Natural Right,” Interpretation 27:3 [Spring 2000], 263–77). See also John McCarthy’s comprehensive critique, based on in part Strauss, of Edmund O. Wilson’s Consilience: the Unity of Knowledge in “The Descent of Science,” Review of Metaphysics 52 (June 1999), 835–66.

28. RCPR 8.

29. Nietzsche is a complex case. Strauss speaks with some admiration of the Lucretian, “scientifically slanted aspect of Nietzsche,” Strauss letter to Voegelin from April 15, 1949, in Faith and Political Philosophy: the Correspondence between Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin, 1934–1964, translated and edited by P. Emberley and B. Cooper (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2004), 62. On Strauss’s view of Lucretius, see chapter 4 below.

30. See the Introduction below.

31. I am grateful to a reviewer for some of these formulations.

32. “It was one of Strauss’s most beautiful discoveries to put together logos, being, and soul,” S. Benardete, “Strauss’s Plato,” Argument and the Action, 410 (see also Strauss, On Plato’s Symposium, 253). “The problem of wholes links the city through the soul with the beings. It might seem, however, from his published writings that the ideas were only of peripheral interest to Strauss; but Strauss has properly warned us against writing. In any case, in a letter to me, in reply to some objection of mine which I no longer can remember, Strauss wrote: ‘I’m aware of the fact that the wholeness of a part does not preclude a plural: there is barely a moment in my waking life when I do not think of donkeys, dogs, and mules’ ” (Benardete, “Memorial Speech for Leo Strauss,” Archaeology of the Soul, 377). Consider this passage from Strauss’s letter to Ernst Manasse: “The decisive question is indeed that concerning ideas … I regard the mention of Momos [in the Republic] as very helpful for understanding. What I mean inter alia is that one cannot abstract from that fact that eidos means also ‘a class,’ ‘a whole,’ Differently stated … let the striving of the hekasta [particular individuals] for the eidos be ever so much striving for the transcendent eidos; but this means that the hekasta are what they are by their eros: this donkey longs for his being always, i.e. always being a donkey; in this the poor beast necessarily fails; but this eros and its failure is the life of a donkey, a failure partly redeemed by the preservation of the eidos ‘donkey’ (cf. Symposium)” (December 7, 1961).

33. Strauss made it clear that even the tradition of classical political philosophy, insofar as it is a tradition or a convention, can be an impediment to thought. In his review of Verdross-Drossberg’s Grundlinien der antiken Rechts- und Staatsphilosophie in WIPP, Strauss faults the book for being too conventional, that is, for being, in part, the product or residue of “the tradition of classical political philosophy which has never been completely interrupted” (296); see also: “… recovery of what we are in the habit of calling classical political philosophy” (ibid., 168, emphasis added).

34. Cf. Tucker Landy’s After Leo Strauss: New Directions in Platonic Political Philosophy (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2014).
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1. NRH 122; TOM 19; CAM 20; SAA 314, as well as, among many other passages, PPH 153–54, NRH 145–46, and WIPP 38–39.

2. See D. Bolotin’s “On Chapters Three and Four of Natural Right and History,” a paper prepared for a conference on Natural Right and History, Michigan State University, April 2001, 11–12. Compare J. Carey, “The Discovery of Nature,” St. John’s Review, 46:1 (2000), 142–43, and the reference to D. Bolotin’s An Approach to Aristotle’s Physics (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), 152–53, 154, n. 12. This understanding of the way in which political philosophy is the key to the study of all things may indeed reveal the principal meaning of Strauss’s statements on the issue. But the fact is that “the false estimate of human things is a fundamental and primary error” is still only one aspect of the way in which the human or political things are the clue to all things. See “The Problem of Socrates,” 177–78, and my comments on that passage below. (For Marx, see “From a Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,” in The Portable Karl Marx, ed. E. Kamenka [Penguin, 1983], 160; cf. SCR. 275, n. 11)

3. See the chapters in Part III below.

4. RCPR 6.

5. Strauss, “Farabi’s Plato,” Louis Ginzberg: Jubilee Volume, English Section (New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1945/46), 366.

6. It may appear that this approach is very similar to Kant’s in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View. But, unlike the view I see in Strauss, Kant has a dogmatic anti-theoretical bias. He believes that speculation into the biological nature of man is “a sheer waste of time,” unless or until we learn how to manipulate that nature and thus derive practical benefit from that knowledge (see the second paragraph of Kant’s “Introduction”). “The price exacted by the primacy of the practical is theoretical anorexia …” (D. Lachterman, “Kant: The Faculty of Desire,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, vol. 13, no. 2, 201–202). All “pragmatists” are, wittingly or unwittingly, trying to “force the issue” in succumbing to the “charm of humble awe” (WIPP 39–40). In Strauss, “pragmatism,” conventionally understood, is only a (or, at most, the) starting point.

7. GS III 696; cf. WIPP 93–94; RCPR 133.

8. Even they, however, as Strauss sometimes mysteriously suggests, would be studying the whole—not only because human beings are a part of the whole, but because it is inevitable to accept that “man is the [or “a”] microcosm,” because “[o]f all perishable things known to us, those which reflect that order [the eternal order] most, or which are most akin to that order, are the souls of men” (RCPR, 133; GS III 684; OT 200; RCPR 7 where Strauss soberingly notes that a “microcosm” is after all “only a little world”).

9. I will also address the question whether one can more or less sidestep, or move very quickly through, the human questions and get straight into the life of pursuing theoretical matters.

10. “Farabi’s Plato,” 389.

11. WIPP 257. See chapter 3 below.

12. WIPP 251; TOM 13. See also NRH 78, where Strauss called for a “comprehensive analysis of social reality as we know it in actual life, and as men have always known it since there have been civil societies” (cf. RCPR 6). Strauss’s approach has been stated in another way by someone he appears to have respected highly, the Canadian thinker George Grant: “The question Whitehead’s philosophy raises for me is this: (a) the scientific spectator—that is, particularly the natural scientist even more than the social scientist cannot be the ultimate arbiter of philosophy—the ultimate arbiter must be the man who yearns to know what his life is about—but (b) we cannot say either practically (obviously) or theoretically that what natural or social science tells us is unimportant” (The Collected Works of George Grant, Vol. II: 1955–1959, ed. A. Davis and P. Emberley (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), vol. II, 528. (Strauss and one of his best students, Richard Kennington, had read together the cosmology section in Whitehead’s Adventures of Ideas.) (For what it’s worth, around the same time that Grant penned this note, he also remarked, “ ‘On a New Interpretation of Plato’s Political Philosophy’—Leo Strauss, Social Research 1946, ‘Simply Brilliant.’ ” But why, indeed, should we wish to say that what science tells us, as long it makes sense, is unimportant? On this and other points, Strauss would differ from Grant. (See chapter 5 below.)

13. XSD 83, emphasis added. The sentence that follows begins, “For our precise knowledge of Socrates’ thought …”—that is, unlike the imprecise appearances with which Strauss begins.

14. “Disinterest will always take the first discovery for the final discovery” (Benardete, Socrates’ Second Sailing [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989], 44). Being passionately interested in finding the truth about one’s life—and thus standing the best chance of coming to realize that contemplation is the deepest need of one’s soul, and of perhaps also cultivating or deepening that need in the process—is not necessarily dependent on eros. As Strauss points out in his commentary on Plato’s Symposium, “[h]uman nature cannot easily find a better helper [than eros]—there may be a better helper; there may, at least, be an equally good helper.” Even “the entirely unerotic man,” “guided by calculation alone” will become a member of society (“because he knows that he is not self-sufficient”). “As a member of society he becomes concerned with justice, and, if he is a thinking man, this leads him to seek right itself, justice itself.” “Therefore eros is not, in this sense, indispensable. At the end Socrates makes clear that his speech is not necessarily a praise of eros” (On Plato’s Symposium, 239–40, in reference to Symposium 212b1–c3).

15. LAM 218, and David Bolotin’s “Leo Strauss’s Attempted Return to Classical Political Philosophy in the Light of the Victory of Modern Science,” a paper given at the conference, “Contemporary Obstacles to Leo Strauss’s Experiment: Is a Return to Classical Political Philosophy Possible Today?,” St. John’s College, November 1999, 3. On what Strauss thought about a genuinely “good conscience,” see OT 204—it is akin, “in this respect,” to the self-admiration of the philosopher—and the discussion in this section below.

16. Strauss sometimes invokes the image of the businessman who is oblivious to genuine challenges (“Reason and Revelation,” toward the beginning, in Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem).

17. LAM 206.

18. See also a letter to Löwith from 1962: “The possibility of a non-positivistic science of a human society and in particular of political society (i.e. of a science which does not use ‘constructive concepts’ but the concepts inherent in political society, its institutions, its ‘movements’ etc.), i.e. of a fundamentally Platonic-Aristotelian political science is so buried by centuries of a radically different approach that I regard it as my primary task to recover the classical approach” (GS III 693). See also the New School lecture “The Frame of Reference in the Social Sciences” and Strauss’s comment on Schubert’s paper at the 1956 Midwest Political Science meeting (unpublished).

19. “Replies to Schaar and Wolin: II,” The American Political Science Review, vol. 57, no. 1 (March 1963), 154.

20. Political philosophy thus understood is deficient insofar as consistency is not enough. Adequacy is also required.

21. Faith and Political Philosophy: the Correspondence between Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin, ed. by B. Cooper and P. Emberley (Penn State University, 1993), 63.

22. “Philosophy, we have learned, must be on its guard against the wish to be edifying—philosophy can only be intrinsically edifying. We cannot exert our understanding without from time to time understanding something of importance; and this act of understanding may be accompanied by the awareness of our understanding, by the understanding of understanding, by noesis noeseos, and this is so high, so pure, so noble an experience that Aristotle could ascribe it to his God. This experience is entirely independent of whether what we understand primarily is pleasing or displeasing, fair or ugly. It leads us to realize that all evils are in a sense necessary if there is to be understanding. It enables us to accept all evils which befall us and which may well break our hearts in the spirit of good citizens of the city of God. By becoming aware of the dignity of the mind, we realize the true ground of the dignity of man and therewith the goodness of the world, whether we understand it as created or as uncreated, which is the home of man because it is the home of the human mind” (LAM 8, emphasis added); see also TOM 299.

23. Cf. C. Bruell, “The Question of Nature and the Thought of Leo Strauss” http://www.revue-klesis.org/pdf/Strauss-7-Klesis-Bruell.pdf, 5–6.

24. LAM 8, emphasis added. This in turn, however, becomes the basis of a new and more reasonable nomos: “The very openness of Plato—the assertion that man does not possess wisdom, that he can only strive for wisdom—in a way closes the issue. … Plato contended that the finality of the insight that we are never fully knowing implies a final answer to the question of the good life, including the question of the best society,” On Plato’s Symposium, 5. What this means, I think, is that the best society is the more or less moderate, non-utopian society that’s reasonably open to philosophy. This means, in turn, that a number of different societies can be best under different circumstances (depending, that is, on what philosophy requires in a given time and place, and on all that’s entailed in these requirements; in fact, sometimes a temporarily non-moderate society may be best).

25. RCPR 7, 206, 251, 269; “The Spirit of Sparta or the Taste of Xenophon,” Social Research, vol. 6:1/4 (1939), 536; WIPP 28, as well as 23 (“felicity and serenity”). In the original delivery of the lecture “What is Political Philosophy?” Strauss noted, “Not softness, abandon or despair is called for by man’s nature and his condition as we know it [as Pascal had concluded], but the endurance, courage or manliness, which is accompanied and sustained by eros.” In concluding his essay on Riezler in WIPP, Strauss writes that he was reminded by Riezler’s “highest aspiration” of “Thucydides’ quiet and manly gentleness which seeks no solace and which looks in freedom, but not in indifference, at the opposites whose unity is hidden”(260; cf. CM 230). And in his “Notes on Lucretius,” Strauss writes that “[t]he joy or pleasure which Lucretius’ poem arouses is therefore austere, reminding of the pleasure aroused by the work of Thucydides”; “[o]ne may therefore say that philosophy is productive of the deepest pain” (LAM 85). Similarly, in a letter to Voegelin on April 15, 1949, Strauss writes, “[Lucretius’s] poem is the purest and most glorious expression of the attitude that elicits consolation from the utterly hopeless truth, on the basis of its being only the truth—there is no idea of the use of the hopeless, godless truth for some social purpose … nor is there any trace of aestheticism or sentimentality” (Faith and Political Philosophy, 62). I have quoted Strauss’s remarks about Lucretius and Thucydides despite the fact Strauss may have found that the two of them may have overestimated the fragility or vulnerability of the naturally good life. Socrates may have found the possibility of living well more solid (WIPP 260), but that’s far from saying that he found our, or his own, ultimate situation anywhere near rosy.

26. In a more lowly vein, political philosophy may also have the result of supplying one with the necessary rhetorical tools for dealing with others and thus securing for oneself the necessary amount of reputation or at least peace.

27. OT 201; On Plato’s Symposium.

28. Or “probity,” PL, intro, n. 13.

29. In his reaction to Löwith’s “Natur und Humanität des Menschen” (in the Festschrift for Helmut Plessner Wesen und Wirklichkeit [Goettingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967], 58–87), Strauss writes that it is “inevitable anyway” to accept the thesis that “man is the microcosm” (GS III 684).

30. OT 201.

31. OT 202.

32. See S. Benardete, The Argument of the Action, 412. On the same page, Benardete has a suggestive formulation of the relationship between political philosophy and philosophy: the former is “the eccentric core” of the latter: that is, it is somehow at the center of thinking about the world and yet it is not the true center; cf. “Leo Strauss’ The City and Man,” in the Political Science Reviewer, vol. 8 (1978), 5. If one lurches toward elevating political philosophy or self-knowledge to the highest status, Strauss’s powerful statement to Löwith may serve as a corrective: “Where do our ways part? I really think that on the decisive point you are not plain, simple enough, while I believe that I am. You do not take the plain sense of philosophy literally enough: philosophy is the attempt to replace opinions about the whole with genuine knowledge of the whole. For you, philosophy is nothing but the self-understanding or self-interpretation of man, and, that means, naturally of historically conditioned man, if not of the individual” (GS III, 666).

33. RCPR 69.

34. GS III 690. For similar reasons, Socrates appeared “anerotic” to Aristophanes (SA 313). Socrates’ “being unerotic reflects, or corresponds to, the fact that his doctrine [in the Clouds] is silent on Eros.” (Incidentally, it may be significant that Strauss ends up calling Socrates “anerotic” rather than “unerotic”—this perhaps corresponds to the difference between “amoral” and “immoral.”) But Aristophanes is not opposed to philosophy simply (he in fact prefers Parmenides and Empedocles to Socrates), “but only to a philosophy that, disregarding Eros, has no link with poetry.” The issue is not that austere philosophizing dispenses with moral piety. The doctrine of Aristophanes’ preference also “transcend[s] the sphere of nomos, of the city or of justice” and “permit[s] father-beating” (SA 173). The issue is whether Socrates unjustifiably denied himself some of the true pleasures of life (SA 108). Strauss liked very much Kipling’s “If” and referred to its “If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim” (e.g., Gorgias course, autumn quarter 1963, session 8).

35. Interpretation, vol. 23:2 (1996), 127–207.

36. Xenophon’s Memorabilia IV 6.1, I 6.14, as well as I 1.14 and IV 7.5–7; cf. Xenophon’s Symposium 6.6–7; NRH 122.

37. “Noetic heterogeneity” does not, however, become “fully clear through sense perception.” The naturally differentiated character of the world needs to be discovered and appreciated upon reflection. “One can say this—that is, I believe, true of Plato and Aristotle in the same way as a whole—no nous, intelligence, without logos and no logos without nous. These go together. Logos without nous: that is in a way what modern science wants to be. Nous without logos is mysticism” (course on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, June 6, 1963 session).

38. Contrast NRH 123, where the insight “makes possible, and it favors in particular, the study of the human things”; but Strauss goes further or deeper in “The Problem of Socrates,” 171.

39. “When a child looks out of the nursery window and sees anything, say the green lawn of the garden, what does he actually know; or does he know anything? There are all sorts of nursery games of negative philosophy played round this question. A brilliant Victorian scientist delighted in declaring that the child does not see any grass at all; but only a sort of green mist reflected in a tiny mirror of the human eye. This piece of rationalism has always struck me as almost insanely irrational. If he is not sure of the existence of the grass, which he sees through the glass of a window, how on earth can he be sure of the existence of the retina, which he sees through the glass of a microscope? If sight deceives, why can it not go on deceiving? Men of another school answer that grass is a mere green impression on the mind; and that he can be sure of nothing except the mind. They declare that he can only be conscious of his own consciousness; which happens to be the one thing that we know the child is not conscious of at all. In that sense, it would be far truer to say that there is grass and no child, than to say that there is a conscious child but no grass. St. Thomas Aquinas, suddenly intervening in this nursery quarrel, says emphatically that the child is aware of Ens. Long before he knows that grass is grass, or self is self, he knows that something is something. Perhaps it would be best to say very emphatically (with a blow on the table), ‘There is an Is.’ That is as much monkish credulity as St. Thomas asks of us at the start. Very few unbelievers start by asking us to believe so little. And yet, upon this sharp pin-point of reality, he rears by long logical processes that have never really been successfully overthrown, the whole cosmic system of Christendom,” G. K. Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas: The Dumb Ox (Sheed & Ward, 1933), 165–66. See Strauss’s handwritten marginalium to PL 135, n. 1 (“Irrationalism” is just a variety of modern rationalism, which in itself is already “irrationalistic” enough), referring to p. 227 of Joseph Needham’s The Sceptical Biologist (New York: Norton, 1930). Strauss also refers to F. C. S. Schiller’s “Scientific Discovery and Logical Proof.” See the revised GS II, 611.

40. This did not surprise Strauss. When Hans Jonas first published his book on gnosticism, Strauss wrote him a lengthy and excited letter (June 13, 1935). Years later, on November 19, 1958, upon the publication of the book’s English version, The Gnostic Religion, Strauss wrote: “in part III … you made abundantly clear that the historical phenomenon discussed by you must be of concern to every thinking man … I would state it as follows: gnosticism is the most radical rebellion against physis. Our problem now is to recover physis. The recovery cannot be an identical reproduction. In order to answer the question why it cannot be an identical reproduction, one must know as thoroughly as possible the legitimate objections to which the original statement was exposed. I believe I have circumscribed the area within which we agree. Given the immense difficulty of the task, it is not surprising that we do not agree in every point.” Years later, in a letter to Scholem on September 30, 1973 (days before Strauss died), Strauss writes that since “Jonas has embarked on a self-advertisement campaign of his being a philosopher, [he, Strauss] prefers being a shoe maker or pants cutter” (GS III 771). Still, the very fact that Jonas also wished to recover the notion of nature must have been of some confirmatory use to Strauss. On Jonas and Strauss, see Benjamin Lazier, God Interrupted (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008).

41. GS III 695–96.

42. The piece is available in English in the Southern Journal of Philosophy, Winter 1970.

43. Löwith makes uses of Erwin Straus’s penetrating critiques of Heidegger. See Vom Sinn Der Sinne (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1956), 292, 297–98, and especially Straus’s “Psychiatry and Philosophy” in Psychiatry and Philosophy, ed. E. Straus, M. Natanson, and H. Ey (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1969). Löwith follows a tradition of philosophical, phenomenological biology. Some of the names in that tradition are Helmut Plessner, Hans Jonas, Adolf Portmann, F. J. J. Buytendijk, and Kurt Goldstein. On the relation of Strauss to Heidegger, see Velkley’s Heidegger, Strauss, and the Premises of Philosophy: On Original Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).

44. See the Strauss’s exchange with Gadamer in “Correspondence Concerning Wahrheit und Methode,” Independent Journal of Philosophy 2 (1978), 5–12. This is not to say that Strauss ultimately agrees with Heidegger. In fact, one can plausibly argue that most of Strauss’s interest in the history of modern political philosophy derives from Strauss’s attempt to understand the genesis of Heidegger’s error concerning the character of human life (see the letter to Kuhn, with the reference to Nicomachean Ethics 1154a22–26 and Politics 1341a28–32). As becomes clear from Strauss’s correspondence with Krüger (see in particular the letter of January 7, 1930: Strauss’s SCR was written because he “sought to make clear to [himself] the various grounds for atheism,” GS III 381), Strauss was initially drawn to Heidegger in great part because of Heidegger’s atheistic interpretation of human life. (He continued to be so drawn: letter to Jonas on June 9, 1964, “the analytics of existence cannot in my view be an analytics of man coram Deo, for man’s being coram Deo presupposes already an act of God, but only of man sine Deo, yet with the understanding that that analytics is not open to theological supplementation on the ground stated by Heidegger that the theological supplementation would sell short ‘existence.’ ” See also the letter to Löwith on December 13, 1960: “I believe that Heidegger’s view [that Sein needs man] is supported by the difficulties to which the alternative is exposed: the self-sufficient God as the ens perfectissimum which necessarily leads to the radical degradation and devaluation of man” [GS III 685].) While this atheism was consistent with Strauss’s understanding, Heidegger’s overall position made philosophy, as distinguished from brilliant thinking, impossible. Yet Strauss wasn’t quite sure if Heidegger was right or wrong about this (GS III 674).

45. Similarly, Strauss takes the side of Heidegger against Nietzsche in denying that Nietzsche was able to recover nature, to “sublate” his radical historicism in his “physiology”—GS III 686 (letter to Löwith, March 15, 1962), in response to Löwith’s review of Heidegger’s Nietzsche, in Merkur.

46. See Strauss’s “Existentialism” in Interpretation, vol. 25:3 (Spring 1995), and 313 in particular. All objections usually raised against Heidegger, Heidegger “made to himself.”

47. Cf. the conclusion of the essay by Löwith in question.

48. See Strauss’s notes from March 28, 1946: “Understanding of this question as an existential question: question not answered by tradition, revelation—we have to raise the question pos bioteon [how should one live?] → Socrates. General scheme: philosophy = practical study of anthropina [human things] = political science—cosmological problem left undecided: possibility of revelation remains open. (Rambam’s prophetology > Plato’s politics; Lessing’s apparent hesitation between pure theory and orthodoxy). Rediscovery of the theoretical attitude: absolutely secondary rank of moral problem; exotericism; primacy of cosmological problem” (Strauss Archives, Box 18, folder 2). Cf. Rodrigo Chacon, “On a Forgotten Kind of Grounding: Strauss, Jacobi, and the Phenomenological Critique of Modern Rationalism,” Review of Politics, 76:4, Fall 2014, 589–618.

49. RCPR 181. For incisively stated cautionary questions, see the last four paragraphs of Nathan Tarcov’s “Philosophy as the Right Way of Life in Natural Right and History,” in Modernity and What Has Been Lost, ed. Armada and Gornisiewicz (Krako.w, Poland: Jagiellonian University Press, 2010).

50. In fact, any other teleology may well spell the impossibility of philosophy. Consider R. Kennington’s statement: “The philosopher must do without the universal teleology; if he possessed it, it would include the knowledge of the perfection of the part, that is, knowledge of himself. In that case philosophy would not be merely superfluous; such a teleology would render philosophy impossible” (“Final Causality and Modern Natural Right” [an unpublished paper], 14). Cf. Benardete, Argument of the Action, 382.

51. OT 101–102.

52. Ethics Part III, “Affectuum Definitiones”; cf. SCR 218. One reason Strauss regarded his last two Xenophon books as his best was that in them he presented “what he regards as the highest subject matter as it appears in (or to) itself” (Bruell, foreword to the 2004 edition of Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse, xii and ix). In other words, perhaps the highest subject matter, or object of philosophizing, is philosophy itself or rather the philosopher himself (but not nature or the whole?). See the last section of “Farabi’s Plato,” entitled “The Subject Matter of Philosophy.”

53. OT 155.

54. OT 196.

55. OT 204; emphasis added. Consider Heidegger’s comment: “The question of philosophy is not whether its propositions can be shown to have universal validity, or whether the approval of very many or even all people can be exacted, as if these matters determined in the least the sense and sense-intention of a philosophical explication. What is in question is not the objective demonstrability to the whole world but whether the intended binding force of the interpretation is a living one—i.e., whether the actualization of philosophical knowledge is so rigorous in approach, preconception, and method that it can by itself bring to maturation the envitalizing of the genuine binding force of the object and thereby bring about a genuine grasp of the object” (Phenomenological Interpretations of Aristotle, trans. R. Rojcewicz [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001], 125).

56. OT 90.

57. OT 89.

58. OT 125 n. 59. In the same note, Strauss remarks “[c]onsiderations which were in one respect similar to those indicated in our text seem to have induced Hegel to abandon his youthful ‘dialectics of love’ in favor of the ‘dialectics of the desire for recognition.’ ”

59. OT 126 n. 60. Strauss also uses the admiration-love distinction against Pascal’s depiction of the philosopher as loveless and forlorn (Strauss Archives, Box 20, folder 10). When Pascal says “the eternal” does not love the philosopher according to the philosopher’s own understanding of the terms and the situation, Strauss replies that the philosopher does not need that kind of love—he only wants to watch or admire from a distance (which admittedly can be called true love, but the real affection is saved for one’s own progress in clarity and the self-perfection possible in that sense); there is no need for any personal services, sex, or warmth.

60. XSD 200.

61. OT 89.

62. XSD 200.

63. XSD 200.

64. Yet, “[f]rom admiration to love there is one more or less long step” (SPPP 73). And the connection of self-admiration to pride, insofar as pride is not justified, is likewise problematic. In that sense, if ones compares vain or prideful admiration with the love purified in philosophy, love comes out ahead.

65. OT 197; nevertheless, consider OT 203: “We do not have to pry into the heart of anyone in order to know that, insofar as the philosopher, owing to the weakness of the flesh, becomes concerned with being recognized by others, he ceases to be a philosopher …” On “purity of heart,” see also the “Natural Right and Providence” section in chapter 4 below and “Reason and Revelation,” Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 177, 162–63. See Ralph Hancock’s criticism in The Responsibility of Reason: Theory and Practice in a Liberal-Democratic Age (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), 209.

66. NRH 124, lines 12–13.

67. WIPP 39. See also Strauss’s gloss on the enigmatic statement in Aristotle “the soul is in a way all things” (De Anima 431b21): “ ‘In a way’—namely, by knowing it. But we have access to the whole primarily from the parts. And among these parts, none is higher and at the same time more accessible to us, and more important to us, than the human soul. The human soul perfected is the virtuous soul. Therefore the political or legislative art, by being concerned with the virtuous soul, completes the true understanding of the soul, and therefore the political art is not a mere practical science, of no metaphysical relevance, as it is in Aristotle, but this political art is itself metaphysics, if we may use that term. That, of course, needs a certain qualification, because, as Plato makes clear in some later dialogues, the political art is only a part of philosophy. The other part has no specific name. We may say it’s simply theoretical philosophy, connected with mathematics proper in particular. Philosophy consists of these two parts, one of which is philosophy in a full sense, what we could call metaphysics afterwards. And the other most important part of it is the political art” (Session 15 of Strauss’s course on Plato’s Gorgias, March 10, 1957).

68. WIPP 249.

69. Cf. Strauss’s letter to Gadamer on February 21, 1961, “Correspondence Concerning Wahrheit und Methode,” Independent Journal of Philosophy 2 (1978), 5–12.

70. Cf. Christopher Bruell, On the Socratic Education (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 175.

71. XS 7; “Problem of Socrates,” 171; cf. NRH 89–90; but contrast WIPP 38.

72. NRH 123.

73. And the insights gained, even by someone as gifted and as intransigent as Strauss, are bound to be incomplete—and thereby continually open to refinement and enrichment. Strauss estimated that while he thought he understood the nerve of the Republic, for the purposes of being transformed and deeply educated by it, he was not anywhere near having figured out all of its twists and turns.

Chapter 1

1. For Schmitt’s text and Strauss’s comments, see Heinrich Meier’s Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss: The Hidden Dialogue, trans. Harvey J. Lomax (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). All references to paragraph numbers in the text refer to Strauss’s “Notes on Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political,” as found in Meier’s volume; see Meier’s commentary therein, as well as Meier’s The Lesson of Carl Schmitt: Four Chapters on the Distinction between Political Theology and Political Philosophy, trans. Marcus Brainard (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). On Strauss’s review essay, see also Susan Shell’s “Taking Evil Seriously: Schmitt’s ‘Concept of the Political and Strauss’s ‘True Politics,’ ” in Leo Strauss: Political Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, ed. K. Deutsch and W. Nicgorski (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1994), 175–94; David Janssens’s “Change of Orientation: Leo Strauss’s ‘Comments’ on Carl Schmitt Revisited, in Interpretation, vol. 33, no. 1 (Fall/Winter 2005), 93–104; Brett Dutton’s Leo Strauss’s Recovery of the Political: The City and Man as a Reply to Carl Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political (PhD dissertation, University of Sydney, 2002), ch. 6.

2. Paragraphs 1–2; cf. paragraph 34.

3. Paragraphs 2–6.

4. Paragraph 7.

5. Paragraph 8.

6. Cf. Strauss’s handwritten marginalium to this passage, as transcribed in GS III 239.

7. Cf. PPH 122.

8. Paragraphs 9–10; cf. paragraph 28.

9. Paragraphs 11–14.

10. Paragraphs 15–23.

11. Paragraph 24; cf. Plato’s Laws, Book I. See chapter 2 below.

12. Paragraphs 27–28.

13. Paragraph 29.

14. Paragraphs 30–31.

15. Paragraphs 32–33.

16. Paragraphs 34–35.

17. Compare the discussion of John Wild in chapter 5 below.

18. Cf. Meier, The Lesson of Carl Schmitt, 22. To be sure, the link between Christianity and historicism can be overstated; cf. Shell’s review of The Lesson of Carl Schmitt in Review of Politics, vol. 62, no. 1 (Winter 2000), 150–51.

Chapter 2

1. The Argument and the Action of Plato’s Laws, referred to as AAPL.

2. WIPP 29. The Laws is “the only political work proper of Plato” (CM 29). Even more revealingly, Strauss writes to Klein in 1938: “the Nomoi: a book about nomoi with an antidote against nomoi,” “the Nomoi are Plato’s greatest work of art” (GS II 557–58; my translation).

3. “We,” not “the reader” who is at the highest level and may have had doubts (see paragraph 26 in Strauss’s chapter). While Strauss thus explains and will add further explanation of the transition to subject matter of Book III, one still expect to find gymnastics in Book III. But perhaps there is a kind of bodily exercise in Book III: in the Statesman 294d–295b, certain group exercises are compared to legislation, unfavorably. And the discussion has a materialistic character and does justice to the “bodily” claim to rule.

4. As Blitz puts it, while the Republic shows the limits of politics from the heights, Book III of the Laws shows those limits “from the depths,” “Strauss’s Laws,” Political Science Reviewer 20 (1991), 196.

5. In a course on the Laws in 1971 (session 9), Strauss says that the difficulty underlying Book III, or part of it, is that, on the one hand, the beginning represents complete irrationality, while on the other hand, it is somehow the best.

6. He had used this epigraph from W. E. H. Lecky to his “Persecution and the Art of Writing” essay: “That vice has often proved an emancipator of the mind, is one of the most humiliating, but, at the same time, one of the most unquestionable, facts in history” (PAW 22).

7. Cf. AAPL 98 where, in commenting on the end of Book VI, Strauss says that the stranger “now makes it clearer than he did then at the beginning of ‘the political investigation proper,’ ” i.e., Book III, “that the human race may have always existed and will always exist”; cf. Ficino’s commentary: “The first type [of regime], immediately after a disaster befalling the human race, is found in some survivor, his seed being preserved by the help of extremely high mountains or, rather, by divine providence” (When Philosophers Rule: Ficino on Plato’s Republic, Laws, and Epinomis, ed. and trans. Arthur Farndell [London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 2009], 87).

8. At 679e, they are called “simple and more courageous, and also more moderate and in every way more just”—cf. LAM 39: “Plato uses the comparative form and not the positive.”

9. Seth Benardete, Plato’s Laws: The Discovery of Being (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 98.

10. NRH 97: philosophy presupposes the arts and if philosophy is the life according to nature, man’s beginnings are necessarily imperfect; Strauss cites 677b5–687b3, 679e; Laws 689c–d.

11. See Pangle, 427–28.

12. Cf. AAPL 172: the weakening of hope in gods “is not altogether a change for the worse.”

13. “The vicarious enjoyment of wine through a conversation about wine [in the Laws Book I], which enlarges the horizon of the law-bred old citizens, limits the horizon of the philosopher. But this obfuscation … is, it seems, the most noble exercise of the virtue of moderation” (WIPP 32).

14. See Pangle, 428: “Henceforward … the ‘facts’ will compel the Athenian to concede more and more to the original Kleininan outlook [to see the city as exclusively an armed alliance among families enmeshed in a permanent war]. See also Parens’s remark about Nathan Tarcov’s “leading theme” or argument in a course on the Laws and Farabi’s commentary: “over the course of the Laws the Athenian Stranger bows more and more to the demands made on cities by war, and less and less to the demands made by philosophy” (Metaphysics as Rhetoric: Alfarabi’s Summary of Plato’s “Laws” [Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1995], xvii).

15. “The fundamental crux of the city”; “the rightful ruler is the Intellect,” AAPL 87, 184; on this “dilution,” see SPPP 139.

16. On the reemergence of the problematically related goals of freedom and empire, see Andrew Patch, Plato’s Jurisprudence: The Goals of Wise Legislation in Plato’s Laws (a 2003 Political Science dissertation at the University of Toronto) “the [Stranger] finally rejects the view that the legislator must legislate with a view to virtue only” (182).

17. Christopher Rowe, in “Plato and the Persians Wars,” claims that “the aidos of the Athenians who fought and won at Marathon and Salamis is not the same as the genuine aidos that the three interlocutors in the Laws want to produce in the citizens of their imaginary city of Magnesia, despite the reference back to that genuine aidos” (Cultural Response to the Persian Wars: Antiquity to the Third Millenium, ed. Bridges, Hall, Rhodes [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007], 90). Rowe even disagrees with Klaus Schoepsdau’s characterization of the Marathon regime as “timocratic” (in Platon Nomoi (Gesetze) Buch I-III. Ubersetzung und Kommentar (Goettingen, 1994), 487.

18. If the stranger is carried too violently along by his logos, he might fall from his ass. Benardete points out that “apo nou” could be taken as “ap onou” (from an ass) or apo nou (from mind). This is a pun that occurs in Aristophanes’ Clouds 1273.

19. RCPR 97–98. This may be the reason why the stranger does not mention the Peloponnesian War. For another possibility and another explanation, see Zuckert 2009, 53–54.

20. As opposed to the more common “we have learned”; the only other mention of “the reader” is revealing (AAPL 169–70).

Chapter 3

1. “Leo Strauss on Social and Natural Science: Two Previously Unpublished Papers,” J. Colen and S. Minkov, Review of Politics 76:4, pp. 619–633.

2. The natural frame of reference or “the natural horizon” seems akin to what Strauss elsewhere calls the “natural cave” (Persecution and the Art of Writing, 155). Its identification is thus only a preliminary step toward the universal science whose desirability is explained in the note on Riezler. “Historicism sanctions the loss, or the oblivion, of the natural horizon of human thought by denying the permanence of the fundamental problems. It is the existence of that natural horizon which makes possible ‘objectivity’ and therefore in particular ‘historical objectivity.’ ” (“On Collingwood’s Philosophy of History,” Review of Metaphysics, vol. V, no. 4 (1951/52), 586). See, however, Benardete’s Memorial Speech for Strauss: “He was more historically accurate than the ‘historians of ideas’ for the sake of recovering the human horizon whose articulation is indispensable for our ascending to the natural horizon” (Archaeology of the Soul [South Bend, IN: St. Augustine Press, 2013], 375).

3. Cf. NRH, ch. III.

4. “An Epilogue,” LAM 206; for a mere extended statement of the protection theoretical science can offer prudence, see the first lecture in the seminar on Aristotle’s Politics from the Spring Quarter of 1960 at the University of Chicago. But “investigating the god’s or the gods’ contrivances” is necessary not only for convincing others, or oneself, of the existence of gods, and not merely to “refute the insane assertions of Anaxagoras regarding the sun,” but also to understand those assertions (XS 124).

5. Strauss does not make here the crucial distinction he makes in the note on Riezler between “human nature,” which can be studied by theoretical natural science, and “the human things,” which are the object of political philosophy; incidentally, this distinction may strike readers as less pronounced elsewhere in Strauss or at least appearing in a different guise. Nor does he raise, at this point, the possibility of an Aristotelian political science which is “nothing other than the fully conscious form of the common sense understanding of political things” (CM 12, 25; “Aristotle’s cosmology, as distinguished from Plato’s, is unqualifiedly separable from the quest for the best political order,” ibid., 21).

6. Cf. Strauss, “On Collingwood’s Philosophy of History,” 559–86.

7. See NRH, ch. III and chapter 4 below.

8. “Social Science and Humanism,” RCPR 11.

9. Cf. NRH, ch. III: the distinction between hearsay and seeing for oneself; between man-made things and non-man-made things; and between the ancestral and the good or, initially at least, the pleasant.

10. See Robert Pippin’s reservations in “The Unavailability of the Ordinary” (ch. 6 of The Persistence of Subjectivity [Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2005]). See, on the other hand, Arthur Melzer’s statement: “Esotericism is, then, the necessary supplement for a philosophy of return: it helps to preserve that to which philosophy needs to return—preserve it from the effects of philosophy. It is the natural corrective for the inherently self-undermining character of philosophy: it makes it possible for philosophic activity to live safely side by side with the prephilosophic awareness that it needs” (“Defending Reason: Esotericism and the Critique of Historicism,” ch. 10 in Philosophy Between the Lines: the Lost History of Esoteric Writing [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014], 364).

11. Strauss’s letter to Helmut Kuhn, in The Independent Journal of Philosophy Vol. II, 1978, 24.

12. On Strauss’s longer discussion of Riezler in What is Political Philosophy? see Susan Shell’s chapter in Leo Strauss’s Defense of the Philosophic Life: Reading What Is Political Philosophy? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), ed. R. Major.

13. Social Research, vol. 12, no. 4, 1945, 481–505.

14. Among other statements: “For the meaning of the part depends on the meaning of the whole,” (NRH 126); or: man “must understand himself in the light of the whole or the origin of the whole which is not human” (TOM 78). For a helpful example, see this explanation by Strauss in a 1957 course on the Republic: “Let us take an everyday example. At this very minute someone is wiping his nose. Let us say ‘X’ (in order to avoid ridiculing anyone) is now wiping his nose. Nothing could be truer. Since it is true it will keep when written down. It must be written down for this reason. What is known is communicable; moreover, communicable to all. Communicable not only to man sitting in this room at the present time but in principle communicable to all men regardless of time. So we preserve our truth—‘X’ is now wiping his nose—by writing it down for all posterity. But if we look at our truth—the truth written down on a sheet of paper—a half minute later, we see that the solid truth has evaporated. The solid truth—that Mr. X is now wiping his nose—has changed into a monstrous falsehood. He does not wipe his nose now. To keep our fleeting truth true what do we do? What do you do in such cases in order to protect yourself against this evasiveness of truth? (Student: You add the element of time.) Give me an example. (Student: At 5 o’clock he wiped his nose.) But you have to add the year as well and the day. Now what happens? What did we do by this? We referred this momentary happening to an all-comprehensive scheme—years, days and so on. This scheme is by its nature communicable to all and does not change. But we see if we look at this date that this scheme is arbitrary. We have been using a certain calendar. The date should look entirely different in the Jewish calendar. The scheme, this allegedly permanent scheme, is essentially impermanent because of its fundamentally arbitrary character. From the point of view of man’s natural reason there is no reason for choosing this or that calendar. We must do much better that this. We must seek for a natural, non-arbitrary, permanent, immutable scheme if there is to be any knowledge of this simple fact or any other fact. By the nature of things this cannot be done through any calendar, because where you begin to count in setting up your calendar is arbitrary. We have to go over to a different dimension—beyond time. What you find then is something permanent. As a result this can be known and communicated to all as known. The knowable is the comprehending or comprehensive. The comprehended, e.g., the wiping of the nose, can be known only through something comprehensive which must be permanent.” On the other hand, see the statement about the priority of nuclei to macrophysical phenomena quoted below.

15. On Strauss’s reservations about Goethe, see Shell, 210, n. 18 in Major’s collection cited above.

16. An expression Strauss also uses in WIPP 72.

17. NRH 79.

18. See the first 15 paragraphs of NRH, ch. III.

19. See WIPP 75, where Strauss quotes Hegel’s “In modern times, the individual finds the abstract form ready made” (the reference is to Phenomenology of Spirit, Preface, section 33). See C. Zuckert’s chapter in Major’s collection cited above.

20. WIPP 258.

21. WIPP 257.

22. Ibid.

23. Strauss also quotes this passage in PPH 91 to indicate that the separation of man from world and the way in which man “becomes the central theme of philosophy.” Cf. CM 41.

24. Nicomachean Ethics 1141a22–24.

25. Locke, to be sure, would “see” color, let alone a particular color, as a secondary quality. But is this a fundamental difference from Strauss’s or Aristotle’s approach or an important detail? For Strauss’s observations on the distinction between primary and secondary qualities (which plays a role in his account of the origin and nature of philosophy, NRH 103–104, and “the intelligent orientation” he describes above), see, e.g., a marginalium to his “Introduction to Mendelssohn’s Phädon,” in Leo Strauss on Moses Mendelssohn, ed. M. Yaffe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 45, n. 90; lecture 5 of his course on Nietzsche at the University of Chicago in the Winter Quarter of 1967; “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science” in SPPP 31, 35; and Strauss’s notes on Kant’s metaphysics from his course “Political Philosophy in the Age of Reason” (1941; Strauss Archives, Box 6, folder 8); see p. 169 above. While the distinction between primary and secondary qualities is necessary, as is, in the first place, the distinction between natural primary or secondary qualities and sacred qualities, the modern development leads to a radicalization of Locke, visible, e.g., in Kant’s thought, where both primary and secondary qualities become merely phenomenal and unnatural, which in turns leads to Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s (as well as Riezler’s) attempt to recover the given and concrete “fullness of the thing” but now by restoring primary, secondary, and sacred qualities in their (unexamined) togetherness, and without making the distinctions Strauss regards as essential to philosophy and to an intelligent orientation in the world.

26. Consider, on the other hand, Jacob Klein’s provocative statement: “That we today make that famous distinction between ‘Being’ and ‘Ought’ is a consequence of the Christian turn” (letter to Gerhard Krüger from March 14, 1930, in “Selected Letters from Jacob Klein to Gerhard Krüger, 1929–1933, translated by Emmanuel Patard, The New Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy VI [2006]: 309–29). On the “facts” of laughter and friendship, see WIPP 259; also Socrates and Aristophanes 316: are there no “funny facts”?

27. See WIPP 253: “only in the good work of art ‘is’ the stone truly”; the “beingness of soul” is, for Riezler, is “beingness as such”; this is connected with Hegel’s “subjectivity = substance” that Strauss mentions earlier.

28. WIPP 251; TOM 13. This surface, this naiveté, this anthropocentric perspective, is, however, something that “cannot be avoided”; “there is no possible human thought which is not in the last analysis dependent on the legitimacy of that naivete and the awareness or the knowledge going with it” (LAM 213). Put another way, “what we may call the phenomenal world, the given whole, the whole which is permanently given, as permanently as are human beings” or “[a]ll human thought, even all thought human or divine, which is meant to be understood by human beings willy-nilly begins with this whole” (Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” 14). Empiricism, including the empiricism of classical philosophy, cannot be established “empiricisticially,” but one may try to establish it “empirically,” by making use of the awareness of beings empiricism itself would cast doubt on (ibid., 212). Cf. Strauss reply to Schaar et al. (APSR, vol. 57.1, March 1963), 154; NRH 79. The question is whether one can establish empiricism empirically (that is by being at first open to the existence of beings or things who existence later would be subject to doubt or even rejection), though not “empiricistically.” Of course, the empiricism so established may not look like the empiricism that understands the world in terms of “functional relations between different series of events.” It could be an empiricism that still understands the world in terms of “things with qualities.” Consider, however, this archival remark by Strauss on Wilamowitz-Moellendorf’s Herakles (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1895): “… concept of God originally a predicate and only later a subject—s. ‘How to Begin to Study the Guide of the Perplexed’ [Strauss’s introduction to Pines’s translation of the Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed] p. XXV lines 13–14 → the verbs (or adjectives) are taken from physei onta [beings by nature] (17)—the onomata [names] designate something outside rerum natura [the nature of things].”

29. NRH, 8; see Hassing’s introduction in Final Causality in Nature and Human Affairs, ed. Hassing (Washington, DC: Catholic University Press, 1997). Strauss indicates in a way that may be easy to miss that “the nuclei proper are simply prior to macrophysical phenomena” (emphasis added). See the helpful remarks in the February 26, 1957 session on Plato’s Gorgias: while the question “out of what did the whole come into being?” “cannot even be raised before you know the whole as it is, just as you cannot answer the question of who made this chair before you know the chair as chair” and “[t]he essence of the whole is its intrinsic structure,” “there is something irreducible to ideas is as essential to Plato as it is to Aristotle … according to Plato and Aristotle there is an essential unintelligibility which belongs to whole … an iron wall which holds the whole together.” On the other hand, “political” nuclei, “which are meant to supply explanations for the political things proper are already molded, nay, constituted, by the political order or the regime within which they occur …” (LAM 210). And when it comes to the philosophic nature, Strauss goes so far as to say that “the genesis of this physis is of no interest to [Plato and Aristotle]” (Beyond Good and Evil seminar at St. John’s College, May 11, 1972). On the “compound of atoms” called man, for which “good and bad” can come to have a (distinctive) meaning, see also NRH 94. For an account of how matter and form both play into the notion of nature, see Strauss’s commentary on Aristotle’s Physics II.1 in the April 28, 1959 session of a course on Cicero, which appears to have been, in part, in response to Heidegger’s commentary on Physics II.1 published first in Il Pensiero, III, 2 and 3, May–August and September–December 1958.

30. Natural Right course 1962, lecture 2.

31. WIPP 38–39. See also “Farabi’s Plato,” Louis Ginsberg: Jubilee Volume: English Section (New York: American Academy of Jewish Research, 1945), 392–93: Farabi “has infinitely more in common with a philosophic materialist than with any non-philosophic believer however well-intentioned” and for him, “philosophy is essentially and purely theoretical,” “the way leading to [the] science [of the beings] rather than that science itself,” “the investigation rather than the result.”

32. Lecture course on Natural Right, University of Chicago, Autumn Quarter 1962, lecture 2.

33. “Social Science and Humanism,” RCPR 8.

34. NRH 121–23. See the Introduction above.

35. Natural Right course 1962, lecture 2; emphasis added.

36. XSD 149 and 149 n. 8; XS 7–8: not long after providing the outlines of Socrates’ cosmology, Strauss suggests that Xenophon conceals the intransigence of Socrates’ “what is” questions regarding human as well as divine or natural things. For considerations on Strauss’s “cosmology” see also chapter two of Kenneth Hart Green’s Jew and Philosopher: The Return to Maimonides in the Jewish Thought of Leo Strauss (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1993). Strauss has to admonish a friend about the limits of cosmology: “Plato and Aristotle never believed that ‘stars, heaven, sea, earth, generation, birth and death give’ them ‘natural answers to their unnatural questions’ [as Löwith had said]. Plato ‘flees,’ as is well known, from these ‘things’ (pragmata) into the logoi, because the pragmata give no answer directly, but are mute riddles” (letter to Karl Löwith, August 20, 1946, GS 668).

Chapter 4

1. A version of this chapter appeared in Principle and Prudence in Western Political Thought, ed. Lynch and Marks (Albany, NY: SUNY University Press, 2016).

2. The alternative versions can be found in materials not published by Strauss himself, but ones that have been either published subsequently or are accessible through the Leo Strauss Archives.

3. On the use of “idea” as a “problem” in NRH, see Kennington 1981, 67; see also Strauss’s letter to Voegelin from 10/12, 1950: “[in the Walgreen Lectures on NRH] I did no more than present the problem of natural right as an unsolved problem” in Cooper and Emberley 2004, 74).

4. “Theology and Politics. Studies on Spinoza’s theologico-political doctrine,” Strauss Archives, Box 18, folder 17; paragraphs 7–15 in the Spinoza work appear with slight modifications in NRH 82–84, 86–89, and 90. The order of paragraphs 10 and 11 has been reversed in NRH 83–84.

5. I refer to paragraph numbers in chapter three and to page numbers for the rest of NRH.

6. See Strauss’s letter to Paul Kraus: “The sharia is the human possibility of philosophizing” (August 22, 1936).

7. One of Strauss’s examples of this doubt is not some allegedly radical or immoderate pre-Socratic, but the approach conveyed by the conversational settings of Plato’s Republic and Laws.

8. Strauss Archives, Box 18, folder 2.

9. Introduction to History of Political Philosophy, 5: “Socrates, it seems, took the primary meaning of ‘nature’ more seriously than any of his predecessors: he realized that ‘nature’ is primarily ‘form’ or ‘idea.’ If this is true, he did not simply turn away from the study of the natural things, but originated a new kind of the study of the natural things—a kind of study in which, for example, the nature or idea of justice, or natural right, and surely the nature of the human soul or man, is more important than, for example, the nature of the sun”; cf., on the other hand, Strauss’s indication in commenting on Husserl in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy: “the study of men’s religious life must be of greater relevance than the study of nature” if it is the case that “the life of the mind as practiced by the thoughtful historians offers to the philosopher a more original and therefore more fundamental material of inquiry than the study of nature,” but that premise in turn is based on Husserl’s view that the phenomena have not natures, but essences (35–36). See Gadamer’s “The Science of the Life-World,” in Philosophical Hermeneutics, translated and edited by David Linge (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 1977).

10. Bolotin, “On Chapters Three and Four,” 3.

11. See Strauss’s question to Collingwood: “… it necessary to refer to Aristotle’s statement that coming into being simply is said only of substances?” (“On Collingwood’s Philosophy of History,” Review of Metaphysics 5:4 [June 1952], 568).

12. See the treatment of love, admiration, and self-admiration in the Introduction above.

13. In the Walgreen Lectures, having shown the decisive importance of origins, Strauss immediately discusses conventionalism’s view of the pre-political origins and also considers the problem of evolution, IV.5.

14. The investigation of the naturalness of the city would have been one of the benefits of the inquiry into origins that Strauss dropped in paragraph 22 and will resume in paragraph 40 through a discussion of Lucretius.

15. See Strauss’s letter to Seth Benardete from December 14, 1966: “I remember that in the Minos there are spurious koina [things in common] which are inferior to the idia [private things]: nomoi [laws] are the most obvious example” (Strauss Archives, Box 4, folder 22).

16. That Strauss thought of a confrontation between Pascal and Lucretius, and of Lucretius together with Plato, is clear from his lecture “Reason and Revelation,” Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, 161–62: Pascal did not have Plato’s experience of “philosophic serenity.” That serenity, and this is the case with Lucretius as well, is far from being based on shallow optimism.

17. But see the notes from Strauss’s notebook on the pre-Socratics quoted above.

18. Earlier in chapter three, Strauss had referred to Plato’s Protagoras as someone who asserts the unnaturalness of the city (nn. 35 and 36) and the naturalness of selfishness and the unnaturalness of justice (n. 38); in n. 41, Strauss refers to a passage in the Protagoras in which Socrates appears to try to persuade Protagoras of “the equation of the good with pleasant” (paragraph 38). Interestingly, the final reference to the Protagoras is at the very end of n. 24 at NRH 150. That note may be taken as an indication of Socrates’ superiority to the pre-Socratics in “understanding the whole complexity of the problem of justice,” an understanding made possible in part by not “rushing through” the stage in which justice presents itself as “identical with citizen-morality.” Yet the “conclusion of the argument” indicated in that note may be expressed “by saying that there cannot be true justice if there is not divine rule or providence,” which is the hidden deepest theme, along with the closely related question of the origins of man and of society, of chapter three.

19. Cf. LAM 47–50, 53–59. In the earlier The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis, Strauss is emphatically critical of Protagoras: “What Plato means by Protagoras’ speech is that Protagoras does not understand the necessary connexion between a justification of the existing state of things and an ‘Epimethean’ doctrine of the foundation of the world or of human civilization, and thus that he does not in the least understand what he is saying” (143n1). Note 47 speaks of an “improved version” of Protagoras’s thesis, both in the Theaetetus, which “goes much beyond conventionalism” (in his course on the Protagoras, however, Strauss refers to the relevant passages in the Theaetetus as if they are expressions of Protagoras’s true view, April 21, 1965) and in the Protagoras. LAM 49: “One cannot make a distinction between the Platonic and the Protagorean elements in the myth of the Platonic Protagoras because the contradictions occurring in that myth are perfectly intelligible as deliberate contradictions of the speaker.”

Chapter 5

1. Social Research, 13:1 (1946), 326–67; a review of Plato’s Theory of Man: An Introduction to the Realistic Philosophy of Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1946).

2. “A Certain Critique of ‘Straussianism,’ ” Review of Politics, 53:1, 3–18.

3. “It was one of Strauss’s most beautiful discoveries to put together logos, being, and soul,” S. Benardete, “Strauss’s Plato,” Argument and the Action, 410 (see also Strauss, On Plato’s Symposium, 253). Other subjects of similar comprehensive cross-examinations are Weber, Cohen, Collingwood, Riezler, Heidegger, and Schmitt (the Socratic examination of the latter being “the first expression, not entirely by accident” of Strauss’s “change in orientation”—the discovery that a return to the “classical (Aristotelian and Platonic) foundation” of “pre-modern rationalism” is possible (SCR 31). See the chapter 1 above.

4. Cf. Bolotin, “The Eleatic Stranger and Parmenides in Plato’s Sophist,” in The Envisioned Life: Essays in Honor of Eva Brann, ed. P. Kalkavage and E. Salem (Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, 2007).

5. In a later letter to Ludwig Edelstein, while saying that he will “suppress all reflections of a fundamental nature” and make remarks that merely “border … on the forbidden question,” Strauss shows continued interest in the Frank piece and especially in a passage in which Frank says that for Plato “the realization of his own arete is the necessary presupposition for the knowledge of the true being,” which makes Plato’s view “irreconcilable” with the “merely theoretical” “Aristotelian concept of philosophy” (the passage is also quoted in Wild’s book: 15–16). Strauss wonders what this arete [virtue] is and, among other things, remarks that “Aristotelian ‘substance’ as primarily ‘this being here’ is closer to ‘personality’ or ‘existence’ [i.e., to a personal God] than Plato’s idea as the true being” (March 12, 1958).

6. On this crucial point, one should note that one is “simplify[ing] the discussion” in saying that classical science “ultimately depends on the possibility of natural theology as a science,” and that Strauss’s quotation marks around “rule” allow one to ground at least the partial intelligibility of the world in the philosophizing activity of the human mind rather than in establishing a “top-down” ruling intelligence (338; cf. WIPP 247, 252).

7. See also Strauss’s critique of Cohen’s dubious attribution of the “social” or “socialist” “ideal” of “modern culture” to “Plato and the Prophets” (SPPP 167–68 and 233–47).

8. Here is a sample of Strauss’s engagement from Kierkegaard in 1946: “The Difficulty in Kierkegaard: … Faith and Socrates are the eternal alternatives—see the “Moral” at the end of the “Phil[osophical] Fragments. …” More specifically: the Socratic question = virtue = knowledge—how can we acquire knowledge? How do we learn the truth?—There appears to be this decisive difficulty in Kierkegaard’s presentation of the issue Jerusalem-Athens. … Jerusalem-Athens, i.e. Christianity-Socrates are the eternal alternatives—the Socratic alternative is possible. The Christian view is thinkable on the basis of paradox: it is the ultimate paradox, and absurd. [But: why this absurdity and not others?] The reasonableness of Christianity: the paradox follows if God is love—the paradox is not impossible, but merely improbable → it is a reasonable hypothesis—the principle of contradiction remains intact. [Reason at its limit is confronted with many possibilities, some less, some more probable. Reason can quietly and soberly discuss them and suspend its judgment—after all, it is a large enough field within its limits—by its successful actualization man becomes happy—yet:] everything within the limit of reason becomes doubtful from the limit.—[but: philosophizing does not become doubtful]” (Strauss Archives, Box 16, folder 11).

Chapter 6

1. See also chapter 8 below.

2. Hobbes’s Critique of Religion and Related Writings, trans. Bartlett and Minkov (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). For an interpretation, see Timothy Burns’s “Leo Strauss on the Origins of Hobbes’s Natural Science,” Review of Metaphysics 64 (June 2011), 823–55.

3. Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Autobiography, translated by Christopher Nadon (New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press, 2007); Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem, translated by Marcus Brainard (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press). What follows in the remainder of this chapter is a revised version of my reviews of the two books, which appeared in Review of Metaphysics, 64 (Sept. 2008), 159–61, and in Die Zeitschrift für Neuere Theologiegeschichte/Journal for the History of Modern Theology, 14, no. 2 (2007), 330–34, respectively.

4. On the subject of what follows, see David Levy, Eros and Socratic Political Philosophy (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013) and Dustin Sebell, The Socratic Turn: Knowledge of Good and Evil in the Age of Science (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).

5. See PAW 141.

Chapter 7

1. The other three are: a course on natural right from 1954 which, in the form we have it, does not always have the lucidity and order of the one from 1962; the 1961 Basic Principles of Classical Political Philosophy; and the 1965 Introduction to Political Philosophy. The 1961 course is remarkable but it is mostly on Aristotle’s political science and thus lacks the comprehensiveness of the course here introduced. Compared to Natural Right 1962, the 1965 survey is both richer in the variety of more recent authors considered and simpler in its structure. It is, in essence, a course on positivism and historicism, on the one hand, and on Aristotle, on the other, lacking the treatment the present course has of the pre-Socratics, Plato, Cicero, and medieval political philosophy, as well as the fullness of discussion of Hobbes and Locke found here.

2. “The teleological view of the universe, of which the teleological view of man forms a part, would seem to have been destroyed by modern natural science. From the point of view of Aristotle—and who could dare to claim to be a better judge in this matter than Aristotle?—the issue between the mechanical and the teleological conception of the universe is decided by the manner in which the problem of the heavens, the heavenly bodies, and their motion is solved [Aristotle, Physics, 196a25ff, 199a35]. Now in this respect, which from Aristotle’s own point of view was the decisive one, the issue seems to have been decided in favor of the nonteleological conception of the universe. Two opposite conclusions could be drawn from this momentous decision. According to one, the nonteleological conception of the universe must be followed up by a nonteleological conception of human life. But this ‘naturalistic’ solution is exposed to grave difficulties: it seems to be impossible to give an adequate account of human ends by conceiving of them merely as posited by desires or impulses. Therefore, the alternative solution has prevailed. This means that people were forced to accept a fundamental, typically modern dualism of a nonteleological natural science and a teleological science of man. This is the position which the modern followers of Thomas Aquinas, among others, are forced to take, a position which presupposes a break with the comprehensive view of Aristotle as well as that of Thomas Aquinas himself. The fundamental dilemma, in whose grip we are, is caused by the victory of modern natural science. An adequate solution to the problem of natural right cannot be found before this basic problem has been solved” (NRH 7–8; see also 78).

3. At one point, Strauss tells a student, “Now listen to me. Forget about my book” before proceeding to explain a point with clarity and passion.

4. On Strauss and Nagel, see also Gildin’s “Introduction” to Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essays by Leo Strauss (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 1989), xiv–xvii.

5. See the first sentence of section §76 “The Existential Origin of Historiography from the Historicity of Dasein” of Being and Time: “That historiography, like every science as a mode of being of Dasein, is factically and actually ‘dependent’ upon the ‘dominant worldview’ needs no discussion” (Heidegger, Being and Time: A Revised Edition of the Stambaugh Translation [Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2010], 373).

6. See chapter 3 above.

7. See also GS III 598 ff., letter to Klein: “the unsolved Humean problem.” See Strauss’s notes on Hume’s attempt to ground science as knowledge of causes and more than a mere sum of impressions or copies of sensations (= ideas of memory) (Box 6, folder 8, Strauss Archives, part of the Strauss 1941 course “Political Philosophy in the Age of Reason,” spring 1941). For Hume, “there is a mechanism of transforming and changing the ideas, a mechanism of imagination which has to account for science.” “Hume insists on the involuntary and secret actions of the mind. Connected with his starting-point, with the distinction between impressions and ideas: impressions = forceful, vivid perceptions. A true proposition is a proposition which is not arbitrary. The non-arbitrariness of truth is found first in the necessity of the impressions—and then, since not all true statements can be formed out of impressions, in the necessity of the mechanism of association … Now, how does Hume account for science … ? (from Hume IV). The basis of science is belief . . .” (Hume V). The basis of science is an instinct, a blind instinct. And instinct is then more important than, and superior to, all conscious and deliberate doings of man. Nature is more trustworthy than reason. Hume’s philosophy is a return to nature. This holds true of his whole philosophy, and in particular of his moral philosophy: the origin of moral distinctions is not reason, but a moral sense, moral sentiment, a moral instinct, a feeling. Man as guide by instinct is in a sense “wiser” than if he is guided by reason. …” Strauss then shows three questionable tacit presuppositions in Hume, all of which are symbolized by the difficulty contained in the “distinction between explanation of knowledge and justification of knowledge—Error and truth are equally determined: the distinction between error and truth cannot be found in the efficient cause.” The three particular difficulties are: (a) “Possible = imaginable. But is imagination really the faculty which judges of possibilities? Is possibility = non-contradiction?” (b) “The causes are not accessible to the sense—for the causes are secret powers. What we see are exclusively isolated sense qualities: the connection between the 2 sets of sensible qualities is merely inferred. (Cf. Hobbes: the causes of natural beings are unknown—because of the incomprehensibility of the workings of God.) Nature is incomprehensible. How does Hume arrive at the view that we do not know nature, the beings?” (c) [T]he imaginary presupposition—Hume starts from an imagined possibility—and this start is to be traced back to the desire to start from an absolutely certain basis: the absolutely certain basis is discovered by the consideration of the imagined possibility (Deus deceptor, etc.). Start from a break with natural certainty.” (See WIPP 233, NRH 124, SPPP 144: Strauss’s references to “universal doubt.”) Yet Strauss himself speaks of the universal doubt or utter bewilderment of the “historian of philosophy.”

Chapter 8

1. An Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essays by Leo Strauss, ed. Gildin (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 1989). See also WIPP 47.

2. The other change is the reinterpretation of “justice, or natural right” in “Machiavelli’s spirit” (89).

3. See the treatment of love, admiration, and self-admiration in the Introduction above.

4. While later in the conclusion to Thoughts, Strauss will seem to fault Machiavelli for his lack of tragedy, elsewhere Strauss writes that “from the point of view of philosophy … man … can live as a philosopher, that is to say, untragically” (“Progress or Return,” RCPR 269).

5. Xenophon “experiments with extreme possibilities—that of beneficent tyranny which was originally established by force and fraud on the one hand, and that of an economics which is about to become pure chrematistics on the other. By the former experiment he paves the way for Machiavelli; by the latter experiment he paves the way for certain post-Machiavellian thinkers” (XSD 203–04).

6. On 35, Strauss says we should provisionally assume Machiavelli was a wise man; true, on 294, Strauss writes that Machiavelli is silent because he has forgotten, but we should also remember the phrases “forgot or denied” and “forgot or rejected” on 175, and note that in his 1972 essay on Machiavelli, Strauss says, “half of Xenophon … is suppressed [i.e., not forgotten] by Machiavelli” (SPPP 227). Cf. “Machiavelli and Classical Literature,” Review of National Literatures, no. 1 (Spring 1970), 3: “But there is no place for Socrates in Machiavelli’s moral universe” (emphasis added).

7. “Socrates does not know of moral virtue as such: virtue is knowledge” (CM 72). Even for Aristotle, while prudence and moral virtue are inseparable from each other (ibid., 24–25), “theoretical understanding or philosophy … does not require moral virtue as moral virtue” (ibid., 6–27). Aristotle “discovers” moral virtue as a way of mediating the tension between the city and philosophy. Machiavelli’s mediation will prove to take place on a lower, more democratic basis.

8. And even if eloquence grew in importance for the philosophers in the wake of revelation (n. 20 in “Some Remarks on the Political Science of Maimonides and Farabi,” trans. Robert Bartlett, Interpretation 18, no. 1 [fall 1990], pp. 3–30).

9. See the end of Strauss’s 1972 essay on Machiavelli: “Machiavelli and Socrates make a common front against the Sophists” in recognizing “the sternness and harshness of politics … which transcends speech,” (SPPP 228).

10. See n. 15 in “Some Remarks on the Political Science of Maimonides and Farabi”; PPH 161–63: the “primacy of foreign policy.”

11. In a 1952 course on Machiavelli, Strauss is reported to have called such a comparison “an exciting topic.”

12. Aristotle’s “suggestions for the improvement of tyrannical government” are “somewhat more moralistic than those made in the Hiero” (OT 127, “Pleasure and Virtue,” n. 5).

13. See AAPL 56–57.

14. “The problem inherent in the surface of things, and only in the surface of things, is the heart of things” (13). See “The Problem of Socrates,” 171, and the Introduction above.

15. The third Walgreen lecture has this statement: “His silence about the soul is more meaningful and revealing than he himself knew,” 16. Strauss continues, “For a more complete understanding of Machiavelli’s teaching and the problem …” and reaches the conclusion that Machiavelli’s “necessities” take the place of the Platonic ideas and, unlike the latter, are “wholly neutral in regard to moral motivation,” ibid. (Cf. Strauss’s reference to Heidegger’s “being” as a fusion of the Platonic ideas and the Biblical god in “Existentialism,” Interpretation 22:3 [Spring 1995], 318.)

16. “Walker’s Machiavelli,” Review of Metaphysics 6 (1952–53), 446.

17. “Machiavelli and Classical Literature,” Review of National Literatures (1970), 25.

18. In the original version of the “Restatement on the Hiero”: “Realizing the connection between the contemplative life and moral virtue …” (Interpretation, 36:1, Fall 2008, 39).

19. On the other hand, “beauty and love,” “laughter” and “wisdom” are the three themes of Xenophon’s Symposium (XS 145).

20. E.g., CM 230–31 (“Wisdom cannot be ‘said.’  It can only be ‘done.’ ”).

21. TOM 297; WIPP 43.

22. As in a number of other cases, the footnote here (n. 218), helps us see through Strauss’s apparent criticism of Machiavelli. In addition to 241–44, it takes us to 280 (the denial of natural sociality), but also to 282–83 (Machiavelli’s “highest form of neutrality” and truth about man and society as the only unqualifiedly common good).

23. The claim that philosophy is undergoing a change in its meaning is indeed striking (though not as strong as NRH 143: “complete change in the meaning of philosophy”) but in assessing the extreme consequences of the change from a contemplative philosophy to an activist one, one has to consider that it is impossible “even for the most far-sighted man to foresee which pseudo-philosophies will emerge, and gain control of the minds of men in the future” (PAW 155). Perhaps Machiavelli’s change in the meaning of philosophy was meant as a new way of introducing philosophy: “Now, not indeed philosophy, but the way in which the introduction to philosophy must proceed, necessarily changes with the change of the artificial or accidental obstacles to philosophy” (ibid.). Strauss speaks of the “modern conception of philosophy” as fundamentally democratic and as having as its end not contemplation but the relief of man’s estate (LAM 19–20). The use of the word “conception” lends itself to being understood as a strategic change from the ancients’ “visionary conception.” Machiavelli’s introduction may no longer be adequate. “But it is conceivable that a particular pseudo-philosophy may emerge whose power cannot be broken but by the most intensive reading of old books” (PAW 155). In the first paragraph of chapter IV of TOM, Machiavelli appears to be put in the same company as Goethe, that is, as someone who still knows or recalls “what philosophy originally meant” (175).

24. TOM 35, 102, 175; and there is a kinship between the aristocracy of pagan Rome and the “hierarchy of Christian Rome,” 316, n. 42. “Machiavelli is the first philosopher who attempted to force chance, to control the future by embarking on a campaign, a campaign of propaganda” (WIPP 46), Machiavelli having acquired this novelty from Christianity: “The victory of Christianity was due to propaganda” (ibid., 45; cf. TOM 173, 297).

25. It is not perfectly precise to say that “[m]odern philosophy comes into being when the end of philosophy is identified with the end which is capable of being actually pursued by all men” unless one understands “identified” to mean, “more precisely,” “asserted to be” (LAM 19).

26. Farabi “may be said to lay the foundation for the secular alliance between philosophers and princes friendly to philosophy, and to initiate the tradition whose most famous representatives in the West are Marsilius of Padua and Machiavelli” (PAW 15).

27. This should be compared with the stronger claim Strauss makes about Machiavelli’s “concern for the realization of the ‘ideal’ [which] led to the lowering of the standards of political life and to the emergence of ‘philosophy of history’ ” (OT 106, n. 5; see also TOM 116) and with Strauss’s remarks about Hobbes’s intention to “guarantee the actualization of wisdom” (NRH 169ff.).

28. Strauss refers to a text in which Hegel explains how the arrival of Christianity has removed the fundamental distinction between philosophers and non-philosophers by having opened up the truth to everyone.

29. The footnote that includes the reference to Hegel (and Plato’s Republic—perhaps 494a, among others), n. 221, takes us to 171–73 (Machiavelli’s spiritual warfare and propaganda against Christianity) and 251–53 (which passage, while saying that Aristotle may have underestimated human malleability, also says that Machiavelli is “far from being a worshiper of success” [SA 46] and that the core of his thought is found in the uncovering of “necessities” that help free us from the spell of false opinions: “Do you believe that some god will protect you and carry you off from here?”).

30. This is not to say that Machiavelli endorses unlimited expansionism (261).

31. As Seth Benardete, the recipient of Strauss’s multiple, detailed letters on Thoughts on Machiavelli as Strauss was writing the book, puts it in a letter to Strauss upon reading the finished product, “[Thoughts on Machiavelli] represents, as I gather, a radicalization of Natural Right, which has led to a higher estimate on my part of the difficulties inherent in philosophy; for, to express it classically, Machiavelli questions the separability of thumos from nous, and dianoia from nous, or genesis and poiesis from ousia; and these appear equivalent to the problem of cosmology vs. philosophy, or this world vs. the whole” (December 27, 1958).

32. While Machiavelli takes “the extreme step of questioning the supremacy of contemplation,” a questioning that can certainly be philosophic (see the end of Strauss’s Marsilius essay, HPP 294), the classics’ holding up of contemplation as the model life may be connected to their aristocratic prejudice or premise, that is to their effort to mediate between philosophy and the city by assimilating philosophy to magnanimity. See Strauss’s emphatic (and, as he would know, questionable) coupling of contemplation with pride in CM 3, 42, as well as TOM 207. The “necessity to sin” secures the “knowers of the world” against “both pride or arrogance and humility or abjectness” (192; also 238). The Romans had falsely believed that they could “vanquish pride with humility” (118, 146). Machiavelli, in turns, attempts to replace humility by humanity (207).

33. This is parallel to the situation in Lucretius: “Nothing is more alien to wisdom than that with which wisdom is above everything else concerned: the atoms and the void. The first things are in no way a model for man” (“Notes on Lucretius,” LAM 94).

Concluding Remarks

1. See chapter 3 above.

2. See chapter 4 above.

3. Note from March 27, 1946, Strauss Archives, Box 18, folder 9.

4. October 25, 1954 (Strauss Archives). The letter continues: “but the technai [arts], even skutotomike [shoe-making], as distinguished from sophistry, have an edge compared with eusebeia [piety]. Doko moi memathekenai ton theon Platona ainitttesthai toiauta en toutoisi toisi logoisi. [Seems to me I have learned this from what Plato hints at in these logoi {Aristotle, Politics II}]. But, as the Muslims say, [in Arabic]: Allah scientissimus est.]” See also the letter from June 7, 1962: “I had hitherto thought that the Sophist and the Statesman are meant to answer the question ‘what is knowledge’ and hence since knowledge has to do with ideas, ‘what is an idea.’ ” Consider Kennington’s remark in a letter to Bradford Wilson from August 17, 1982: “[Benardete’s] chief thesis [in his essay on City and Man] was that the ‘indeterminate dyad’ is a principal concept used by Strauss, not only in the manifestly political parts of Platonic thought, but throughout the length and breadth of Platonic philosophy—and Strauss’s”; in a letter to Strauss (November 22, 1966), Benardete suggests that the “indeterminate dyad” (see Aristotle’s Metaphysics 990b17 and the many references in Metaphysics Mu and Nu) is nothing but the dichotomies between the technai and epistemai in Plato’s Sophist.

5. NRH 83, n. 3. See chapter 4 above.

6. See chapters 1 and 3 above. Cf. Husserl, Analysen zur Passiven Synthesis: Aus Vorlesungs- und Forschungsmanuskripten 1918–1926 (Husserliana: Edmund Husserl—Gesammelte Werke, Band 11), ed. Margot Fleischer (Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff, 1966), 120.

7. NRH 123.

8. NRH 122–25. As Richard Kennington puts it at the conclusion of a course on the Republic: “Let us consider one of the great issues: what is it that separates us from Plato or Aristotle? One could say it is the notion that there is a whole with a necessary intelligibility. The whole must be as it is and is knowable, even though we humans do not know with necessity the whole. For Plato this does not mean that we have knowledge of the being of things, which includes knowledge of their principles (origins) or the coming-into-being of things, as we find in Aristotle. But both Plato and Aristotle teach that there is an intelligible whole that is complete or final in itself, i.e., it is not in a state of becoming or incompleteness, even though our knowledge of it is incomplete. And this is alien to us now. Frequently one says that the problem of the whole (complete or incomplete? intelligible or unintelligible?) is on the side of the subject. This is not the case for Aristotle who said that our knowing is to the first intelligibles as the eyes of bats are to the sunlight. So we can’t know the final intelligibles. But that doesn’t mean the whole is unintelligible. It just means that there is a deficiency in our human capacities. We are not fully able to take in that final intelligible. For example, the shortness of life or of the mature period of life in which we can think is one sense of human incapacity. Human weakness is not necessarily an argument against the final intelligibility.” (I am grateful to Richard Hassing for making his notes from the course available to me.)

9. See the section “Straussian Cosmology” in chapter 3 above.

10. For an accessible account of the political presuppositions of the most formal mathematical project, see David Leavitt’s The Man Who Knew Too Much: Alan Turing and the Invention of the Computer (London: Phoenix, 2006), 38–39. For a comprehensive analysis of the problem of clear, complete, and decidable logic, see David Lachterman’s “Hegel and the Formalization of Logic,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal 12, no. 1 and 2, 153–236. For the most penetrating treatment of Lachterman’s critique of Klein’s understanding of being and number, see Hopkins’s The Origin of the Logic of Symbolic Mathematics: Edmund Husserl and Jacob Klein (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 218, n. 81.

11. As mentioned in the preface and in chapter 3 above, Strauss taught the Theaetetus with Alexandre Koyré and Kurt Riezler at the New School in the fall of 1944.

12. Cf. “Existentialism,” Interpretation 22:3 (Spring 1995), 303–04.

13. Cf. WIPP 38–39 and TOM 298. For Strauss’s treatment of the Theaetetus-Sophist-Statesman trilogy, see HPP 68–77 (including this remark: “The most obvious indication of every human being’s incompleteness and at the same time of the manner in which it can be completed is the distinction of the human race into the two sexes: just as the union of men and women, the primary goal of eros, makes ‘man’ self-sufficient for the perpetuity, not to say sempiternity, of the human species, all other kinds of incompleteness to be found in men are completed in the species, in the ‘idea,’ of man. The whole human race, and not any part of it, is self-sufficient as a part of the whole, and not as the master or conqueror of the whole”), as well as the notes—likely Kennington’s—from Strauss’s remarkable course on the Statesman in the winter quarter of 1954 (which includes this remark: “Plato agrees with Parmenides more than with any other philosopher. Plato agrees: the whole is gnostic, intelligible … He differs from Parmenides: the gnostic whole consists of heterogeneous parts. Noetic whole is the theme of philosophy. …” Cf. the Introduction and chapter 3 above; Strauss regarded noeton as “so erroneously translated as the intelligible.” The whole may indeed be “unintelligible” but even to say this much is to “admit to having some understanding of the whole.” The meaning of “intelligibility then is that “man as man necessarily has an awareness of the whole” (JPCM 122). See also this remark in the January 3, 1957 session of Strauss’s course on the Gorgias: “… the Republic leads up to a teaching, the Gorgias leads up to a teaching, but the Theaetetus, for example leads up to a question.”

14. See the Appendix below.

15. As Strauss’s friend Jacob Klein once put it, in the order of things, the thinking human being is the peak and yet not the peak. Though inadequate wakefulness and openness characterize the human endeavor, even at its most proficient, the happiness of the philosophic human being is the intermittent sharing in the timeless being-at-work of mind. See Jacob Klein: Lectures and Essays, ed. Williamson and Zuckerman (Annapolis: St. John’s College Press, 1985), 194. Cf. Richard Kennington’s review in Review of Metaphysics, 41:1 (Sept 1987), 144–49 and Hopkins’ The Origin of the Logic of Symbolic Mathematics: Edmund Husserl and Jacob Klein.

16. See also the letter to Klaus Oehler, November 27, 1962 (Strauss Archives, box 4, folder 14)—in reaction to Oehler’s Die Lehre vom noetischen und dianoetischen Denken bei Platon und Aristoteles (München: C. H. Beck, 1962). See also Bruell on Aristotle’s “manly insistence” on significance of here and now, despite a potentiality “beyond the things” and therewith beyond the truth that they are (where truth is equated with the things we experience.) “… Through a manly insistence perhaps the truth may remain the measure even for that transcendent potentiality. … It is perhaps in what is most manifest to us that the necessity sought by science is to be found in its least questionable form … Science is possible then, even if we lack access to beings of the permanence ascribed to the ideas … For science itself must be understood; and, as a concern of man, it must be understood in light of the human concern that is deeper than it is and therefore, at bottom, its source. And the concern with life is inseparable from concern for the permanence of the whole which is home to our life, and hence for whatever would secure that permanence” (Aristotle as Teacher: His Introduction to a Philosophic Science [South Bend, IN: St. Augustine Press, 2014]). Cf. Carey’s review in St. John’s Review, vol. 57:1, 120–48.

17. See chapters 1 and 2 above.

18. Quoted by Jeffrey Bernstein in Leo Strauss on the Borders of Philosophy, History, and Judaism (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2015), 198, n. 57. Cf. WIPP 39–40. See also the engagement with Pascal in chapter 4 above.

Appendix

1. In an explanatory note to “transcendental” Strauss quotes: “das Wort: transscendental … bedeutet nicht etwas, das über alle Erfahrung hinausgeht, sondern was vor ihr (a priori) zwar vorhergeht, aber doch zu nichts Mehrerem bestimmt ist, als lediglich Erfahrungserkenntnis möglich zu machen. Wenn diese Begriffe die Erfahrung überschreiten, dann heißt ihr Gebrauch transscendent, welcher von dem immanenten, d. i. auf Erfahrung eingeschränkten Gebrauch unterschieden wird” (Prolegg. Cassirer IV 129 n.) [… the word transcendental … does not signify something passing beyond all experience, but some. thing that indeed precedes it (a priori), but that is intended simply to make cognition of experience possible. If these conceptions overstep experience, their employment is termed transcendent, a word which must be distinguished from transcendental, the latter being limited to the immanent use, that is, to experience].
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