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Foundation grant to pur _ 
E l d sue research Th . . 

ng an •· From a fortuitous .1 on omas Hobbes 1n Paris and 
d exi e, Strau bl pon ents of the sequence of ss was a e to learn from corres-

Reichstag on February 27 th events that followed: the burning of the 
. ' e emergency la d h abolished basic rights and prot · ~s enacte t e next day that 
. ecuons, the ant1-J . h 1 . 1 . 

April 1 and the ensuing boycott of Jewish b . ew1s eg1s at1on _passed on 
1 . S . . usinesses and profess10nals B 
ate spnng, trauss was Joined by thousands ofG J k" · Y . . erman ews see mg refu e 

He may have been unaware that his erstwhile teacher M · H ·d g · . . . . art1n e1 egger and 
his recent interlocutor, the Jurist Carl Schmitt who had wri"tt 1 . , . . ' en a etter 10 support of Strauss s Rockefeller appl1Cat10n, both 1·oined the Naz· 

49 t party on 
May 1. 

On ~a_y 19, 19 3?, Straus_s ~rote _a le~ter t~ his friend, the philosopher 
Karl Low1th, reporting on his situation 1n Pans. Referring to the German 
intellectuals who had taken refuge or, like Walter Benjamin, were already 
residing there, Strauss ironically remarks that, "The 'competition' is 
certainly very great: the entire German-Jewish intellectual proletariat finds 
itself here. It's terrible-I'd really rather run off to Germany." However, 
"here lies the snag [literally: "here lies the hook," Haken]. Strauss continues: 

Admittedly, I cannot simply "opt" for another country [Land]-one 
does not choose a homeland [Heimat] and, most importantly, a mother 
tongue. I certainly will never be able to write anything but German, 
even though I will have to write in another language. On the other hand, 
I see no acceptable possibility of living under the swastika [Hakenkreuz]; 
that is to say, under a symbol that says to me nothing but: you and your 
kind, you are all by nature subhuman (<pUOEL UntermenschenJ and there-
fore true pariahs. There is but one solution. We must always repeat to 
ourselves: we "men of science"-so our brethren called themselves in 
the Arab Middle Ages-non habemus locum manentem, sed quaerimus 
[ we do not have a fixed place, but we are searching for it) ... And, as 
far as that is concerned, that the Germany of the Right does not tolerate 
us absolutely does not follow from the principles of the Right. On the 
contrary: only from the principles of the Right, from the fascist, 
authoritarian, imperialist principles, can one protest against the dreadful 
state of a~fairs. I re~d ~~esar's Comme~tarie~ with deeper understanding 
and I thrnk of Virgil s: Tu regere imper10 ... parcere subjectis et 
debellare superbos [to rule the peoples ... to spare the conquer d d 

50 . e an 
subdue the proud}. There lS no reason to grovel before crosses rv ] . . L\.reuze , 
even the cross of liberalism, as long as somewhere m the world k . A d h a spar 
Of still glows. n even t en: rather the Gh h . . G h ] 51 etto t an any cros [lieber als ;egltches Kreuz das etto . 

This letter represents one of Leo Strauss's few direct statements of a 
d . "bl poli·ri·cal nature And yet scholars and others who have wr· 1scerm y · itten . 
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. Leo Strauss (I) 

28 
eecomrng 

1 h
e view chat in che Greek city the philosopher 

·b d co P ato t 1 d who ascn e 
I 

making chis statement, he mere y repeate what 
. e danger. 0 h d was 10 grav d 'd To a considerable extent, t e anger was averted 

h 
· elf ha sat · d h f Pl Plato 
1
ms Farabi likewise note . But t e success o ato 

h 
c of Plato, as h' h h by c e ar . d che existence of a danger w 1c , owever much 

c bltn us co must no is coeval with philosophy. 
its forms maY vary, (PAW, 21) 

. " f thi's art of writing, and the chronology in which 
' "discovery O . . Strauss s . h. k occurs raises several important quest10ns and it 

ce 10 1s wor , irs emergen . 
1 

d bated. But that debate has served to obscure rather 
as e f Strauss's polincal thoug t 1n 1s erman period 

h b 
en excenSJVe Y e · h · h' G 

1 
ify the nature o . · chan car b t'on it is easily conceded that some writers have engaged 

As a general o serva I ' . b f . d . . f teric writing. The difficulty ecomes one o i entifying 
. the pracnce o eso . . . 
10 

. . • which specific situations. The more controversial issues 
whtCh writers in . ·1 h d . . d the specific claim regarding phi osop y an opinion and 
revolve aroun . • b h · 

d tago
nism latent in the relationship etween t e philosopher 

che eep an . . . . 
d 

· t a relationship that must be mediated by strategies of deceptwn. 
an sooe y, , "d' " · h 

P h 
s more controversial still, Strauss s iscovery raises t e question 

er ap . f . . d whether or not he himself engaged m such an art o wntmg an consequently 
also the question of how to read him. These questions must be supplemented 
by the acknowledgment that _Strauss's recounting of his writings in Germany 
during these decades were given after many years residmg and teachmg in 
the United States and with a posteriori knowledge of the fate of German 
Jews. The change of environment within which Strauss wrote is itself 
relevant to the question of how to read these accounts. They may therefore 
be read as adaptations to an entirely different political and cultural context 
from those upon which he is reflecting and as containing a certain amount 
of foreshadowing. Independently of the issue of their possible esotericism, 
therefore, there is ample reason for caution in accepting Strauss's accounts 

in his own terms. 
My claim is that Strauss's political views remained roughly unchanged 

from the 1930s on. Those views were deeply antithetical to what he saw as 
the Enlightenment doctrines underlying liberalism and democracy. What 
did change were two thin . c ll . h. . , 
C 

,, gs. 10 owmg 1s engagement with Carl Schmttts 
oncept o1 the Political Str bl · · l . . , auss was a e to focus his already formed poht1ca 

pos1t10n on the concept f . l the social d 
1
. . 0 nature, including human nature· and second Y, 

an po 1t1cal cont · h ' ' are refracted thro h S ext 10 w ich he found himself. Those changes 
ug trauss' l' · l h t Strauss at . s po mca rhetoric. It seems clear enough t • 

some point d d h t he ascribes to esot • . a opte the view of philosophy t a 
. · enc writers f h'l f" 11 thrngs," and the c ' 0 P 1 osophy as the quest for truth 

O 
a 

. re10re that w h ld to practice prudence · h. e 5 ou expect him at the very lea
5
r, 

· 10 1s publ · · · ' o attention to this view B . . K wrmngs, especially once he had draw 
. ut it is Just as likely that this view of phiJosophY 



Becoming L 
was adopted, at least in part eo Strauss (I) 29 . 1 h ' to accord . consoous y . eterodox political . . With his al d • h position h. rea y fi 
rned1ate t rough, this view of h'l 'w 1ch he sough 0~med, self-

f: . P 1 osoph T t to shield b 
Pre ace presumptively meets th . . y. he aurob· Y, and e criteria f 10graph · 1 rnany commentators fail to syst . n ° prudential . . •ca 1965 . emat1cally k Writing h 
basing their treatment of Strauss' E ta e this int ' t ough . . s uropean p • d O account h 
But while there is a presumptive d --b b er10 on his ow . w en 

Ou ta out th n test1mon 14 
the chronology I have established abo . d' e veracity of this t . y. 

S 
ve m icate h est1mony 

assume that trauss was engaged in h'd• h' t at there is no ' 
. . I mg is v1 b reason to 

his em1grat1on to the United States ews eneath a veil b c . . l , even though h e1ore 
esotenosm at east as early as 1931. So wh r II e had "discover d" 

f 
. at 10 ows will b . e 

Process o recovermg Strauss's political posit' . e an intertwined 
. ·1 d . h' b ion m German d what 1s vet e m ts su sequent autobiog h' 1 Yan uncovering rap ICa accounts. 

* * * 
After his declaration in the 1965 preface regardin h " h 1 . . " . h' h h r d . gt e t eo og1co-political 
predICament m w IC e 10un himself when writ· h · b k . 

1 . h " mg is oo on Spmoza 
Strauss goes on to c aim t at, At that time Germany w 1·6 1 cl ' . . as a 1 era emocracy. 
The regime was known as the Weimar Republic" (PSCR 1) Th · . . , • ese innocuous 
sounding statem~nts are ~ctually freighted with meaning. To refer to the 
Weimar RepublIC as a h?eral de~oc~acy is almost a commonplace in 
contemporary terms, but its meanmg m the context of Strauss's position 
in the 1920s is not transparent. Strauss apparently did not use the locution 
"liberal democracy" in his published writings during the period in question. 15 

Recalling that Strauss's review essay on Carl Schmitt's The Concept of the 
Political was included in the same volume as the preface, it is instructive to 
note that Schmitt clearly distinguished liberalism from democracy in that 
text and others. 16 Schmitt associates liberalism with individualism, which, 
with its insistence upon the priority of personal freedom, results in a 
consistent depoliticization of society and emphasis instead upon economic 
and social matters. Private law, morality, and economic concerns are the 
stuff of liberalism. Democracy, by contrast, is understood as e?railing a 
th0roughgoing egalitarianism and collectivism, a trend Schmitt see_s as 
1 d' l B blurring the Imes ea mg toward the realization of the tota state. Y · b dency opposed to etween state and society democracy thus represents a ten . . l'b ' f h' Sprnoza rn 
I eralism's separation of spheres.11 In the body o is text on d' .' t fac s . · d democracy are isnnc 

t, trauss explicitly recognizes chat liberalism an • s ·noza's by d' · . · elements in P1 
. ~st10gu1shing between liberal and democrauc . If in a formu-

pl o~1t1cal theory (SCR, 243 ). Indeed, later in the preface/tllse , he says of 
at1on b . . . h b k that io ows, 
S . a sent m its precise form from t e 00 

. blicanism insofar 
a~~~oza that his political theory differs from clasSICal repu He was the first 

the rep bl. . 1. b l democracy. h "'h'l u 1c which he favors 1s a 1 era the philosop er 
t' t osoph 1·b l He was er who was both a democrat and a 1 era · 
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as laid thed Yna · llltte carefully 

* * * 
Judging "influence" is a tr· k . . ic y game. I h 
Straussian network in chapt 1 ave described h . . er and h . w at I ll 
political theory in subsequent h ave given my acco ca ed the c apters I h unt of St , 
strand of what can plausibly b .' n w at remains I w·11 rauss s 

e considered a d. . ' 1 track one 
thought has had on the substance d h . trect mfluence s , an r etoric of A . trauss s 
as developed and defended by a spec ·fi mencan foreign p 1. i c group of · 11 o icy 
have been identified as so-called neoc . mte ectuals, all of whom onservatives I d . 
elements of neoconservative ideology are t bl· 0 

not claim that all racea e to Str I . 
here solely on the theme of nihilism that • . a_uss. will focus . is so prominent m N l . 
and H zstory and the role that that theme ha d . . atura Right . . . s assume w1 thm the bod f 
ideas assooated with neoconservatism. Y 

0 

*** 
Whenever a definition of neoconservatism is needed, Irving Kristal can be 
relied upon to deliver one, while at the same time professing insecurity as 
to whether or not the term has any meaning. In 2003, in an article published 
in The Weekly Standard, edited by his son William, the elder Kristol decided 
that neoconservatism constitutes a "persuasion" rather than a movement. 
This persuasion, he claimed, has as its "historical task and political purpose" 
to "convert the Republican party, and American conservatism in general, 
against their respective wills, into a new kind of conservative polit_ics 
suitable to governing a modern democracy. That this new conservative 
politics is distinctly American is beyond doubt." Though ~Y. no m~ans 
dominant within the Republican party, it is neoconservative polICies, Kr~Srol 

d 
. . h 1 ss of RepublICan 

argue , that must be credited with t e popu ar succe 
presidents. 17 

Wh 
. . . 1: d · ed to govern a 

at 1s this new peculiarly American 1orm esign 1 k' " " d ' " r. 1 ,, "fi rward- oo mg, 
mo ern democracy"? Kristal emphasizes its hopeiu , 0 

. . , " 

d 
" . . " h 'American gram • 

an cheerful" qualities that apparently mark it as m t e C l'dge 
H 1. k · ther than °0 1 ' e m sit to the two Roosevelts and Ronald Reagan ra d 
H 

· ly expunge 
oover, Eisenhower, and Goldwater, the latter group curious · of 

from th "A t as the engme merican grain." N eocons support tax cu s b only economic g ary ecause 
h 

rowth, tolerating budget deficits when necess ' 6-1· ""It 
sue growth i " . . d dura 1 1ty. 
is a basic as g ves modern democracies their leg1umacy an nsequence sum pt · . " h t as a co of the spread f ion of neoconservatism," he writes, t a ' . and tax-. o affl ty-owning 
paying populat· uence among all classes, a proper galitarian 

ion w·11 . l ble to e i , in time, become less vu nera 
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illusions and demagogic appeals and more sensible about the fundamentals 
of economic reckoning." And while neoconservatives "do not like the 
concentration of services in the welfare state and are happy to study 
alternative ways of delivering these se~i~e~;" they do_ not_ oppo~·e· a strong 
state. Neocons are inspired by Tocqueville s democratte wisdom in regard 

to the state. 
If the state is not providing "welfare services," then whither its strength? 

These are concentrated in two areas. The firS t is the area of "culture." 
Neocons support government action to address "the steady decline in our 
democratic culture" in the areas of education, "the relations of church and 
state, the regulation of pornography, and the like." These policies unite 
neocons to traditional conservatives as well as "religious traditionalists." 

The second area is of course foreign policy. Mirroring his notion that neo-
conservatism is not a movement but a persuasion, Kristo! claims that while 
the neocon influence on foreign policy has gotten the greatest share of media 
attention, it is surprising because "there is no set of neoconservative beliefs 
concerning foreign policy, only a set of attitudes derived from historical 
experience." (He then notes that, thanks to the influence of Leo Strauss and 
Donald Kagan, Thucydides is "the favorite neoconservative text on foreign 
affairs.") The "attitudes" consist of the claim that "patriotism is a natural 
and healthy sentiment," world government can lead to world tyranny, the 
view that "statesmen should, above all, have the ability to distinguish friends 
from enemies," and, finally, for a great power "whose identity is ideological," 
such as the United States, national interest is "not a geographical term" and 
entails "ideological interests in addition to more material concerns." 
. Kristal's description of neoconservatives is vacuous, but illuminating 
Just the same. Illuminating in its vacuity, in fact. His account itself cuts 
ag~inst the :'American grain" it claims to describe. Tocqueville, a problem-
atical al~y m any event, brought a European, if not distinctly French, 
perspective to bear on the American democracy of the 1830s. And 
Thucydides? But there is more. Leo Strauss who we remember emigrated 
to the United States in 193 7, aged thirty~eigh; brought with him from 
G~rmany a distinctly European Weltanschauung which included the concern 
with world gover d · ' 1 
b 

. . nment an its resultant "tyranny," as well as perhaps ess 
o vious not10ns that d 1 K . , 
A d f

. un er ay nstol s account but may now be apparent. 
n rnally the n . f d. . . fu d ' . ecessity O istmgmshing friend from enemy as a 
n amental attribute of th . . . • bl one f h e statesman is immediately recogmza e as 

0 t e core concept · d d · · 1" -bequ h d b s-m ee , the core concept of "the politKa . eat e y the G . . h er Schmitt f erman Jurist and political theorist Carl Sc mJ · 
That di;t:st cfoulrf:se, became a high official in the National Socialist srar_e. 

e u act may a fi K . , mes JD Schmitt's b ccoum or nstol s reluctance to name na 
case, ut the hardl "A . " . . The nativity fK . Y mencan mtonation remains. .d c.0r 

h O nstol's d" · b sJ e 11 
t e moment· · h ren ition of neoconservatism can e set a . al 

' its r etorical fi · . hisrorJC unction will become evident. A more 
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nsto , and so . 
1 

P ous gro · eoconserv . eta th . up of p 1. . at1sm w . 
the Left, often with ehorists, such as D ? it1cal journalists as originally 

h 
. t e Tr k an1el Bell h ' such as I . 

tot e Right due to ors yist Left . 'w o had iden 'fi rv,ng a conflati f ' in their 1· ti ed with 
anti-Soviet Cold War st on o three factor Thear ier days but m . . ance a p . . s. e fir f oved 
anticommunist liberals ar ' d os1t1on these figur hst o these was their 

l d 
oun such . es t en sh d 

Kristo an the English po t S Journals as Enco are with the e tephe S unter co fi d 
Commentary. The second and third .c n pender, and Nor~a -poudn ed by . . iactors are m 1 n o horecz' 
to their emerging worldview. Thes o_re c osely related and . s · f h 6 e are a reactio h crucial 
revolut10n o t e 19 Os and to the wel.c n to t e so-called cult 1 

. 1are state. To h ura 
were taken to constitute a crisis of val II get ~r, these phenomena ues we descr b d . 
Bell's important book, The Cultural Contrad: 1 . _, 

1 
_e m the title of 

h fifl 
tc ions 01 Capitalism h B 

argued that t every a uence produced by cap·t I' . 'w ere ell . 1c. . . 1 a 1st economies and redis-
tnbuted through we 1are prov1s10ns threatened to und · h . . . . . ermrne t e ethIC of 
deferred gratification that formed capitalism's disciplined co A 1 . . . re. cu ture 
of consumpt10n, fueled by advert1s1ng and raising pleasure to the hi hest 
rung of individual and collective pursuit, thus endangered the social ,;,rem 

itself. 18 
Various of the future neocons took opposing positions on the Vietnam 

War and many of them identified with the Democratic Party into the 1960s, 
at least until the nomination of George McGovern in 1972. (Most of the 
neocons who remained in the Democratic ranks, such as Ben Wattenberg, 
Richard Perle, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Elliot Abrams, were in the Henry 
"Scoop" Jackson camp that combined a liberal domestic policy with a 
hawkish foreign one.) It was the rise of the New Left and the cultural politics 
they associated with it that appalled the likes of Kristo! & Co. The French 
JournahScs Alain Frachon and Daniel Vernet, in a recent book on 

th
e 

neocons, quote an unidentified member of the persuasion as saying 
th

at 
th

ey 
;anted "to rebel against the rebellion of the sixties. "19 frachon a

nd 
Vernet, 

ocused on ch " . · f.' • policy e h . e messianism" underlying neoconservauve ioreign ' 
mp as1ze h h · · f Amer" t e arsh tone of the New Left's politics, its denunCiation ° 

ica as a rac· · . . d h c·on to 1t 
by a group .1st' 1mpenaltst, and violent country, an t e reac 

1 
. 

· consist· f] · h nd Irish Immigrants. 'I'he mg mostly of the sons and daughters o ewis a 
responded to th Y quote Wattenberg for example as telling them chat he 
and "h' e N ' ' . · " 

I 
. istorical op _e':7 Left's "declinism" with "an immigrant's opnm1sm, 

rvmg K . t1m1sm " h . I' cy ,,zo 
persuasi riSrol's em h '. t ey write, "is a very neoconservauve qua 

1 
·. 

on ech . P as1s 
O 

h h . . f h nservanve neocons m· hoes in th· n t e c eerful opt1m1sm o t e neoco b ig t h is re · · · · s the em race of h ave of d action to "declinism." Whatever cntICtSOl 
apparent t e l)os -

6
. 0 mestic d .c . . . b 1 d with an 

l 
tensi si 11ic· an 1ore1gn policies were a ance 

cu rural de . on ~- ies of A . . . . in ,he New L chne, th tth the merican power. But this opt1m1snJ is . 
eft' , e b . neoco f d crane 

s l=>olir· eg1nni nservatives' own analysis o emo 
1ca1 c • . ngs of h' h with tit1qu w 1eh they associate not so muc 

e as · 60 "'1th the cultural radicalism of the l9 s. 

I 
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. , ·c h h. ·an Gertrude Himmelfarb, in an article published Kristol s wue t e lStori b · " d 
. 1 · 1' . 1998 referred to problems esettmg our emocratic m The Pub IC nterest m ' h h · 

. " "d" ases" of a moral and cultural nature rat er t an political society as ise . . b. h l f 
ones: "the collapse of ethical pnnc1ples and ha its, t e . oss o respe~t for 
authorities and institutions, the breakdown of the family, ~he decline of 
.. 1. h vulgarization of high culture, and the degradation of Popul ClVl 1ty, t e " . ,, . . ar 

l "21 She characterizes the virus that produced this disease as ,, h cu ture. t e 
thical and cultural relativism that reduces all values, all standards 

e l ·11 d " 1· · ,and all authority to expressions of persona wi an me mation," rnak" . 
f . h d . ing it clear that "the counterculture o . yesteryear i_s t _e omman_r culture toda ,, 

And she invokes the usual initiators of this virus by citing elit . Y-
universities and media. . . . . es in the 

To the extent that the neoconservative persuasion can be said 
managed its dialectic of cultural decline and political optimism it hto have 
so by an elaborate rhetorical construction. The elements of that co as d~ne 

. . . nstruct10 can be glimpsed 1n the recent accounting of what went wr . n 
b . ong in th post-9/11 world presented y Francis Fukuyama, the self-styled ' 

neoconservative. Fukuyama announces his departure from the fold. aApost~te 
d h 10 mer1ca at the Crossroa s: Democracy, Power, and t e Nencomervative Legacy In • I . K . l' . . A . h . . a sign that rv1ng nsto s 1ns1stence on an mencan entage is not peculiar h' F k 1 1 . h " h k . . 1 to im u uyama a soc aims t at, t e ey pnncip es of neoconservativi·s h ' 

. . mast ey developed from the m1d-twent1eth century to the present ate deepl r d 
. . f A . d' . "22 F k y oote m a variety o men can tta ltlons. u uyama delineates four strands 

1 this tradition, the first being the morphing of pre-war Ttotskyites into posto 
war ant1Commun1sts. A second, related, strand he locates in the founding 
of The Public Interest in 196 5, which focused on domestic policy and which 
quickly became a line of resistance against the welfare-statism of the New 
Left, on the one hand, and Lyndon Johnson's Great Society, on the other. 
The legacy of Leo Strauss forms the third strand, though Fukuyama is ar 
pains to argue that Straussianism had little influence on the mindset that 
led to the Iraq war. "More nonsense," he writes, "has been written about Leo 

b. ..23 Far more Strauss and the Iraq war than on virtually any other su 1ect. d 
. • 1· ·d the fourth srran important with regard to specific foreign po icy i eas was b'liry 

. . d d 'k nuclear capa i ' descending from the theonst of so-calle secon _stn e taking 
, f · 1 · tary strategy Albert Wohlstetter. Wohlstetter s advocacy O m,, . counrrever-

. 1 apons mto ac Precision targeting of nuclear and convent10na we of a lighter, 
d R sfeld's advocacy ion berates in former Defense Secretary Donal um k 'litary intervene_ 

• " h t ma es mt I ping more mobile military, an "instrument t a . S ss· one over ap d 
hl h red with trau • eneral an more attractive. And Wo stetters a . £ • npolicying .. our 

. . rvauve iore1g b lief born ,,1.1 concern that did contribute to neoconse. h h Straussians a e_ policy. · 
· · W hl hared wit t e d foreign of Iraq 1n part1eular. o stetter s . attere co che waY. 

· h t regimes m fers co 111 of a distrust of the Soviet U n10n t a_ . of art that re ncral rerm 
• S ian term . rhe ce "R · " e know 1s a trauss . It 1s egime, w , . . 1 . titut10ns. . · 1 ohuca ms life that sustains particu ar P 
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f L S 
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f bl
. h' . e aut or of Th Cl . an Bloom h' a notes in 

o esta is ing his intellectu . e oszng of the Am imself a studen 
thought. 25 That 1 · · . al links With th· ertcan Mind" b t tneage ts importan b ts strand of n y way 
central to understanding th 1 t, ecause it links th eoconservative 

. e P ace that St . ree book h 
neoconservat1sm: Strauss 's N. t IR . rauss1anism has s t at are a ura tght and H. assumed w. h. 
of the American Mind, and Fukuyam , tstory, Alan Bio , it 10 
the Last Man. as own bestseller, The End o~Hm _s Closing 

'l tstory and 

*** 
Two surprisingly successful books appeared in 1987 h . . . f 1 · . 1 t at bear direct! 
the twinning o po itica optimism and cultural d 1. Yon 

' 'T'L R. d 1.· ec me. One was p I 
Kennedy s 1 rJe tse an Dec me of the Great Powers Ken d d au . · ne Y argue that the 
history of great powers showed a pattern of overstretching ·1 · . . . mi 1tary commit-
ments that ultimately led to decline because their mili'tary re · . . . qmrements 
placed impossible .bu~dens on th:ir economies. America, he thought, was 
on the verge of a similar fate. With the book's unexpected popularity, the 
Reagan administration began a public campaign to rebut the notion that 
the US should cut back on its military bases abroad.26 

The second of those 1987 books was Allan Bloom's The Closing of the 
American Mind: How Higher Education has Failed Democracy and Impoverished 
the Souls of Today's Students. While Kennedy provided the impetus to a 
rebuttal, to an affirmation of America's global power, Bloom provided the 
rhetorical armature for the neoconservative cultural discourse that has also 
proved so politically effective. 27 Coming as it did toward the end of the 
Reagan presidency, Bloom's book should be seen as a consolidation of already 
prominent misgivings about the cultural landscape of post-1960s America 
racher than as a creator of them. Indeed, the book's fantastic success indicates 
that the audience was already primed for a high-minded diatribe aimed at 
th~ state of the "souls" of the nation's youth: What caught the attention of 
this publ · 1 · f h h · . IC was perhaps less the opening salvo directed at the be 1e t at trut 
is relative h · h. d t th ' t e one certainty Bloom professed to discover in is stu en s, 
l-1 an the attack on rock music and popular culture in general that followed. 

ere Bloom' • · bl H ima · s sardonic, titillating style showed itself in full oom. e 
gines a teen 6 . h d h s or Watchin -age oy doing his homework while wearing ea P one 

this boyg MTV, and what does Bloom see in this his own fantasy? He sees 
he · as the inh · ' h ·1 h and roisll\ an.d . eritor of the progress bequeathed by P 1 osop Y . 
rhyth scienc . "A b · h mIC 11\s; Wh e. pubescent child whose body thro s wit orgas 
or the k' . ose fe l' . f · imitati

11
1111n.g of e ings are made articulate in hymns to the JOYS 

O onams~ 
g the ch Parents; whose ambition is to win fame and weal th 

in 
ag~que ·.c. · d into en who makes the music. In short, lue is ma e 
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a nonstop, commercially prepackaged masturbational fantasy." 28 In this sort 
of language, as one of Bloom's critics on the Right, Harry V. Jaffa, pointed 
out, there is "a great deal of prurient denunciation of immorality."29 And 
no doubt at least part of the book's success can be thus accounted for. 

But the flamboyance and prurience of the book's opening sections, with 
their emphasis on culture, served, perhaps purposely, to obscure the denser 
argument concerning philosophy and politics later on in the book, and in 
particular its theoretical, as opposed to polemical, claims regarding nihilism. 

A number of persons are mentioned only once in Bloom's book, including 
Buddha, Margaret Dumont, who played Groucho's matronly amour in 
Marx Brothers movies, Michael Jackson, and Pericles. Carl Schmitt is 
another. Bloom quotes Schmitt, who is unidentified except for his name, 
as proclaiming, "Today Hegel died in Germany" on the day of Hitler's 
assumption of power. Bloom wants his readers to think that this denotes 
the death of the German university, since "Hegel was arguably the greatest 
university man there ever was," but Schmitt was no Hegelian and in fact 
joined the Nazi party three months later, an event and an association Bloom 
manages not to mention. 30 

But, as many reviewers observed at the time, the most notable notable 
among the single-referenced is Leo Strauss. When Bloom descries the super-
ficiality of contemporary American nihilism, he calls it "nihilism with a 
happy ending" or "nihilism without the abyss," to distinguish it from its 
Old World version. 31 The light-hearted language of"value judgments," he 
claims, can be attributed primarily to the books of Max Weber and Sigmund 
Freud taught by the university professors of the post-war period who were 
themselves either German or had studied in Germany or with the emigre 
German professors. These professors repressed the "darker side" of Weber 
and Freud, namely the debt each owed to Nietzsche. The irony here, of 
course, is that Bloom's professor was the German emigre Leo Strauss, who 
did not repress the dark side. 

While Kristo! gladly mentions Strauss as a teacher and inspiration, 
Bloom's ironic omission is characteristic of a certain obfuscation that one 
frequently encounters in accounts of Strauss's German period including ~is 
own, as we have seen. An example of the former is Fukuyama's assertton 
that, 

Leo Strauss was a German Jewish political theorist who studied under 
E C · d · U ·red rnst assirer an who, fleeing the Nazis emigrated to the ni . 
States in the 1930s and taught mostly at the University of Chicago unnl 
shortly before his death in 197 3. Much of his work can be seen as 
a N. • d rhe response to ietzsche and Heidegger who had undermine c. . 1 · . . ' d le1r 
ratwna ~st trad1t10n of Western philosophy from within an 1- fs 
modernity w'th d h' . • n be ie . . 1 out a eep p tlosophICal grounding for its ow 
and mst1tutions. 32 
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d. d his doctoral work in philosophy under Cassirer' It is true that Strauss 1 . fl d b h" h . s 
. . 6 h as so little 1n uence y im t at, in the autobio-

d1recht~onl, ut teh:gave at St. John's College in 1970, Strauss did not even grap ica accoun . h -
. h" Instead Strauss emphasized t e impact of Heidegger who mention 1m. , . , se 

lectures he attended in the mid-l 920s. As a result ?f what he heard in 
Heidegger's lectures, Strauss _says he remarked at the time that, "compared 
to Heidegger, Max Weber, till th~n regarded by me as the incarnation of 
the spirit of science and s_cholarsh1p, was an_ orphan child."33 Fukuyama's 
undoubtedly intentional distorted representation 1s meant to obscure Strauss' 
deep-seated anti-Enlightenment sentiments. While it is certainly true that 
Strauss was in some sense "responding" to Nietzsche and Heidegger, the 
nature of that response is very much m question. 

* * * 
In his essay largely devoted to insulating Strauss from the use some 
Sttaussians and others have made of him, Mark Lilla emphasizes the long-
term impact of Natural Right and History. The crucial date in assessing that 
impact is 1968. The upheavals within American universities that began in 
earnest in that year had a traumatic effect on many of Strauss's current and 
former students, he writes. Thanks to Natural Right and History, they were 
"prepared to see the threat of 'nihilism' 1 urking in the interstices of modem 
life, waiting to be released, turning America into Weimar."34 This premise, 
Lilla notes, underlay Bloom's Closing of the American Mind. Illustrating Lilla's 
point, Bloom there uses Louis Armstrong's popularization of the 
Brecht-Weill song, "Mack the Knife," as a sign of the "astonishing 
Americanization of the German pathos." Bloom links the song's concept to 
Nietzsche's Thus Spake Zarathustra and to the "supra-moral attitu~~ :f 
expectancy" that "appealed to Weimar and its American admire~~:. I s 
American version becomes "less dangerous, although not less corrupt. O':; 

,, . " . . h d not understand, translate stars, he continues, are smgmg a song t ey O . h k n f 
. h lar success wit un now rom a German original and havmg a uge popu . . 

1 
message 6 . . h" of the ongma Ut w1de-rang1ng consequences, as somet 1?gd . 

11 
he master lyricists h . . A . 1 But behrn it a ' t touc es something 1n mencan sou s. 

are Nietzsche and Heidegger."35 h d of a section of several 
f mes at t e en L k Bloom's one mention o Strauss co . h , teaching about oc ~-

. res his teac er s k gave 1r pages in which he largely reitera . f · hrs and Loe e . 
d h not10n ° ng Ri hr 1s nor Bobbes Bloom says, invente t e .. r common sense. g d 

' A erican, are ou nee of, free om. respectability. Rights, to an m It is a part of, or the e~se painlessly as h . b t of duty. . d to l1ve as f t e opposite of wrong, u . d ssion to ltve, _an "dl rounded in sel -I b ' henshe pa 1 rysolt Y g 1·k I t egins from mans c k "nd of mora 1 ·ors was 
1 

e Y 
"a new 1 

. l s these poi / Possible." Rights repres~nt which Bloom arncu a::und ofSrrauss's Nat11ra 
interest " 36 The irony with er against the backg . Howev , losr on many readers. 

l 
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Right and History, Bloom's paragraph that begins with ".Americans are 
Lockeans" and ends with the sentence, "As Leo Strauss put it, the moderns 
'built on low but solid ground,'" displays its fully i~onic sense.~

7 
But aside 

from the Straussians among them, the neoconservatives largely. ignored the 
irony and figures such as William Bennett generated and exploited Bloom's 
commercial success mindlessly jumbling Plato and Locke, Socrates and 
Jefferson together w'hile failing to see the worst of Nietzsche threading his 
way through Bloom's glib and unreasoned pronouncements. It m~~e for 
attention-grabbing headlines and initiated a largely vacuous but politically 
astute "debate" on cultural values that proceeded on terms set by the 
neocons. 

* * * 
It was one of Bloom's students who managed to synthesize various elements 
of the Straussian liturgy into a useful neoconservative sermon on history and 
politics. Francis Fukuyama's principal contribution to neoconservative 
political theory is his much-discussed 1992 book, The End of History and 
the Last Man. In it, Fukuyama beats the Weberian horse one more time. 
"While Max Weber," he writes, "took a despairing and pessimistic view of 
the increasing rationalism and secularism of mankind's historical 'progress,' 
postwar modernization theory gave his ideas a decidedly optimistic and, one 
is tempted to say, typically American cast."38 But Fukuyama's text represents 
a skillful sublimation of the European and American, despairing and 
optimistic motifs. Whereas Strauss dwelt upon what he saw as the disastrous 
effects of modern science and technology, Fukuyama emphasizes two social 
aspects of their development: technology allows for advances in military 
strength and in economic capacity. Thus science provides the means for 
people "to gratify their desire for security, and for the limitless acquisition 
of material goods."39 Security and the accumulation of wealth are the 
foundations of the modern notion of right examined and ultimately rejected 
b~ Strauss. Fukuyama highlights the limitations of this notion of right, but 
with am · · . . ore strategic view toward its needed supplement in the present 
historical period. 

Fu,~uyam_a discusses Hobbes and Locke under the rubric of "the first 
man, fo~usmg on their conceptions of the so-called state of nature.40 His 
purpose 1s to contrast th £ k' 1·b 1 · d. ·d 

1 
f e sa ety-see ing, acquisitive rights-bearing 1 era 

m 1v1 ua o Locke with th · d. 'd ' 11 1 F k . e 10 ivi ual who seeks recognition above a e se. 
u uyama derives this "fi " f le for recogn·t· • h rSt man rom Hegel's depiction of the strugg 1 10n m t e Pheno / ..rs . . · the establishment f meno ogy 01 Ptrzt, a struggle that results 10 

0 masters and sl Th . corne the natural fear of d h . aves. e master-type 1s able to over 
type ultimately cli:at an1. ~1sk everything in the struggle, while the st":; 
slave, who puts the dgs .to£ 1 e. Thus Locke's individual is the type O t 

es1re or self-preservation first. And Fukuyarna, notes, 
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Locke's natural ?ursuit of ha . truths abou r1a1 Power 
seen by Locke tights to life a~~1ness Were no: the rights of 

some sense th~~:::son, and other~~;rrr Thee:~~;•lly di~:;0:
0/fe, 

the slave in a k. cl to persuade th e t em, Fuku em for Polit" rorn 
T " in of class! . e Would-b Yama sa s " tcs was 

he first man" of h _ess society of sl e.~asters to a Y ' as being in 
man" of Fukuyam , t_ e liberal imagina/ves: 41 cceptthe life of 

d . as title Wh·1 ion is at h 
me lated by Alexand K ·. t e he emph . t e same ti . . re OJe p k as1zes h · me the "l 
ts indebted to Bloom' 'd• ve, u uyama's lar ts reading of I-I ast 
R bl . 42 s 1 tosyncratic . ger concepti egel, as 

epu tc. The crucial n . interpretation d on of recognit ' ot1on he · h an tra 1 . ion 
characterized by "spir1·t d re ts t at there is a p ns at1on of Plato's 

. . e ness" (th ) art of th 
recogn1t1on. It is a passion d d' . ymos that drives ind· _de soul that is an 1stinct fi 1v1 uals 
elevates desire for self-preserv . rom desire. The Lock . ~o. seek . . at1on and m · 1 ean 10d1v1d l 
F1gurat1vely, Fukuyama characterizes th' a~ena comfort over this pa~sioua 

· f h b ts, insofar · · n. VICtory o t e ourgeois over th . 4 as tt is successful as h " e anstocrat 3 N' , t e 
the last man" in Thus Spake Zar.·,,,th t .d ietzsche called the victor 

fl . ...,, us ra an des 'b d h' 
re ective, small man who "makes h' en e 1m as an unself-everyt mg small" h'l 
himself the inventor of "happiness ,,44 Th ': 1 e proclaiming 

d 1
. b . e success of science tech I 

an i eral democracy, a society of "slaves ,, h b ' no ogy, £ . . ' poses t e pro lem of the last 
ma~ or Fukuyama, as 1t did for Strauss in his response to Kojeve. 

Liberal democracy is understood by Fukuyama to be the onl l . . . . y ong-term 
pohtICal opt10n 1n the world after the collapse of the Soviet empire. In the 
~hort term, forms of authoritarian rule may prevail, but liberal democracy 
1s the only system that provides the possibility of the universal recognition 
that will increasingly be demanded as education levels increase in accordance 
with technological (including military and economic) advances. These latter 
are inevitable, given the processes of globalization. But despite this 
assertion, Fukuyama's analysis is plagued by the specter of the last man. 
"Liberal principles," he writes, "can be destructive of the highest f~rms of 
patriotism which are necessary for the very survival of the commumty. For 
it is a widely recognized defect of Anglo-Saxon liberal theory that men 

. 1 h · · le of rational self-would never die for a country based mere y on t e prmop . . 
4 . . . l ssions to sustam it. preservation." 5 Liberal democracy reqmres 1rrat10na pa " , . . f d . erurn And so does The noble" features of Strauss s cnrique o mo ermty r . · 

the troubling specter of the nihilist redemption of humamty. 

*** 
· fl · ff • William Kristal In an in uent1al article published in 1996 in Foreign A'Jatrs, . f 

d Robert K h ding traJecrory 0 
an agan drew the consequences oft e prece . 'litary 
thought fro~ Strauss to Fukuyama. They claimed that American n:1• h 
officers worried th " h. r . I gion domg t e 
h rd work of A a~ w ile they serve as a kind of 1ore1gn ' .. 1.ans at 

a merican l , . ' A r1can c1v1 1 -sry e empire management, me 
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home, preoccupied with the distribution of tax breaks and government 
benefits, will not come to their support when the going gets tough."46 
So they called for greater "moral clarity" in American foreign policy by 
promoting the "American principles" of "democracy, free markets, respect 
for liberty. "47 Then they drew the connection: "The remoralization of 
America at home ultimately requires the remoralization of American foreign 
policy. "48 The Straussian element in the neoconservative agenda thus 
contributed to a political project that aimed at exploiting America's 
unrivalled global military power in order to reverse its cultural decline. The 
regime it sought to alter was the American regime. 9/11 presented the 
opportunity to enact this noble delusion. 

* * * 
Fukuyama's fear of the universal and homogeneous state becoming a reality 
in the post-Cold War era has presumably been abated, at least for now, by 
the discovery of a new opponent with universal aspirations in "fundamen-
talist" Islam. This new opponent has a usefully polymorphous character, 
appearing now simply as "terrorists" or "evil-doers" when needed and not 
requiring too much in the way of knowledge in order to observe it lurking 
about. It is ironic that those among the policy makers who count Leo Strauss 
as an influence on their think-tank or government resumes should be so 
ignorant in this regard, given Strauss's love and respect for the rationalism 
of medieval Islamic philosophy and his deep knowledge of Arabic. But 
Strauss would still undoubtedly consider those who govern our half of the 
divide as "not wise" in any event. And though much is unclear about this 
polymorphous opponent, it is unlikely that it is predicated on a view of 
human nature that gives excessive scope to the passions. But still, an 
opportunity has been given to those who will exploit it co strengthen 
imperial power, "to rule the peoples ... to spare the conquered and SUbdue 
the proud." And that, after all, was Strauss's point. 
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