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Prologue

eo Strauss was one of the preeminent political philosophers of the twen-
L tieth century. Although most of his work took the form of investiga-
tions in the history of political philosophy, his intentions were not
simply those of a historian of ideas. His investigations had a philosophical
and even, to a degree, a political purpose. His chief goal in both his histori-
cal and his more strictly philosophical writings was the restoration of po-
litical philosophy as a meaningful, even urgent enterprise. To that end, he
delivered stinging critiques of two modern intellectual movements, posi-
tivism and historicism, that seemed to make political philosophy no longer
possible. Strauss’s historical inquiries led him to put forward a number of
highly controversial theses about the course of Western philosophical his-
tory. He placed the beginning of political philosophy, which he presented
as anew beginning for philosophy altogether, with Socrates, who, as Cicero
said, “brought philosophy down from the Heavens and into the cities.” Soc-
rates founded a tradition of political philosophy that lasted, in several im-
portant variants, until Machiavelli, who revolutionized philosophy and
instituted modern political philosophy, or more simply, modernity. Later
thinkers subjected the tradition inaugurated by Machiavelli to very sig-
nificant modifications, called by Strauss “waves” in a complex intertextual
reference to Plato’s Republic. The upshot of these modifications was the
movement that Strauss called historicism, a movement that reached its full-
est expression in the thinking of Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heideg-
ger and that claimed to bring philosophy as previously known to an end.
Strauss’s philosophic activity might be understood as an effort to reestab-
lish rationalism by showing that the death spiral of philosophy in mod-
ern times was a failure not of philosophic rationalism as such but rather of
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[2] PrROLOGUE

modern philosophy. That death spiral provoked him to explore premod-
ern philosophy as an alternative, which, he argued, if understood properly,
proved immune to the critique of the philosophic tradition mounted in
modernity and provided the basis for the revival of rationalism.

Strauss always emphasized the importance of beginning with the sur-
face. Following his advice we begin with the most surface observations
about him: he has been hounded by controversy, both about what he
thought and about its value. We thus begin by asking, why all this contro-
versy? Three answers come to mind, all of which we shall follow out to vary-
ing degrees in this book.

The Fusion of History and Philosophy

The first answer has to do with the particular character of Strauss’s work.
Most of his published writing took the form of historical studies of think-
ers—most often canonic thinkers—of the philosophic tradition. As a re-
sult, Strauss himself is often difficult to find in his works. One senses that
he is there, but where? Do any —or all —of the thinkers he explicates speak
for him? Or are his readers free to pick and choose, selecting what seems
to them to comport with their intimations, or premonitions, or prejudices
about Strauss? Politics often plays a role in how readers pick and choose
among Strauss’s various explications of texts. He is known or thought to be
some sort of conservative, and how readers stand toward conservatism in
many cases determines what in his studies readers hearken to.

Strauss tends to fade into the authors he is interpreting.' Rather than
cultivating an authorial voice that stands above and outside the thinker
under consideration, Strauss attempts to become a mouthpiece for the
thinker, to display the inner logic of the thought by reconstructing it from
the inside, so to speak. Thus he takes on the voice of major characters in
Platonic dialogues, of Xenophon, of Machiavelli, of Hobbes, of Nietzsche,
of Schmitt, and of many others, with all of whom Strauss cannot possibly
agree—although some of his critics seem to think that he does.

We are inclined to believe that this mode of presenting his interpre-
tations is the single largest source of the controversy we so often see con-
cerning the content of his thought. He does seem to be voicing Thrasyma-
chus, and Maimonides, and Locke. But Strauss does not write like this, as
the ventriloquist of the canon, in order to endorse the thinkers he studies.
He writes in this way in order to satisfy his interpretive standard that one
must seek to understand an author as he understood himself. How better
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to do that than to attempt to reconstruct the thought and bring it to life as
the thinker thought it?

We do not believe that Strauss leaves his readers so adrift that they are
without guidance as to where he stands vis-a-vis the thinkers he studies.
True, he does not usually engage in the sort of critical analysis characteristic
of the modern philosophic academy. As often as not, he proceeds by setting
up a dialogue among thinkers in the tradition, and allows himself to stand
back and let, say, Rousseau take on Hobbes. But he does let us know what
he thinks of the contest and of its winners and losers. So he considers the
later modern critique of early modern political philosophy to be cogent.
But it is not success alone that determines his judgment, for he argues that
the early moderns, who seem to have routed the classical philosophers, did
not deserve their apparent victory. If readers would pay attention to his
sometimes subtle guideposts, they would find it easier to locate Strauss
himself in his texts.

But there is a broader question lurking in the surface character of
Strauss’s corpus: Why does he devote himself to the study of the thought
of others rather than turn directly to the problems of political philosophy
themselves? The thinkers he lavishes attention on were not oblivious to
those who preceded them in the enterprise of political philosophy, but
none of them devotes the bulk of his work to textual explication, as Strauss
does. Machiavelli, for example, describes in a general way all his prede-
cessors as unhelpful utopians and addresses particular authors, like Poly-
bius, to contest one point or another that arises in the study of politics. But
Machiavelli’s focus is never merely on the thought of the past. Strauss the
thinker would be much easier to lay hands on if he proceeded as Machia-
velli did and addressed his themes directly. It is easy, in other words, to con-
fuse Strauss with an intellectual historian. He always had great respect for
intellectual history when well done, but he clearly aspired to being some-
thing else, a political philosopher. So much of his activity as a political phi-
losopher looks like intellectual history, because he maintained that our era
calls for an unprecedented “fusion of history and philosophy.” That is to say,
political philosophy today can be adequately carried on only in intimate
conjunction with history and historical studies. This conviction accounts
for the overall character of Strauss’s work, but at the same time it is deeply
paradoxical, for he also drew a firm distinction between historical studies
(inquiries into what this or that philosopher thought) and philosophy (in-
quiry into the truth of the matter). Philosophy today must both fuse with
history and remain distinct from it. That paradoxical combination tends to
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distinguish Strauss on the one side from historicists, who accept the idea of
fusion, and from political philosophers in the analytic tradition, like John
Rawls, who engage in political philosophy in more or less complete inde-
pendence from historical studies.

We present a detailed account of that paradox in chapter 2 below. For
now let us simply mention the most pressing reason for Strauss’s call for
this fusion of history and philosophy. Philosophy, Strauss thought for rea-
sons we discuss in chapter 3, must begin with prephilosophic opinion, but
opinion in our post-Enlightenment age is thoroughly pervaded or infected
by residues of earlier philosophy. Already in the early nineteenth century
Thomas Jefferson could speak of the chief concepts of Lockean political
philosophy as “the common sense of the subject,” a judgment that surely
could not have been shared by Aristotle or Confucius or Isaiah. Moreover,
it is not only Locke who has come to be part of our common opinions and
concepts, but Machiavelli, Montesquieu, Marx, and many others. Strauss
endorsed the Platonic image of the cave—we humans normally live in a
cave defined by our opinions, the ascent from which constitutes the ac-
tivity of philosophizing. But, Strauss thinks, we now live in a cave beneath
the cave. Our cave is constituted by the layer upon layer of philosophically
derived opinions that have become part of the atmosphere of thought we
breathe. One response to this situation is the unreflective path of Rawls:
he takes the consensus of opinion he finds in our cave as the necessary and
sufficient starting point for constructive philosophizing. Strauss would say
that Rawls only digs himself yet deeper —perhaps constructing another
cave beneath the first two. Strauss follows a more radical, but slower and
more tentative path. One must begin with an effort to clarify the opin-
ions constituting our cave, and that can be done only via studies in the
history of political philosophy. Such studies aim to reconnect our dead or
smoldering stubs and residues of philosophic thought with their sources so
that these thoughts can live for us again. Such studies can awaken us to the
alternatives that lie undigested and unintegrated in our common opinions.
History of philosophy, as Strauss understands it, is merely propaedeutic to
philosophy proper, but a necessary propaedeutic nonetheless. (See chap-
ter 8 below.)

Esotericism

A second reason for the elusiveness of Leo Strauss the political philoso-
pher derives from one of his major discoveries in his studies of the history



PROLOGUE [5]

of philosophy—his rediscovery of philosophic rhetoric, or the distinction
between esoteric and exoteric writing. The first political philosopher, Soc-
rates, did not write at all, because he thought that writings say the same
things to everybody, whereas the correct way of proceeding is to say differ-
ent things to different people, according to what suits them. Accordingly,
Socrates rarely gave speeches to large groups of listeners; he usually chose
instead to engage in one-at-a-time exchanges with individuals. Philosophic
writing cannot proceed as Socrates did, but, Strauss discovered, philoso-
phers prior to the modern era did write in such a way as to capture some-
thing of the Socratic way. They wrote so that different readers could find
different things in their texts. They wrote so that only the most thought-
ful, persistent, and philosophically minded readers were apt to penetrate
to their deepest thoughts. One reason they wrote in that way was to blunt
or even conceal the degree to which philosophy was in its very nature an
activity that challenged and sometimes overturned the basic opinions on
which societies necessarily rest. Unlike modern or Enlightenment thinkers,
premodern philosophers did not have an agenda that called for the whole-
sale refashioning of reigning opinion; they accepted the fact that a wholly
enlightened society is not possible. Society will always rest on only more or
less true opinions about matters crucial to the ongoing health or viability
of society.

Many misunderstandings swirl around Strauss’s notion of the neces-
sarily unphilosophic character of society and the beliefs on which societies
rest. His point is not the one often taken to be his: since the conventional
views are not wholly true, they must be wholly false. Those who draw this
conclusion are quick to assume that Strauss simply negates conventional
views, and that he therefore must be an immoralist or nihilist. No—as he
makes especially clear in his analysis of Plato’s Republic, the reigning views
are partial truths; the whole truth incorporates rather than simply rejects
the truth contained in opinion. (See chapter 5 below.) Not entirely un-
like Hegel, Strauss sees the transcended partial truths transformed, but re-
tained in a larger, more comprehensive truth (albeit one that may consist
in awareness of the enduring problems or alternatives, rather than a uni-
fying synthesis).?

The Straussian philosopher may arrive at an understanding that sup-
ports in important ways the dominant opinions in a country, but along
the way he intransigently challenges those opinions. Philosophers ques-
tion what is taken for granted and insist on inquiring into what is held to
be sacred and undeniable. Philosophy in its raw form has a natural ten-
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dency to run afoul of the keepers of authoritative opinion, and all premod-
ern societies had such keepers. Concern with its public face is thus a self-
protective garb for philosophers. Substituting “philosophy” for “learning,”
Strauss agreed with Alexander Pope:

A little learning is a dangerous thing;
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring.

In Strauss’s terms, this means that philosophy can be harmful not only for
the philosopher but also for those who imbibe some but not all of the ac-
tivity. Some individuals can be shaken in their healthy commitment to the
norms of their society without going all the way to philosophy and the re-
orientation that it gives to a human life. A little philosophy can undermine
the authority of the norms without providing anything to replace it. Since
it is highly unlikely that most individuals will or can make the transition to
the philosophic life and consequently highly likely that they will continue
to live their lives in the realm of opinion, it is an act of moral and social re-
sponsibility to be concerned about what one says in public to those who
will not “drink deeply” at “the Pierian spring.”

Strauss’s theory of esotericism has produced understandable contro-
versy, both about the general theory and about the often disturbingly novel
readings of the philosophers it has produced. Another kind of controversy,
more relevant in our own immediate context, concerns Strauss’s writings
themselves. He announced the maxim that an author writes as he reads—
and whether that maxim is true of all the authors in the canon or not, it
would appear most likely to hold true of the person who formulated it.
Thus many of the most sophisticated readers of Strauss are certain that he
too engaged in esoteric writing.* But as many of his critics say when they
challenge his application of the theory to authors like Xenophon or Locke,
it is extremely difficult to pin down an esoteric writer. How can one find
one’s bearings in a text when one cannot take at face value what an author
says? This same difficulty besets those who seek to read Strauss himself eso-
terically.

Strauss, of course, had a response to these worries. He does not think
that “reading between the lines” can ever produce a definitive reading of
a text, but he also denies that the esotericism thesis is a warrant for un-
disciplined and willful reading.® Among other things, he insists that before
reading between the lines one must read what is on the lines—and take
that with the utmost seriousness (PAW, 30-31). Unless there is reason to
question what is said on the lines, that should be taken as the author’s in-
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tent and meaning. Esoteric readings require actual evidence; admittedly at
times that evidence is indirect and inferential, but there must be more to it
than the application of a syllogism of the following sort:

A writes esoterically;
A says Y openly and on the surface;

Therefore, A must really affirm not-Y.

Unfortunately, much of the effort to read Strauss esoterically has this char-
acter. In the case of any other author it would be laughable to dismiss the
many strong statements in favor of rule of law and constitutionalism Strauss
makes and insist that he actually favors tyranny and even National Social-
ism, as some of his readers have claimed. (See chapter 9 below.) Putting
aside such extreme misreadings, it is undeniable that Strauss writes, if not
esoterically, then extremely subtly, a fact that contributes to the difficulty
even responsible and careful scholars have in pinning him down.

We have responded to this difficulty in the following two-pronged man-
ner. The subtleties of Strauss’s texts require close attention. He constructed
each essay and each book with immense care, and understanding him re-
quires equally careful attention to each piece as a piece. Thus many of our
chapters consist of close analyses of individual essays or chapters, analyses
aimed at capturing his thinking at what we might call the microscopic
level. In these chapters we make a point of following him as attentively as
we can. But there are also parts of our book that operate macroscopically,
that attempt to present the forest without losing sight of the trees. Thus, for
example, in chapter 3 we present an overview of Strauss's rereading of the
philosophic tradition, set off against Martin Heidegger's parallel but very
different account of Western philosophy. Understanding Strauss requires
this sort of bifocal view of his corpus, whereby the microscopic and macro-
scopic inform and check each other.

Whether we have succeeded in unraveling Strauss’s thought or not,
whether he engaged in full-blown esotericism or what we have elsewhere
called pedagogical reserve, it is certain that he writes in a way that makes
it difficult to say with certainty what the chief conclusions of his thinking
are or, in many cases, what the reasoning leading to his conclusions is. In a
word, Strauss’s way of writing constitutes a second ground for the difficulty
his readers have had in pinning down just what he does say.



