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April 1 and the ensuing boycott of Jewish busher s -8 2ion Passed on
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late spring, Strauss was joined by thousands of German J 2 > onals. By
He may have been unaware that his erstwhile teacher Ma:'::rsl ;;e .Cllng refuge,
his recent interlocutor, the jurist Carl Schmitt, who had writt:; :%f:treil}d
) o b n
sMus};,)(ir;gof Strauss’s Rockefeller application, both joined the Nay; party on
On May 19, 1933, Strauss wrote a letter to his friend, the philosopher
Karl Lowith, reporting on his situation in Paris. Referring to the Germag
intellectuals who had taken refuge or, like Walter Benjamin, were already
residing there, Strauss ironically remarks that, “The ‘competition’ s
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:

at followed: the burning of the

Admittedly, I cannot simply “opt” for another country {Land}l—one
does not choose a homeland [Heimat} and, most importantly, a mother
tongue. I certainly will never be #b/e 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 {Quoel Untermenschen} and there-
fore true pariahs. There is but oze 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, /mperialist principles, can one protest against the dreadful
state of affairs. I read Caesar’s Commentaries with deeper understanding
and I think of Virgil's: Tu regere imperio . . . parcere subjectis et
debellare superbos [to rule the peoples . . . to spare the conquered and
subdue the proud}.’° There is no reason to grovel before crosses [Kreuze)
even the cross of liberalism, as long as somewhere in the wor]q , spark’

of Roman thought still glows. And even then: rather the G,
any cross [/ieber als jegliches Kreuz das Ghetto].”! €tto than
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on Strauss, his political positions, or his j

Perhaps tellingly, the icati ,
e e g @.cvrnmzos of a selection of Strausg’s
with Lowith in English translation. jn mEhy correspondence
. ’ urn { .
Straussian school, began with letters dating _mno Mu associated with the
: : m
than with their first exchanges in 193253 ecember 1935 rather
Strauss’s reaction to the Nazi : T
danie he cr: S_Amo.<2. has its origins in his critique of

modernity as the triumph of what he, in conformity with G b
di £ che i : . _ erman political

iscourse of the time, called liberalism and its attendant principle of

niversal individual ri . o :
LAV ELSE mrnm.mom ch__&\.. That critique was grounded in the
realization that the extension of such rights to Jews had had the effect of
threatening Jewish collective identity, on the one hand, and encouraging
anti-Semitism in the face of Jewish cultural difference, on the other. Strauss
searched for an answer to this threat in a return to pre-Enlightenment Jewish
writers such as Maimonides while at the same time displaying an interest
in contemporary proponents of cultural-national identity on the European
right. These included German figures such as Paul de Lagarde and the
French writer Charles Maurras, one of the intellectual founders of the proto-
fascist Action Francaise.”® In this context, Strauss’s letter to Lowith reflects

his understanding that a properly fascist movement such as the Italian
inguished from National Socialism .g the »vm.gnm of
posed to a national one) and its promotion of a
55 This was apparently a formula for

bordinate but protected pre-
The emphatic

nfluence have largely ignored it 52

one was to be dist
a racial component (as op
premodern corporatist social program.”
reconstituting Jewish communities 10 su e
Enlightenment, imperial form (i.e.,“to spare the no:@cwnm f im reactionary
character of Strauss’s letter thus _uo::.m to the m%ﬁ. © Unraveling the
political instincts and antagonism tO liberal modernity.

; i within the
intellectual and political meaning of this _mmﬁrwnmcwwomm%m%m ensuing
larger structure of Leo Serauss’s thought will be the p

chapters.
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After his declaration in the 1965 pfeface regarding Fhe “t.heologico-po‘litical
dicament” in which he found himself when writing his .book on Spinoza,
E oes on to claim that, “At that time Germany was a liberal democracy.
,Srt;?fesg%me was known as the Weimar.Republic-” (PSCR, D. T?ese i;mocuolt:s
sounding statements are actually freighted \?vxth meaning. To re erl to the
) Republic as a liberal defnoc.racy is almost a commonplace in
Weimar orary terms, but its meaning in the context of Strauss'’s position
contemp g g not transparent. Strauss apparently did not use the locyuolrsl
in. the 1920s 1s ” in his published writings during the period in question.
"hber# dernocragyrauss’s review essay on Carl Schmitt’s T{ae .Concept ‘of the
Becaling . 1tded in the same volume as the preface, it is instructive to
Pultcl was e learly distinguished liberalism from-dfemoc'racy mht'h;t
Chos: SChmllt6tSC ;mi}t]t associates liberalism with indlvu;lualnsm,l w 'l; ;
teithar.li oitnl;i:i;ncec upon the priority of person.al. freedgrlrlll; ;;S;;; olmic
with i . tea
consistent depoliticization of society aqd eT:dhzsclz r::)‘; ic concerns are i
and social matters. Private law, morallg';lst i T eptaillng 4
stuff of liberalism. Democracy, by con vism, a trend Schmitt SEeres
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Whenever a definition of neoconservatism is needed, Irving Kristol 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 politica}l purpose”
to “convert the Republican party, and American conservatism.m genfer.al,
against their respective wills, into a new kind of conservative politics
suitable to governing a modern democracy. That this new conservative
politics is distinctly American is beyond doubt.” Thgugh b_Y_no I’(“?::;
dominant within the Republican party, it is neoconservative policies, bll-%can
argued, that must be credited with the popular success of Republt
presidents.!”

What is this new, peculiarly American
“modern democracy”? Kristol emphasizes its DOPENs .4 merican grain’
and “cheerful” qualities that apparently mark it as 10 the mh Colidge
He links it to the two Roosevelts and Ronald Reagan rachet ¢ Tn expunge
Hoover, Eisenhower, and Goldwater, the latter group Cunoushz enlg)ine 0
from the “American grain.” Neocons support X cuts as tbecause only
zﬂom‘c 8rowth, tolerating budget deficits when necessilr};umbilif)‘” “It

BrOWth gives “modern democracies their legitimacy a0

. . nce
is a basic asgy, ; ! « a conseque

m . » at as
of the spreaq o?t;ion of neoconservatism,” he WIIteS, that, and tax-

-owning ;
P2YINg populay: ffluence among all classes, a property-o% egalitarial
200 will, in time, become less vulnerable © &
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form designed to govern 2
“hopeful,” “forward-looking,
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d demagogic appeals and more sensible al.>out 5he fundarpemals
of economic reckoning.” And while neoconservatives do not like the
concentration of services in the welfa.re st,:clte and are happy to study
alternative ways of delivering these setjv1c’es“, they do' not- oppo.ie.a strong
state. Neocons are inspired by Tocqueville’s “democratic wisdom” in regard

to the state. o - .
If the state is not providing «welfare services,” then whither its strength?

These are concentrated in two areas. The first is the area of “culture ”
Neocons suppott government action to address “the steady decline in oy
democratic culture” in the areas of education, “the relations of church ang

state, the regulation of pornography, and the“hk'e't’ These P‘?hde? unite
neocons to traditional conservatives as well as .rellg'lous .tradlgonahsts.”
The second area is of course foreign policy. Mir HHng his gaian that neo-
conservatism is not a movement but a persuasion, Kristol claims that while
the neocon influence on foreign policy has gotten the greatest share of medi
attention, it is surprising because “there is no set of ne9consewative 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.”
Kristol’s description of neoconservatives is vacuous, but illuminating
just the same. Illuminating in its vacuity, in fact. His account itself cuts
against the “American grain” it claims to describe. Tocqueville, a problem-
atical ally in 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 1937, aged thirty-eight, brought with him from
Gf’.rmany adistinctly European Weltanschauung, which included the concern
thk} world government and its resultant “tyranny,” as well as perhaps less
obvious notions that underlay Kristol's account but may now be apparent
il sy o dinguiing e fm e
of the core conee t: i 'tde saatesman is immediately Eecogmzﬁtical” "~
bequeathed by thg Gerlnri  in Fhe rpleiny - Fhe (? 21 Schmitt:
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S
Kristol's wife, the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb, in an article Publisheq

in The Public Interest in 1998, referred to problems besettmkg\ "ou;; democ.fatic
society” as “diseases” of a moral aqd cultural nature rather than pohtical
ones: “the collapse of ethical principles and habits, the Foss of respect o
authorities and institutions, the breakdown of the family, .the decline i
civility, the vulgarization of high culture, and the degrad.atlon of
culture.”?' She characterizes the “virus” that produced this diseas
ethical and cultural relativism that reduces all values, al| standg
all authority to expressions of personal will and inclination’u
clear that “the counterculture of yesteryear is the dominan cult
And she invokes the usual initiators of this virus by citing e
universities and media.

To the extent that the neoconservative
managed its dialectic of cultural decline and politica] OPtimism i, A ve
so by an elaborate rhetorical construction. The elemengs of that Cons:s dgne
can be glimpsed in the recent account Tuctiop
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post-9/11 world presented by Francis Fukuyama, the
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ense,” he writes, “has been written about Leo
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. . »)
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s 5 7 : . . stran
important with regard to specific foreign policy ideas was the fourt

. = . ar ca abll][%
descending from the theorist of so-called second-strike nucleateg ypmking
, ilitary str
Albert Wohlstetter. Wohlstetter's advocacy of militaty ot
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berates in former Defense Secretary Donald Rums E ilicary interventi”
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Two surprisingly successful books appe -
he twinning o F political Optimismpinzrei lltrlu :a918§ez?at bear directly on
Kennedy’s The Rise and Decline of the Great Powers Kenm:{l e. One was Paul
history of great powers showed a pattern of overstl"etching r{);ﬁf:ed that t_he
ments that ultimately led to decline because their military rer};_commlc_
placed impossible burdens on their economies. America, he th?)ulrﬁinems
on the verge of a similar fate. With the book’s unexpect(’ed populagn't}; Yl?:
Reagan administration began a public campaign to rebut the notion that

the US should cut back on its military bases abroad.?

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
eoconservative cultural discourse that has also

27 Coming as it did toward the end of the
1d be seen as a consolidation of already
andscape of post-1960s America

rhetorical armature for the n
proved so politically effective.
Reagan presidency, Bloom’s book shou

prcilmment misgivings about the cultural I
ra ; : e
ther 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
caught the attention of

zg?ssgiﬁi()f the “souls” of the nation’s youth: What -
is relativec v:lfs perhaps less the opening salvo directed at the .behgf that truth
than the a;ta ione certainty Bloom professed to discover in his students,
ere Bloom’c on roc!< music and popular culture in general that followed.
lmaginesateznsardomc’ titillating style showed itself in full bloom. He
Watching MTv-age boy doing his homework while wearing headphones of
t:ls boy ag the o what does Bloom see in this, his own fantasy? He sees
r\i;(z:m an sceiel:h?r‘ftor of the progress bequeathed by phi.losophy and
ot ce: “A pubescent child whose body throbs with orgasmic

or th(‘: k’_ Ose fe X .
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‘mitatinl:\‘“g of palngs are made articulate in hymns to the Joys of onanism
St rents; S . :
he g nts; whose ambition is to win fame and wealth 1n
fe is made 10t0

ag‘
Que . .
en who makes the music. In short, li
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a nonstop, commercially prepackaged masturbational fantasy.”?® 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.”? 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.>°

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.?! 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 émigré
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 émigré Leo Strauss, who
did not repress the dark side.

While Kristol gladly mentions Strauss as a teacher and inspiration;
Bloom’s ironic omission is characteristic of a certain obfuscation that 0n¢
frequently encounters in accounts of Strauss’s German period including .hls
o;vn, as we have seen. An example of the former is Fukuyama’s assertion
that,

Leo Strauss was a German Jewish political theorist who studied uqder
Ernst Cassirer and who, fleeing the Nazis, emigrated to the Unite
States in the 1930s and taught mostly at the University of Chicago untt
shortly before his death in 1973. Much of his work can be s€® &
a response to Nietzsche and Heidegger, who had undermin€ hfi
rationalist tradition of Western philosophy from within 27 1::6

M- ) : : e
mod.erm-ty thhout a deep philosophical grounding for its OV
and institutions.32
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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 ironic sense.3.7 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 while failing to see the worst of Nietzsche threading his
way through Bloom’s glib and unreasoned pronouncements. It m:fld.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.

* %k k

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.”*® 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.” Security and the accumulation of wealth are the
foundations of the modern notion of right examined and ultimately rejected
:};iffl:;ziuslzzimia highlights the limitations of this notion of right, but
historieal fec gic view toward its needed supplement in the present
period.
- ailj,l.( ?g:i;g‘;;utsﬁzisrl;l:ibes and Locke under the rubric of “thgofgsi:
purpose is to contrast the safe:ptlonl:'Of the SO'_C’al'led b o nat'ure.l'b ral
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reflective, small man who “makes everything small” while
himself the inventor of “happiness.”* The success of science, technology
and liberal democracy, a society of “slaves,” poses the problem of the last
man for Fukuyama, as it did for Strauss in his response to Kojéve.
Liberal democracy is understood by Fukuyama to be the only long-term
political option in the world after the collapse of the Soviet empire. In the
short term, forms of authoritarian rule may prevail, but liberal democracy
is 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 econopic? advances. These latter
are inevitable, given the processes of globalization. But deslplte this
assertion, Fukuyama’s analysis is plagued by tbe specter of t:e ‘;Str ::saz ¢
“Liberal principles,” he writes, “can be destructive of the hig eslt1 n(;t S
patriotism which are necessary for the very survnval_ of tl}e ;:]or:m thaty;n o
it is a widely recognized defect of Anglo-Saxon hl.)er‘-i lt ef gtional self-
would never die for a country based merely on th.e princip-e 1(1)5 o sustai it.
preservation.”® Liberal democracy requires 1rrat10ngl passio 80 does
The “noble” features of Strauss’s critique of n?odernlty retgtr :
the troubling specter of the nihilist redemption of humanity.
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home, preoccupied with the distribution of tax breaks and governmen,
benefits, will not come to their support when the going gets tough. "4
So they called for greater “moral clarity” in American foreign policy by
promoting the “American principles” of “democracy, free markets, respect
for liberty.”"” Then they drew the connection: “The remoralizatio of
America at home ultimately requires the remoralization of American foreign
policy.”® The Straussian element in the neoconservative agenda thyg
contributed to a political project that aimed at exploiting Americy’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.

* %k ok

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 resumés 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 to 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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