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A

very curious piece appeared on the Op-Ed pageedfie¢w York Timesn June 7, 2003. Its tnor
was Jenny Strauss Clay, a professor of classitgedtniversity of Virginia, and the title was, “T
Real Leo Strauss.” Highlighted in a box midway daiva page were the words, “My father wi
teacher, not a right-wing guru.” Clay wrote,

Recent news articles have portrayed my father,3teauss, as the

mastermind behind the neoconservative ideologuesashtrol United

States foreign policy. He reaches out from his 88ryold grave, we are

told, to direct a ‘cabal’ (a word with distinct &&emitic overtones) of

Bush administration figures hoping to subject threekican people to rule

by a ruthless elite. | do not recognize the Lea@s presented in these

articles.
The “recent articles” had appeared in an array afjaaines and newspapers, including e
York Times the Boston Globge the International
Herald Tribunge andThe New Yorkern only one g
these does the term “cabal’” appear. That one
Seymour Hersh’sNew Yorkerarticle, the openi
line of
which is, “They call themselves, self-mockin
‘The Cabal,” a small cluster of policy advisers
analysts now based in the Pentagon's Offic
Special Plans.” Abram Schulsky, “a scholarly eX
in the works of the political philosopher
Strauss,” directs this self-identified cabal, adoog
to Hersh.

In Clay’s apologia on behalf of her father, she ter
“My father was not a politician. He taught politica|
theory, primarily at the University of Chicago.”i#
not incidental that Leo Strauss rarely, if evefeneed to what he taught as political theory, Inatt t
is another thing that I will come back to. “He waasonservative insofar as he did not think that
change is necessarily for the better,” which iather bland description of a conservative. “Leo
Strauss believed,” she wrote,
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In the intrinsic dignity of the political. He belied in and defended liberal
democracy, although he was not blind to its flaMe felt it was the best
form of government that could be realize, ‘the laett hope.” He was an



enemy of any regime that aspired to global domimatHe despised

utopianism, in our time Nazism and communism, wiscpredicated on a

denial of a fundamental and even noble featuraiofdn nature, love of

one’s own. His heroes were Churchill and Lincoln.
Keep in mind aew of the things that come up in this paragrajamong these is the notion of f
“dignity of political.” We still need to know exdgtwhat Leo Strauss thought the political was
well as what he thought liberal democracy was anghat sense he wasdefender of it. The use
the word “regime” on the part of his daughter i¢ antirely innocent, as we will see later on,
the notion that Churchill and Lincoln were his hesoand on the other hand that Nazism
communism were the things that he abhorrédm going to come back to all of those things ue
course.
Prof. Clay went on to say, “The fact is that Leosa8ss"—and this is very important and is
reason why the issue here is ultimately of muchentiban academic interest—

Also recognized a multiplicity of readers, but faglenough faith in his

author to assume that they, too, recognized tlegt\would have a diverse

readership. Some of their readers, the ancienligedawould want only t

find their own views and prejudices confirmed. @shaight be willing to

open themselves to new, perhaps unconventionalppular, ideas. |

personally think my father’s rediscovery of the @rtvriting for different

kinds of readers will be his most lasting legacy.
Strauss’ students are awaof the impression their admiration for him makesoutsiders. Alle
Bloom was the best known of those students thamksstbest-selling 1987 arggalitarian diatrib
The Closing of the American Mindnd more recently to his having been “outed” ksydid frienc
Saul Bellow in Bellow’s novelRavelstein In his tribute to his former teacher, publishdter
Strauss’s death, Bloom observed that “those of lus know him saw in him such a power of m
such a unity and purpose of life, such a raretuné of the human elements resulting i
harmonious expression of the virtues, moral andllettual, that our account of him is likely
evoke disbelief or ridicule from those who have ereexperienced a man of this qualitialoom’s
rhetorical strategy here of appropriating a pr@datriticism—the fawning admiration Straussii
have for their teacher/founder and turning it abthalso has the effect of demarcating an “out-
group” that does not understand from an riaugp that has experienced the truth, which is a
characteristic feature of the style and substaheéiat makes a Straussian.
It is partly the aura that emanates from Strauagsdlves credence to the claims of conspiracy \
Straussians are invad in something, if that is in fact the claim thagtople make. Mo
particularly, the prominence given to the notioraatharismatic founder within the Straussian
means that it quickly begins to look like a cult.

*

WHO WAS LEO STRAUSS? HE WAS BORN INGERMANY IN 1899and died in the United States in 1¢
As was the case for many German Jewish intellestofhis generation, he was active in Je'
youth groups in the 1920s. The ones that he was\ad with were mostly inspired by the Gerr
nationalist youth movement. In Strauss’s case, he adntine sense of spiritual unity that \
promulgated in these German youth groups and itthaissort of nationalist or spiritual elem
that was appealing to him. He wrote a book on Samublished 1930 and left Germany in 19
on a Rockefeller Foundation grant for research banfas Hobbes in Paris and London. He
thus in Paris when the Nazis took power. Howevéruss should not be confused with the anti-
Nazi refugees who soon arrived in the French chferause at this time he was a committed anti-



liberal, in the German sense of anti-liberal, whishto say, among other things, an anti-
parliamentarian. Also in 1932, he wrote an extendadew of a book by the German legal
political theorist Carl Schmitt entitlehe Concept of the Politicaih which Schmitt articulated t
notion that the core of the political problem ig tistinction between friends and enemies. Sc
later became a member of the Nazi party and argdtjure n the main legal organization of
Third Reich. In Strauss’s review, he criticized ®ath from the political right. He argued that *
critique introduced by Schmitt against liberalisenc. . . be completed only if one succeec
gaining a horizon bend liberalism. In such a horizon Hobbes completieel foundation ¢
liberalism. A radical critique of liberalism is thupossible only on the basis of an adec
understanding of Hobbes.” His point was that Schwds,in his criticisms of liberalism, workir
within the bounds of liberal society because libsna had become so dominant that it was diffi
see beyond it anymore, and it was thus necessay back to Hobbes to see what was there b
What was ther before was a very strong sense of the absolat®iimies of good and evil. F
Strauss, Hobbes represents the foundation of lieeraand modernism in the claim that tr
notions of good and evil are nominalist; they siyngb not exist in anythingtber than ot
judgment about them. So Strauss was suggestingythathad to go back before liberalismr
reconnect with the sort of absolutist distinctiamon which Schmitt was attempting to grounc
political.

German scholar Karl Lowith. This letter is include an edition of Strauss’ works and letters that
has not been translated. Strauss wrote to Lowitay 1933, five months after Hitler’s
appointment as Chancellor and a month after impheatien of the first antdewish legislation, thi
“Just because Germany has turned to the right aseékpelled us,” meaning Jews, “it simply does
not follow that the principles of the right are th#re to be rejected. To the contrary, only an th
basis of principles of the right—fascist, authatéa, imperial [emphasis in original]—is it possible
in a dignified manner, without the ridiculous antifpl appeal to ‘the inalienable rights of man’ to
protest against the mean nonentity,” the mean rtapdaeing the Nazi party. In other words, he is
attacking the Nazis from the right in this lettéte wrote that he had been reading Caesar’s
Commentariesand valued Virgil's judgment that, “under impémale the subjected are spared and
the proud are subdued.” And he concluded, “thereireason to crawl to the cross, even to the
cross of liberalism, as long as anywhere in thddvibre spark glimmers of Roman thinking. And
moreover, better than any cross is the ghetto.”

Two months later, in July 1933, he wrote to Schwlie did not realize that Schmitt had joined
Nazi party, or seemed not to fully understand wihat regime was about in terms of its anti-
Semitism—asking for help in getting entrée to CémrMaurras, the French rigiving Catholic
leader of theAction FrancaiseWhat all of this suggests is that in the 1930al®s was not an anti-
liberal in the sense in which we commonly mean i*Bbéral” today, but amanti-democratin &
fundamental sense, a true reactionary. Strauss@rasbody who wantei go back to a previot
pre-liberal, prebourgeois era of blood and guts, of imperial domiamg of authoritarian rule, -
pure fascism. Like Schmitt, what Strauss hated ulliberalism, among other things, was
inability to make absolute judgmenits inability to take action. And, like Schmitte Isought a we
out in a kind of prdiberal decisiveness. | would suggest that thiscdpson of fascis
authoritarian, imperial principles accurately dédses the current imperial project of the Undite
States. Because of this, examining the foundatielemhents of Strauss’s political theory helps t
see something important about our current situatrmependently of any kind of Straussian di
influence, although there is certainly some of.that



I n 1935, Strauss published a book on Hobbes asawedl book entitle@hilosophy and LawThe

latter, on Maimonides and other Jewish theme$i@dbok in which he announced the discove
what he called “the forgotten kind of writing,” which his daughter referred. This entailed wri
for different kinds of audiences simultaneouslya8¢s had been working on Maimonides an
came to the conclusion that in order to understdatmonides he had to understand the write
whom Maimonides waeelating and that led Strauss to Alfarabi, the reedl Islamic philosophe
In these authors, and in Machiavelli and Spinozal altimately in Plato, Strauss thinks tha
discovered something about the way that they wiat@n oral presentation em¢id “A Giving of
Accounts,” recorded near the end of his life, hid,s& arrived at a conclusion that | can statehie
form of a syllogism: philosophy is the attempt éplace opinion by knowledge, that opinion is
element of the city, hence philmghy is subversive, hence the philosopher musewmisuch a we
that he will improve rather than subvert the cityliat is, the philosopher has to conceal what
actually doing.
In other words, the virtue of a philosopher’s thiougs a certain kind ofnania
[inspired frenzy], while the virtue of the philodug’s public speech isophrosyne
[discretion or moderation]. Philosophy is as su@ngpolitical, transreligious, and
transmoral, but the city is and ought to be moral eeligious. . . . To illustrate this
point, moral man, merely moral man, tkedosgathosn the common meaning of the
term [that is, the good man], is not simply closethe philosopher than a man of the
dubious morality of Alcibiades.
The suggestion here is that philosophy always ha®tomglerground, to conceal itself in some
because philosophy deals with truth while socistpased on opinion and truth subverts opil
This is the basis of what Strauss calls a “philésopolitics.” In his bookOn Tyranny about whic
| will have more to say below, he explains:
In what then does philosophic politics consist? sktisfying the city that the
philosophers are not atheists, that they do natatate everything sacred to the city,
that they reverence what the city reverences, ttigt are not subversives, in short
that they are not irresponsible adventurers butdgatizens and even the best of
citizens. This is the defense of philosophy thas wejuired always and everywhere,
whatever the regime might have been.
Philosophers have to convince the city that theyrast subversive. What is entailed here is
philosophers such as Maimonides and the othershthatescribed wrote for at least twifetent
audiences. To one audience was addressed thelsd-@abtericmeaning of their texts, which w
the edifying, superficial level, while to anotherdéence was addressed esotericmeaning, whic
is embedded in the text but which only some pe@pé capable of drawing out. This “discoven
what his daughter says is going to be his lastmgrdution. Now there is something right ak
the claim that some writers conceal to some degtet their real intention is, but Strauss ra
this olservation to an art form, or thought that it wased to an art form by the authors with wt
he was dealing.
What is particularly interesting about this to msethat while he described this quite clearly in
middle 1930s, in his study of Alfarabn@é Maimonides, he did not himself start to writetims
mode until he came to the United States in 193és Ehan issue concerning Strauss that pe
gloss over too easily. The question, starkly poseavhy did Strauss himself start to write in
esoteric/exoteric manner only after he came toapef” society, to the United States? It is ¢
said that Strauss’s discovery was somehow situatéefms of the Nazi regime and its repres:



but that does not explain why he would only reverthis kind of writing when he came her:
suggest that Strauss’s political position, whichadrgculated in the letter to Lowith and in
critique of Schmitt, never fundamentally changeat, Wwhen he came to the United States it hi
take on a more prudent presentation. Straussisisnits of liberaldemocratic societies did not s
at liberalism but went all the way through to tleee=—he was, in other words, far more reactiol
than many contemporary critics suggest.
The notion of esoteric and exatewriting means that one has to read writersSaauss put i
“between the lines,” and he developed a very ektieosystem of reading, which included siler
things that are not included in the text, and obsierrors or thematic points that apptapop u|
out of nowhere. | do not want to get into this ogptton of writing too much, but to characterize
little bit, Strauss held that the great books werdten by authors who had complete and -
control of their texts. Thus there are mooes, no false starts, everything is very tighbgautifully
constructed so that the initiated can pick up ttrelmistakes, little openings in the text and
their way in. Strauss himself adopted a systemsifigia great many interrelated foote®tan
references and of quoting people whose positiowdngdd not overtly take while pointing to the f
that that was his position by other clues in the, teamong other techniques. It is almost impos
to avoid the term Talmudic to describe theywawhich he read and later wrote books. Two @
books are particularly instructive.
* *
STRAUSS S ON TYRANNYWAS PUBLISHED IN1948. This complex book consists of his translatio
Xenophon's dialogueHiero, also known asTyrannicus a work and an whor whom Strau:
considered unjustly ignored by modern scholars)@lsith an interpretive essay that partly dec
it and partly adds another layer or layers of cdmenl meanings. In beginning his comment
Strauss says that contemporary soci@rsme cannot identify the very tyranny that it fcéle
writes of what he calls the modern form of tyrarningt,
Not much observation and reflection is needed &ize that there is an essential
difference between the tyranny analyzed by theswmasand that of our age. In
contradistinction to classical tyranny, present-dgyanny has at its disposal
‘technology’ as well as ‘ideologies’; more geneyadixpressed, it presupposes the
existence of ‘science,’” i.e., of a particular iptation, or kind, of science.
Conversely, classical tyranny, unlike modern tysanmwas confronted, actually or
potentially, by a science that was not meant tayiygied to ‘the conquest of nature’
or to be popularized and diffused. But in noting thne implicitly grants that one
cannot understand modern tyranny in its specifaratter before one has understood
the elementary and in a sense natural form of tyramhich is premodern tyranny.
The basic stratum of modern tyranny remains, for m@actical purposes,
unintelligible to us if we do not have recoursehe political science of the classics.
In reference to the structure of such a politicalersce, which he sees as a subdivisio
philosophy, he goes on to say that “socrdtietoric is meant to be an indispensable instruroé
philosophy, its purpose is to lead potential plufdgers to philosophy, both by training them an
liberating them from the charms which obstruct gglosophic effort, as well as to prevent
access to philosophy of those who are not fittfé/dtrauss then claims that,
The experience of the present generation has tauglb read the great political
literature of the past with different eyes and wdifferent expectations. The lessons
may not be without value for our political orientsi. We are now brought face to
face with a tyranny which holds out the threat e€dming, thanks to ‘the conquest



of nature’ and in particular of human nature, whatother tyranny ever became:
perpetual and universal. Confronted by the appplibernative that man, or human
thought, must be collectivized either by one strakd without mercy or else by slow
and gentle processes, we are forced to wonder hewcauld escape from this
dilemma. We consider therefore the elementary anatbtnusive conditions of human
freedom.
Strauss’s warning that modern society is headingatd a kind of tyranny is not directed o
toward Hitler and Stalin, toward fascism and comism heis talking about the development
Western civilization generally: the diffusion of oern science and technology, the spreadit
education throughout the entire population, thenétation of democratic claims in the notior
popular sovereignty. This the beginning of the end of a certain notionhaf political, of a certa
relation to the world that Strauss wants to reiaxage. The tyranny that he is talking about whe
Is writing in 1948 is the tyranny that he experiesicor thinks he expemces, in the West. It
under the threat of that tyranny that he adopts doial form of writing and this book is itself
great example of that form.
The other text, or collection of texts, from theipd that is relevant here is entitl®&rsecuin anc
the Art of Writing It was published in 1952, but the essays in itewaostly written in the 194(
And he says there of the literature of multiple megs: “The fact which makes this literat
possible can be expressed in the axiom that thtegghtmen are careless readers, and
thoughtful men are careful reader®©bviously, Strauss is writing for careful readarsl careles
readers are going to give up on his texts aftesgrtgaim point. In that same booke writes: “Whe
attitude people adopt toward freedom of public ukston depends decisively on what they t
about popular education and its limits. Generafpgaking, premodern philosophers were r
timid in this respect than modern philosophetd€re again, Strauss identifies with the prema
philosophers, which is to say that his attitude @amvpopular education is completely nega
Strauss’s entire orientation here is a criticismAGdstern modernity. Thisecomes especially cle
at the end of the passage from which | just qudtedgoes on to write, “Those to whom such b
are truly addressed”—the esoteric books—

Are, however, neither the unphilosophic majority tie perfect philosopher, as such, tha youn:
men who might become philosophers: the potentidbgpbphers are to be led step by step fron
popular views which are indispensable for all pcattand political purposes to the truth whic
merely and purely theoretical, guided by cer@btrusively enigmatic figures in the presentatad
the popular [i.e., exoteric] teachingbscurity of the plan, contradiction, pseudonynmgexac
repetitions of earlier statements, strange expyassetc. Such features do not disturb the slurot
those who cannot see the woods for the trees,didsaawakening stumbling blocks to those
can. All books of that kind owe their existencdhe love of the mature philosopher for the pug
of his race, by whom he wants to be loved in téihesoteric books are ‘written speeches ca
by love.’

This last comment is one of the meanings of theelof one’s own” to which Jenny Strauss (
referred.

* * *
RETURNING TO THE BIOGRAPHY WE SEE THATSTRAUSS comes to the United States, gets a tea
position at the New Schoolkis daughter said he was first and foremost a tradiut he did ni
start teaching until he was thirty-eight years all here in the United Statesnd then goes



Chicago in 194%s professor of political philosophy. Now, his dhater said he taught politic
theory, but Strauss never said he taught politivabry; he taught political philosophy. As Stre
understood it, political philosophy is the facettphilosophy turns tahe public. It is the way th
philosophers address the public to convince theahttiey are not subversive at the same time
they are embedding another kind of message to twbsewill understand. Strauss went to Chic
in 1949, where he taught for twenty years, andai$ there that he established his reputation.
This signals the establishment of Strauss as ateaua influence in the United States. Up until
period | have been discussing his books alone. Wtdgo he begins to have studergshoolin
them in the techniques of his own writing, inclugliperhaps most centrally, irony. However,
Strauss, what philosophers say to each other gio filiends, in conversation someplace out o
public realm is one thing; what they say imitlmg to any group beyond that is another.
exoteric/esoteric distinction applies only to wrgj and so you find Strauss’ students emphas
the conversations with Strauss that they had issels, and that means that the people who
students bStrauss have a privileged knowledge that the lgeepo were not students of Straus:
not have. Thus one begins to see a kind of netwoilkl outward from his charismatic center, wi
the truth is spoken in small groups and seminamsyaand then coveyed in secondary kinds
ways to a larger group after that.

Besides his teaching activities, Strauss rathdifid turned his attention, after he got to
University of Chicago, to struggles within acaderather than struggles in the populaolifical
arena. Positioned in a social science departmengtdrted attacking social science for its v
neutrality. He and his associates began attackements of contemporary society through t
supposed representation in social science and atiaelemic disciplines rather than out in the
as a direct political attack, and doing it in a whgt made it seem that he and his student
friends were defending the principles of libedaimocratic society at the same time. This colle
struggle was another element in the building of a Ss&n network, one that continued aftel
death primarily through attacks on so-called multicralism and post-modernism.

The Straussian network is really an amazing thixry political theorist or ayone who has be
around political science departments has seenwbskt. Long before attaining public attention,
Straussians were often ridiculed for their dide qualities: they speak and write the same wiagy
write the same books on the sathemes over and over again, they dress alike, dheyalmost &
men, they went to the same schootkese sorts of things. It thus comes as a shodistmver the
Leo Strauss may turn out to be the most influemdd@litical theorist of the last fiftyears in th
United States with respect to the exercise of igalipower.

If the Straussians were only one academic schoohgmthers, that would be one thing. But in
mid-1980s some commentators suddenly realizedthieat had begun to follow thiead of thei
liberal academic neighbors in heading for Washingtb.C. At that time, it was noticed tl
something strange was going on in the Reagan asimanon. The first sign of this was in an art
by Stephen Toulmin, a historian of science, inNtesv York Review of Books 1984, in the midd
of a review of a book on Margaret Mead. Toulmindubéead as an example to which he comp
the theneurrent State Department policy planning staff, iehée said, they had more people
were acquaird with the writings of Leo Strauss than they werth the cultures that the St
Department has to deal with.

Few people probably knew what he was talking abatit Nathan Tarcov, a University of Chice
professor and a former student of Strauss, wrotettar to theReviewbecause he recogni:
himself in Toulmin’s description and attempted &fahd himself and the staff on which he ser
Two years later the classicist F. M Burnyeat, imother article in theNew York Reviewstill



possibly the bst single piece anyone has written on the Stranissiook up the theme again anc
a very thorough critique of Strauss’s writings dne whole basis of the Straussian school. Buri
tackled the subject not just because it was anemsedissue bubecause he knew there w
influential Straussians in Washington. In the Reaa@ministration there were Tarcov, Carnes L
who was a member of the National Security Staffi Baul Wolfowitz. Later on, William Krist
and Carnes Lord were part of Viégesident Dan Quayle’s staff. The Straussians lygle@ere
aligning themselves with certain elements of tigatrwing of the Republican Party.

Sraussians have been around Washington for twezdysy In a sense, they invite the criticisr

being a cultor a conspiracy by the networking that they dothmir purposive replication, and
the use of a certain kind of coded language. (kample, whenever Strauss talked about some
theory he referred to his “teaching,” and this iseam similarly deployed by all Straussians.)
Strauss and his descendants use all kinds ofdstiliitentimes archaic language, and some o
language has found its way into the rhetoric ofdtealled war on terror.

The most obvious place where one sees it is iratiministration’s use of the term “regime.” Sc
people were surprised by what it turned out “regchange” meant, but one would not have |
surprised if one were familiar with Leo Strauss'stwgs or those of the Straussians. “Regime
the term that Strauss used to translate the Gpedieia, an Aristotelian category, and Strg
understood it to mean—what it more or less doesnne@ristotle—the form of a city; that is, i
essence as opposed to the unformed humans, thernthtt the city foms. Aristotle, in Boo
Three of thePolitics, makes the case that there are different kindpadities—democracie
aristocracies, and so omand that in each case, if one changes into anather it change
essentially; it changes its form into somethialge. And the citizens are different, they
changed—the citizen of a democracy is not a citinean aristocracy-so it is a total transformati
of the city’'s essence, a formal transformation. St&trauss wrote that “a change of rec
transforms aigen city into another city,” into something totalflifferent. So to talk about “regir
change,” which was a relatively new term in thecdigse of international relations, meant a
transformation of the model of the society in qimstather thara simple change of governmen
the narrow sense. This has had immediate effed¢tsipolicy in Iraqg.

But for Strauss, what was important about using term is because in Strauss’s mind it |
necessarily to the question of the “best” city.a8# thought that if you start talking ab
fundamentally different forms, it necessarily legas to begin comparing those forms, and
comparison leads you to a judgment about the besioost sort of city.You see this, too, in tl
current discoursén the one hand, the Bush administration always gay not making judgmen
on the other hand it is clear that there is a jprefeform for the transformation they seek to df
which they call liberal democracy—a combination mérket economics anthe appearance
representative political institutions. So regimeoige clear example of Straussian influence ol
administration’s rhetoric and the thinking behihdAnd indeed, William Kristol and a coauthor
an article entitled “What Was Strss up To?” point to the notion of regime as anamse o
Strauss’s influence.

Another important element is the “good versus etriipe. Here William Kristol and Robert Kac
can show us the way toward an understanding. Thauthored an article iforeign Affairsin
1996, entitled “Towards a NeReaganite Foreign Policy.” They argued for the inguace fo
conservatives to put moral judgments back at timeceof American foreign policy, as Reagan
with the notionof the “evil empire.” Carnes Lord, to whom | rafd above and who now teache
the U.S. Naval College and who was a member oR#rsgan administration and the Quayle ste



well as a translator of Aristotle, wrote an artiahe 1999, in which he gued that the crisis
liberalism as he understood it was a crisis offtbltical class, of the leadership in this countrdg
blamed the agenda of what he called “multicultgrali in both domestic and foreign affairs for
fact, as he saw it, that we had lost our way ia toiuntry.

Straussians are dogged critics of what they caltioulturalism in academia in general and in
society as a whole, and the supposed spread oicoitdtalism in American society was castige
by Lord both on the domestic and foreign level$us there was the need for an effort, he w
aimed at “arresting the decline of American edwtgtireviving a sense of citizenship and ¢
responsibility, and repairing vital national ingtibns such as the armed fesc’ He was concern
that the next time there was a crisis and the geesicalled us to sacrifice, will we be ready tc
that? So the Straussians were talking about the teemfuse foreign policy with a moral langu
during both the George Bush atie Clinton administrations, and of course it camé&uition afte
September 11.

In this context, an Op-Ed piece written by Willid@ennett in theNall Street Journain Septembe
2002, entitled “Teaching September \#gath,” is worthy of note. Bennett wrote, “An appriate
response to September eleventh begins with a Kindooal clarity, a clarity that calls evil by
true name, terms like evil, wrong, and bad werdthgput back into the lexicon. Septem
eleventh also requires that we point to what is goadl @ght and true. The dark day was piel
with rays of courage, honor, and sacrifice and thleguld be upheld for all to see, they too
enduring lessons.” That kind of reliance on courdgmor, these are pl®urgeois, aristocrai
kinds of categories and they fall into Strauss’ol@hframework of the way “gentlemen” behe
Strauss saw the world divided up into three laydvere are theulgar, there arggentlemenanc
there are thevise And horor and courage are the virtues of the gentlemanyittue of the wise
wisdom. The wise need the gentlemen to be goverding the gentlemen, this elite, do not ope
with the categories of wisdom, but with the “simpidues” that they are able to grasp and assert.
Another element of the administration’s rhetoritcourse, is the division of the world into friel
and enemies. Strauss said the way of the philosaghthe way of Socrates; of the pursui
wisdom, of the good in itself. But thway of the world is the way of Thrasymachus. And
argument for justice that Thrasymachus makes itoBI&epublicis that justice is helping frien
and hurting enemies. And this is in fact the ma@hpass that Straussians adopt in the wot
accaints, partly, for the network that they have canged. And when the friends are philosop
then that is a really good thing, but if they ad philosophers, well, that is the way the w
works anyway—you help friends, you hurt enemiess & fom of realism, but it is realism in t
hidden interests of wisdom. Now, this attitude &g kind of language do not only derive fr
Strauss, but it is notable the degree to which allisinistration, in particular, has articulated
world in terms offriends and enemies from September 11th on. Bhidie way the world has be
divided by this administration, and it does whatah for its friends, regardless of what regimey
may have, and it does what it can to its enemieghat the administteon perceives as its enem
domestic and foreign.

The trickiest element in the current rhetoricalisture of things is “tyranny.” As in the case
“regime,” one perked up one’s ears with the sudaaquity of the term tyranny. The term had
beenused in contemporary political discourse until relye Academic political science and pul
political discourse had used terms such as au#ni@nit or dictatorship or despotism to desc
varieties of political domination throughout thetl@entury.For the last half of it, the category
totalitarian was added. Despite Strauss’s effort948, it is only now that tyranny has enterec
speechwriters’ lexicon, and it seems clear thiattihe work of Strauss’s descendants.



This is the most commated part of Strauss’s thinking and the most ingmrin terms
understanding the current political situation. e fpassage quoted above, Strauss referred
ancient teaching on tyranny with which he contrsteoroblematic modern tyranny. In thecien
teaching, which is the teaching with which he wsshe identify himself, it is possible for the w
man to move a tyranny toward its best possible fofimat is, there are tyrannies and there
tyrannies; there are really bad ones and relgtigeod ones. The good ones are ones in whic
tyrant rules beneficially for his subjects, but sl@® beyond the law. And Strauss says in his |
through the words of Xenophon, the author ofiliero, that the rule of a good tyrant is better 1
misrule under law, so that tyrannical rule can beesop to constitutional rule or to the rule
misguided political elites. It is simply not theseathat Strauss is entirely hostile to the notit
tyranny; he is hostile to the modern notion of tyrg which is articulated in the passages alr
cited and then is further articulated by Strauskignresponse to Alexandre Kojeve's review o
book.

In Strauss’s podilietzschean view, the modern form of tyranny leaelsessarily to a flattening «
of experience, to the smlled “last man.” Society eventually becomes eriedting when it

permeated by technology and science and a gerextdkixel of education, the flattening ou
experience that Tocqueville partly anticipated democratic sceties and which Nietzsche rai
against. Strauss held out the hope, under thosenegtances, for some rebellion, for acts of cot
or honor to reverse this trend, thisaled tyranny. For Strauss, tyranny is a problerine moder
sense, not ithe ancient sense, and | would suggest that hisratiom for Churchill and Lincoln

because they actually mirror, to some degree, ticgeat notion of the tyrant, especially Lince
who sidestepped the Constitution during the Civdrw

Straussiansolve Lincoln and they love him for a couple of reesoone of which is that he was
reluctant to set the law aside when he felt it wasessary. But they also venerate Lincoln bet
he quite consciously set about the business oftrantsg a mythadgy about American identity,
patriotic mythology. Lincoln made the claim, in higceum speech in 1838, that those who hac
the experience of fighting for the establishmenthef country in the Revolution were dying out
generation and that futeirgenerations would have to revive this experighceugh myths ar
stories that they told about this founding generatiAnd that is what Straussians do in termr
American culture, primarily through the myth of theunding Fathers, the notion of tlaigstocrati
elite that established America and the way thas kstablished. So Lincoln is a very impor
figure for them because he resorted to tyranniedsures when he had to and because he soi
mythically restore heroic virtues.

As for Churchill, who was also something of a tyrant, theues is somewhat different. Churc
stood up to Hitler, and Hitler is a representatfethe bad kind of tyrant. It is embedded in
Straussian notion of the vulgar that they are thtlegs readers Ibuhey can see things, you ¢
construct images—Strauss develops this out of Blaiation of the noble liethat it is easier fc
people to see constructions and through then topgie the principles that lie behind them. An
what was important abo@hurchill was his image as a figure representing dpposition; that or
could then begin to raise the question of goodeanldby having this figure confronting Hitler, a
then you label Hitler as evil and Churchill as gaodl you are into that dialec of good and ev
which is so important to Strauss, and such a fueddah element of what he understood
political to be about; that is about struggle, althis sort of confrontation. So when Jenny Str
Clay says her father was opposed tokatids of utopianisms, and then she cites the MNaz
Communist ones, there is more to it than that. dewne, there is the utopia of a peaceful wor
Kantian sort of utopia, of an end to conflict, ofesolution of grievances through peaceful me



For Strauss, that eliminates the struggle that teexcore of the political and which is necesda
be going on in the political realm while philosophecan be busy doing whatever it is
philosophers do.

One modern philosopher who is importantancomplicated sort of way for Strauss is Me
Heidegger. Strauss says he encountered Heidegyiefdirst time in the early 1920s when Str:
“attended his lecture course from time to time with understanding a word, but sensed
[Heidegger] dalt with something of the utmost importance to nes man.” But despite |
disclaimer of limited understanding, Strauss shgs Where he broke with Heidegger was with \
Strauss called Heidegger's moral teaching, whichdascribes in this way: “Theely term” ir
Heidegger’'s vocabulary “is ‘resoluteness,’ withauty indication as to what are the proper ob
of resoluteness. There is a straight line thatddanin Heidegger’'s resoluteness to his siding
the so-called Nazis in 1933. After that | ceasethke any interest in him for about two decadés.
this postNietzschean world, where nothing really mattersnamne, one possible moral positior
take is to say: well, you choose something andaghere tat with resoluteness; you affirm it, ev
though there is really no foundation for it othkart your affirmation of it. Where Strauss dif
with Heidegger is that Strauss wants to put truthhat place; the thing that you adhere to
resolutenesssi truth. If you are going to hold society togethand keep it from becomi
completely chaotic, you must affirm the notion afabsolute truth. And that is where he make
break with Heidegger, though actually they are lom $ame ground. He is alsm very simila
ground to all of the political and philosophical vements that descend from Heidegger, includ
voluntarist existentialism and deconstruction.

| do not want to leave the impression that | ththlt Straussians are the root cause bl
contemporary political problems. They have cleadyntributed on the rhetorical level. They h
helped codify certain notions, they have helpedhmuwar of images; but | do not for a second t
that there are no material interests at stake irerigan foreign policy. Perhaps what is n
worrisome about the Straussian influence is the wayhich some of this language has perme
public discourse generally and not just what is iognfrom this administration. Paul Berman,
example, inTerror and Liberalismwants to characterize everything that is oppasditberalism, a
he understands it—a liberal sentimerats—terror.” This is falling into the kind of dickmmous an
problematic constructions that Strauss articulated.

Liberalism is itself fearful, in most instances,pafpular power, of—for want of a better terrthe
power of the people. The big event in Allan Bloorifs, aside from meeting Strauss and writir
best seller and becoming rich, happened at Cothallersity, while he waseaching there, whi
armed black students took over the student celmanany respects, Straussian cultural criticis
a reaction against the countaritural and political movements in the 1960s, udahg the stude
movement. But there has beeriteetal reaction to that, too. And a liberal dissmithat talks abo
the need for civic education, that talks about ieed for a patriotic discourseAtesley Clark’.
campaign talk about the need for a “new Americamigtgsm” is an example—is really mowg in
the same area as the Straussian discourse. Aralareesome crossover types, as well. Mark Li
professor in the Straussian redoubt of the Comenitie Social Thought at the University
Chicago and an associate director of the Olin Gahtxe, published an article in the “liber&léw
York Reviewof Bookson the importance of the concept of tyranny. Wkatroubling in a lot ¢
ways, more than anything else, is that the Stransshave begun to dominate the terms of p
discourse. A farful liberalism and a political and punditry elitave been fertile ground -
Straussian seeding. It was shocking in some waywieNew York Timekired David Brooks ¢
a regular columnist, but it was not a shock whervéwy soon afterward wrote @lumn on th



persecution of conservatives in American universiind interviewed Straussian professors to
the point home. There is no conspiracy at work hievé rather a conflation of a Straussian a
liberal discourse that is really, really troublingnd both of them are fundamentally anti-
democratic.
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