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Inthe early 1980s, I suggested te a Celumbia University prefesser that I.ee Strauss’
Natural Right an& History be included en the reading list for a graduate celloguium
in 20th-century U.S. intellectual histery. He raised an eyebrew, summarily dismiss-
ing the suggestien. I did net imagine at the time that Strauss (1899-1973) weuld
eventually becerre a subject of majer histeriegraphical interest. But he has. Threugh-
eut the Geerge W. Bush years, the U.S. intelligentsia engaged in a spirited debate en
Swauss’ putative influence en the intellectual formatien ef high-ranking administra-
tien efficials. Atthe same time, a yeung academic generatien rediscevered the Weimar
era’s German-Jewish thinkers and explered their critiques of liberalism. The result
was a wave of new publicatiens en Strauss.’

Fecusing en Strauss’ intellectual and pelitical develepirent in Weimar Germany,
the new werks quickly superseded the barren pelemics of the 1970s and 1980s
regarding the Straussian reading ef Machiavelli and the Greeks, as well as the mere
recent (and disturbing) exchanges regarding the alleged Straussian censpiracy te
reshape U.S. natienal security pelicy. They have shifted the emphasis frem Strauss-
ianism te Strauss, frem pestwar United States to interwar Eurepe, frem the elusive
and elliptical old exegete, the Chicage mandarin, te the agitated, struggling, yeuthful
Jewish intellectual. Analyzing the making ef Strauss as a philesepher, they have
begun drawing a rich and cemplex pertrait of Strauss as a yeung intellectual. He
emerges as ne less eriginal er eccentric, ne mere liberal er likable, than the Strauss
we had knewn, but he is new quintessentially histerical, a mastermind shaped by and
respending te the exigencies of the time.

Fugene R. Sheppard has gene further than anyene te date in histericizing the
yeung Strauss. If earlier werks recevered Strauss’ engagernent in Weimar debates en
philesephy and pelitical theelegy, Sheppard new relates them te the changing his-
terical contexts. He charts Strauss’ intellectual develepment frem Weimar Germany
(1921-1932) te his exile in Paris and Lenden (1932-1937) te his New Yerk years at
the New Scheel (1938-1948). His focus is en Strauss befere Straussianism, befere
the 1948 appeintiment at Chicage transfermed the beleaguered €émigré inte a fermi-
dable academic autherity, and later, even a cult figure. The transitiens between the
three milieux signaled intellectual shifts frem heterodex Zienismand yeung censer-
vative anti-liberalism te an affirmatien ef the “iredieval Enlightenmment,” the centermn-
plative life, and the limits of pelitics; and fremthere te the charmpiening ef “eseteric”
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writing as beth quintessential philesephy and as a strategy ef aveiding the subversien
of liberal demecracy. The unifying theme running threugh Strauss’ yeuthful intel-
lectual life is the critique of modernity—ef liberalism, histericism, and relativism.
He seught te understand the reets of the modern western predicament by analyzing
the formatien ef the “liberal” preject in Hebbes and Spineza and by explering medi-
eval and classical alternatives: Maimenides, Plate, Xenephen.

Sheppard goes systematically threugh Strauss’ early writings, highlighting his
werk en Jacesi, Spineza, and Maimenides and his disceurse en Zienism. He draws
attentien te Strauss’ intellectual associatiens, including Franz Resenzweig, Martin
Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt, and alse waces Nietzsche’s fermative influence. Strauss
teek part inthe rebellien of Weimar’s yeung intelligentsia against liberal philesephy,
theelegy, and pelitics. Fer yeung Jews, this entailed rejectien of the Enlightenment,
emancipatien ideelegy, and Reform Judaism. Fellewing Resenzweig, Strauss ermpha-
sized the centrality of revelatienin Judaism, yet at the same time, follewing Nietzsche,
proclaimed his atheism. He pursued relentlessly the antinemies eof liberal Jewish
philesephy (ameng ethers, of his Doktorvater, Ernst Cassirer), striving te shew the
liberal failure te negetiate philesephy and religien. Yet this enly deepened Strauss’
quandary as a Jewish philesepher. Fer mere than a decade he was a Zienist, but he
felt that secular and medern natienalism sat badly with Jewish religien and histery,
which were predicated en exile and en the Jews being eutsiders.

Strauss’ intellectual guides eutside the Jewish canmp were the leading lights ef the
German rebellion against medernity and liberalism. He was enraptured beth by
Heidegger (altheugh the latter’s intellectual impert fer Strauss remains unclear) and
by Schmitt, whese parsing efiliberal demecracy he admired. But, as a Jew, he ceuld
net fellew the anti-liberal ergy te its German natienalist end. Thus, while cheesing
the werst pessible intellectual guides, Strauss’ rejectien of histericismand relativism
put brakes en their excesses. The shining exarrples of classical pelitical philesephy
and the Jewish spirit induced leftier reflections than Schmitt’s Realpolitik er Heideg-
ger’s death anxieties. In a new fameus 1932 review, Strauss insisted that, se leng as
Schmittrefused adiscussien ef values, his pelitics remained behelden te the modern
liberal werldview.?

The Nazis’ rise te pewer and Heidegger’s and Schmitt’s betrayal, Sheppard inti-
mates, were wansformative experiences. Stauss, en a Reckefeller fellewship in
Paris, became an evernight exile: he weuld net return te his Heimat (hemeland),
where he weuld be censidered an Untermensch. He defiantly refused teshuvah
(religieus repentance and return): he weuld net “craw] te the cress of liberalism” and,
for a while, centinued te identify imperial magnanimity—te spare the vanquished
and crush the arregant”—with fascism. But this was bravade in the midst ef despair.
In truth, his pesitien changed. Threugheut the 1920s, Strauss had excelled at
shewing the impessibility ef the present, using his razer-sharp intellect te decen-
struct any bridge te the past, te unimask as fraudulent any apprepriatien ef traditien.
New he accepted the limits of pelitics and turned them inte the very precenditien ef
philesephy.

Philesophers (that is, atheists) ceuld net speak epenly. If they did, they weuld
undermine the pelitical erder—net te mentien putting themselves at risk. The yeuth
weuld be beund te misunderstand them, turn te nihilism and revelutienary pelitics
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and, in the end, put philesephy itself in danger. The medieval Jewish and Islamic
philesephers, Maimenides and Alfarabi, shewed the way eut ef this predicarnent.
Accepting revelatien as the erigin ef the perfect law, they fieely reinterpreted
“revealed” law philesephically, turning the prephet inte a philesepher-king. They
envisiened perfection and practiced philesephy fer the discerning few witheut ever
putting the pelitical erder in danger. Medernphilesephy’sfault was dual, and Heideg-
ger and Schmitt were merely its recent embodiment: it relinquished the search for the
Geed (lewering standards te make realizatien pessible), and it did se epenly.
It ended in a disaster.

Sheppard is especially acute in shewing the cenvergence of Strauss’ dilemmas as
a Jew and as a philesepher. Given the Jews’ predicament ef the 1930s, pelitical
Zienism seemed mere than ever an imperative, yet it previded ne selutien fer the
philesepher. Exiled frem his Heimat, Stauss, like liberal émigrés, began talking
abeut “we, ‘rnen eof science,” ” wheseintellechial search transcended natienal affiliatien.
Unlike the liberals, he identified the seekers and wanderers with the medieval phi-
lesephers and net with the Enlightenment’s “republic ef letters.” Philesephers lived
in a permanent exile, their search fer truth putting them at edds with the city er
natien. Just as, te Resenzweig, Jewish hemelessness induced a spiritual search, te
Strauss, alienatien, er exile, became a precenditien for philesephy. Strauss discev-
ered hew an atheist may remain a leyal Jew: namely, by beceming a philesepher.

But was the philesepher’s exile “Jewish”? In the name of authentic religien,
Resenzweig, Strauss, and their generatien rebelled against liberal Judaism and
histerical theelegy as disingenueus medern hybrids that ignered beth the
centrality efirevelatien and belief and the implicatiens of atheism and heresy. Yet
belief and heresy were central te Christian theelegy in ways they never were te
Jewish erthepraxis. There was ne ebvieus Jewish parallel, pace Resenzweig and
Strauss, te Barth’s revaluatien ef the 19th-century theelegy that infermed their
generatien. The rebellien of the Weimar Jewish yeuth was vested in Christian
disceurse. Histericity exacted vengeance en Strauss. Rejecting histericizatien in
search ef universal nerms, refusing te admit medern philesephy inte Jewish
traditien, Strauss was cendemned te live the antinemies of revelatien and athe-
ism—neither of them ebvieusly Jewish—rather than the cemfert of attenuated
revelatien and histerical traditien, the ceexistence ef religien and philesephy.
Weuld Strauss have takenrefuge in the philesepher’s exile had he recegnized its
predeminantly Christian erigin

Strauss’ decade in the predeminantly leftist New Scheel, the émigrés’ “university
inexile,” witnessed the censelidatien ef his mature philesephy. He develeped a dis-
tinctive writing style, cerrespending te philesephy’s need te reveal and cenceal at the
sane time, aleng with apedagegic pregram fer wraining yeuth te enter inte cenversa-
tien with the great philesephers. He alse werked en classical, medieval, and early
medern philesephy, seme ef this werk being published enly in later years. Shep-
pard’s discussion ef Strauss’ werks subsequent te “Persecutien and the Art of Writ-
ing” (1941)1'5 less extensive, as his majer cencern is te elucidate the pelitical impert
of eseteric writing. Using Strauss’ cerrespendence (especially with Karl Lewith), his
1941 lecture en German nihilism, and his 1962 address, “Why We Remain Jews,”
Sheppard cerrectly discerns Strauss’ irritatien at his celleagues’ liberal cemplacency
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and his centinued ambivalence abeut demecracy. But Sheppard may net appreciate
sufficiently Strauss’ new cemmitment te liberal demecracy. Strauss’ 1 941 analysis eof
Natienal Secialism as a revelt ef the clesed against the epen seaciety and as the ven-
geance that nihilist yeuth (bespeaking hereism and a discredited Kultur) visited upen
civilizatien is remarkable beth fer its autebiegraphical dimensien and fer its simi-
larities with the theery ef a despised liberal pretagenist and fellew Central Eurepean
émigré, the philesepher Karl Pepper. Whereas Pepper yearned fer the epen seciety’s
triumph, Strauss’ affective attachment was te the clescd: se-called “epen secieties™
were clesed societies in disintegratien, he theught. But beth believed that the British
empire, a bridge between the eold and new, represented humanity’s best hepe.

This was a far cry frem Strauss’ fascist sympathies during the Weimar years.
Altheugh he never expressed regret, Strauss did de teshuveh fer the rest of his life by
educating yeuth abeutthe imperfectability ef pelitics and the philesepher’s respensi-
bility te resist subversien. Te be sure, his was net a cemplete teshuvah, and Sheppard
rightly suggests that Strauss’ eseteric writing, his refusal ef epen cemmunicatien,
reflected deep mistrust ef the liberal public sphere. But it isequally true that, whereas
Strauss censidered liberal society te be merally inferier te a well-geverned ariste-
cratic pelis, he alse regarded it as the best existing seciety for philesephers and Jews.
Anyene deubting the pesitive influence of life in the United States en the pelitics of
reactienary émigrés weuld de well te read the werks of the pestwar German manda-
rins—>Strauss’ teachers—whe stayed behind.

Sheppard apprepriately ends by queting frem Strauss’ inweductien te Natural
Right and Histery (1950; the Walgreen lectures at Chicage, 1949). Pesing as a
defender of the Declaratien ef Independence against histerical relativism, eof the
“self-evident” truth “that all men are created equal” against German philesephy,
Strauss preceeds te show hew the early medern Natural Right preject, which under-
lay the Declaratien, cellapses under its ewn centradictiens. This is the embediment
of Strauss’ preject: philesephy supperting liberal demecracy (publicly) while inter-
regating modernity (surreptitieusly). His endersement of the Beclaratien is net dis-
ingenueus. He may think that Plate’s questiening ef selfevident demecratic truths is
en target, yet these have beceme the feundatien ef the existing erder, pelitical prin-
ciples that must be avowed just as revelatien was by medieval philesephers.

Te Swauss, relativism threatens beth philesephy and demecracy—German nihil-
ism showed as much. In respense, he first affirms liberal Natural Right and rejects
relativism, then turns the table and interregates liberal Natural Right. Natural Right
and Histery is a multivalent text seeking te persuade en different levels, the intreduc-
tien written fer the Beguiled many and the rest of the beek for the discerning few.
Unsurprisingly, many readers have tired in attempting te negetiate Strauss’ subter-
fuges. There is ne need te accept any ef his pelitical presuppesitiens er cenclusiens
in erder te recegnize that his clese readings can be revelatery. Liberals dismissing
them eff-hand, as try Celumbia teacher did, squander a learning eppertunity. Shep-
pard’s fascinating trajectery ef the philesephical develepment of the yeung Strauss
sheuld make them rethink their pesitien.

Malachi Hacehen
Buke University
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