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ABSTRACT 

The political theory of Leo Strauss is one of the intellectual foundations for the 

emerging neoconservative movement in North America. Students of the Straussian 

school of thought criticize modem liberalism for promoting cultural relativism and moral 

nihilism in western society. By establishing the connection between Strauss' thought, 

with the works of his neoconservative followers, such as Allan Bloom and Irving Kristo 1, 

this thesis concludes that the Straussian element in modem neoconservative thought is 

more likely to foster moral nihilism in western society than is liberalism. Straussian 

conservatism is referred to in this thesis as a "pro-active conservatism," which views the 

creation of illusions and myths by ruling elite as critical for social unity and good 

governance. This thesis concludes that such myth-making is destabilizing to democratic 

discourse and risks weakening individual confidence in personal belief systems. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past twenty years, neoconservatism has become an increasingly 

powerful political movement in North America. Neoconservative political parties, such as 

the Reform Party in Canada, have not only scored political victories at the ballot box, but 

have been accredited with changing the political agenda, moving it rightward with its 

new emphasis on fiscal conservatism and a social agenda focused on restoring 

"traditional family values." Scholars point out that American politicians, in response to 

this shift, are hesitant to be labelled as "liberal," for fear that they then will be considered 

soft on crime, liberal with the public purse, or passive with respect to foreign policy, by 

the increasingly powerful neoconservative movement. 1 

One of the most influential sects in the neoconservative movement is known as 

the Straussians. The Straussians are a group of scholars who are disciples of the late 

political philosopher, Leo Strauss. Strauss is widely regarded as one of the most 

influential political theorists in American political culture over the past fifty years. This is 

made even more remarkable by the growth in the influence of his school of thought for 

more than thirty years after his death. The lasting power of Strauss' thought is in large 

measure due to his former students and scholarly admirers who have remained committed 

to spreading his teachings. Several Straussians have not only achieved influence in 

1 Shadia B. Drury, Leo Strauss and the American Right (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996). 173. Drury 
reports how President Bill Clinton denied the charge put forward by Republican candidate Bob Dole in the 
1996 Presidential Election, that Clinton was a "closet liberal." 
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academic circles, but also have served in key positions in the upper echelons of the 

United States Government under the Reagan and two Bush Administrations.2 

Strauss was extremely critical of American liberalism and western liberal society 

in general. He believed that liberalism breeds a certain kind of nihilism. In Strauss' view, 

western liberalism encourages socially destructive behaviour under the guise of cultural 

pluralism and secularism. For Strauss, culture and society are at their strongest when they 

are homogeneous and unified in a certain value system. In Strauss' estimation, 

liberalism's willingness to make western culture a myriad of diverse views and beliefs 

inherently weakens western civilization's ability to judge what constitutes acceptable 

behaviour and what does not. 3 Strauss and his followers reason that, if all views, beliefs, 

and behaviours are to be treated as equally valid within liberal society, there may come a 

day when citizens prefer tyranny over democracy, since both forms of government will 

be viewed as being of equal merit.4 As a result, Straussians argue, liberalism puts western 

civilization and western liberal society at serious risk. 

In order to save western civilization from itself, the Straussians, articulate a novel 

solution on how to stop liberalism from destroying western civilization. Following 

Strauss' lead, the Straussians argue that western civilization needs to be re-introduced to 

Platonic political philosophy. Platonic political philosophy is essential to save western 

civilization because of Plato's commitment to universal truths. Such a revival of Platonic 

2 Ibid. 3. 
3 Leo Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1959). 
22-23 . 
4Ibid. 54-55. 
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political philosophy would, in Straussian theory, counteract modem liberalism's current 

inability to discriminate between right and wrong. 5 

However, the Straussian call for the revival of Platonic political philosophy is not 

so simply implemented. The Straussians believe that philosophy is a dangerous business. 

Philosophy, in its quest for universal truth and knowledge, deconstructs the opinions and 

illusions that are the foundations of civilization and society. 6 Thus, Straussians make a 

distinction between philosophy and political philosophy. 7 The distinction between 

philosophy and political philosophy is that political philosophy is the creation of illusions 

and myths that give cultures their meaning and purpose. Straussians argue that 

philosophy, in its purest form, can only show that there is no meaning to life's chaos. 

True philosophers therefore must learn the art of political philosophy, Straussians 

contend, in order for the general public to access any benefits that philosophy can bring 

to the political realm. 

Because philosophy is so potentially devastating to society, Straussians share the 

belief that only a select few can practice philosophy, as only a select few are equipped to 

deal with the harsh reality that there is no meaning to this life. It is the responsibility of 

this select elite to create the new myths and illusions to give life its meaning. In this 

5 Thomas L. Pangle, "Interpretative Essay," The Laws of Plato, ed. Thomas L. Pangle (Chicago: University 
of Chicago press, 1988). 375. In his interpretative essay on Plato's Laws, Straussian author Pangle writes 
that "the philosophers of liberalism" wrongly "rejected and overthrew" the Socratic tradition set by Plato 
and the ancients. Pangle asserts that an appreciation of that tradition is needed for modem liberalism to 
defend itself from criticism from the far Left and Right. This example shows how Straussians view 
liberalism as being unable to define itself. 
6 Allan Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990). 251. Bloom 
writes, "Philosophy is dangerous for it must always call everything into question while in politics not 
everything can be called into question." 
7 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 31. 
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thesis, I will make the argument that the Straussian model of the philosopher's role in 

political discourse borrows heavily from Friedrich Nietzsche's conceptualization of the 

Superman. Both the Straussian philosopher and Nietzsche's Superman are expected to be 

"creators" of culture, precisely because they are both strong enough to face life's dark 

abyss. 8 Both can ignore silly conventions regulating human behaviour, because they are 

the ones who create and amend such conventions at will. The Straussian philosopher is 

expected to rule more discreetly than Nietzsche's Superman, however, because of 

Strauss' contention that philosophers face social discrimination and suspicion from the 

masses.9 As a result, Straussians suggest several techniques (which will be discussed in 

this thesis) for the philosopher to rule de facto in liberal democracies, where the masses 

always outnumber the select few at the ballot box. 

This thesis will set forth two general observations of the Straussian school of 

thought. The first observation is that the Straussian model does not lower the risk of a 

spread of nihilism in western liberal society. Rather, I shall argue the opposite; it is more 

likely that nihilism will increase under the Straussian scheme. The risk of exposing what 

is believed to be true, as nothing but illusions and myths created by a small ruling elite is 

great, and it has the potential to destabilize democratic societies and foster moral 

uncertainty among individuals. If individuals come to the realization that great parts of 

their belief system are fabricated myths, it may become more difficult for them to place 

their trust in any belief system. 

8 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987). 201-02. 
9 Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952). 34-35. 
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The second general observation is that the Straussian model is incorporated into 

the neoconservative political movement. I intend to demonstrate how neoconservatives 

apply Straussian ideas to counteract liberalism, especially in the United States. My aim is 

to demonstrate how Straussians cynically view democracy by giving it false praise, while 

trying to weaken its association with liberalism or liberal principles. Straussians view 

democracy as a means to de-legitimize liberalism, but they do not want democracy to 

gain too much political power in western society. 

In this paper, I shall focus on the writings of three authors. The first author to be 

discussed will be Strauss himself. I plan to give an exhaustive outline of the main features 

of his contribution to political theory. By doing so, I hope to lay the foundation of what it 

means to be defined as a Straussian. Strauss' unique brand of conservatism will be shown 

to be what I refer to as a "pro-active conservatism." It is Strauss' assumptions about 

philosophy, democracy, liberalism, nihilism, and modernity that his students inherited 

and expanded upon in the years after his death. 

The other two authors discussed in this thesis will be Irving Kristal and Allan 

Bloom, respectively, and I plan to show how each author patterned much of their thought 

after Strauss. More importantly, however, I intend to demonstrate how both Kristal and 

Bloom have transformed Straussian political theory into a powerful force in 

contemporary American politics. Kristo 1, for example, is considered to be a pioneer of the 

American neoconservative movement with his founding of the journal, The Public 

Interest. 10 Also, Kristal is accredited as being one of the most influential people 

10 Irving Kristol, "American Conservatism," The Public Interest.121 (1995). 88. 
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responsible in revitalizing the electoral success of the Republican Party in the United 

States. Kristol's achievements have not gone unnoticed. Recently, President George W. 

Bush awarded Kristol with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest recognition an 

American President can bestow. 11 

Unlike Kristol, Allan Bloom studied directly under Strauss at the University of 

Chicago, where Strauss taught for many years. Bloom's importance is less affiliated with 

partisan politics than is Kristol's. Generally, Bloom is identified more with the movement 

to reform the American university system. Bloom's masterwork, The Closing of the 

American Mind, is regarded by many as an influential and popular critique of liberal 

education in the United States. 12 According to Bloom, liberal education has failed to 

produce an informed aristocratic intellectual elite ready to assert itself as a political 

leader. 13 What Bloom's contribution to American university culture signifies is how 

prevalent the school of Straussian thought is becoming in North America, as many 

professors and scholars come to embrace it. 

Because of its increasing significance within academia, there have been many 

pieces of literature devoted to analyzing the Straussian school of thought, ranging from 

the very supportive to the very critical. This thesis is intended to distinguish itself by 

focusing on the relationship Straussians see between modem liberalism and nihilism. If 

this thesis' contentions are correct, readers may come to a better understanding not only 

11 President Honours Recipients of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, 07/09/2002 2002, Web Site, White 
House Office of the Press Secretary, Available: 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/07 /iraq/20020709-8.htrnl, 4/10/2003 2003. 
12 James H. Mittelman, "Opening the American Mind: International Political Science," PS: Political 
Science and Politics 22.1 (1989). 52. 
13 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 248. 
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of what neoconservatives find so objectionable about liberalism, but also of the 

neoconservative movement's willingness to transform western liberal society into a 

hierarchical and inegalitarian society. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF LEO STRAUSS 

The starting point of inquiry into the Straussian school of thought is most 

obviously with Leo Strauss himself. Strauss is regarded as one of the most influential 

political philosophers of the twentieth century, especially in American political culture. 

Many commentators and scholars have noted how, both in American academic and 

political circles, students of Strauss have reached national prominence. The 

neoconservative movement in the United States is closely identified with the works of 

Strauss and his disciples. Neoconservatism itself has been widely regarded as the 

emerging and dominant opponent of modem liberalism for the past twenty years in the 

West. What is fascinating about this recognition of a tie between the rise of the 

neoconservative movement and the Straussians is the fact that Strauss himself is not very 

well known outside of academic circles. Many of Strauss' writings are very dry and 

uninspiring. There is no single work where Strauss outlines his own philosophy on its 

own terms in the first-person. 1 Instead, Strauss devotes most of his work to analyzing the 

great works of classical political thinkers such as Plato, Farabi and Maimonides. Because 

of his death in 1973, Strauss did not get the chance to see neoconservative politicians 

enjoy the electoral success they would later win in the United States. It is thus unlikely, 

on the surface at least, to imagine that such a scholar would be identified as the 

inspiration for the success of a political movement and a political philosophy that bears 

his name. 

1 Robert B. Pippin, "The Modem World of Leo Strauss," Political Theory 20.3 (1992). 454. 
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The question arises then, of what is so appealing about Strauss to so many of 

today's most influential politicians and scholars? A possible answer is that, despite the 

bland nature of his writings and the challenge for his readers not to be overwhelmed by 

the minutia of his analyses of the great philosophers, Strauss presents in his writings 

several challenges to the presumptions of liberal society and liberal political theory. 

These challenges breathed life into a conservative movement that was relatively 

comatose until the mid-1950s with the establishment of William F. Buckley's magazine, 

National Review.2 As more Americans and W estemers became disenchanted with the 

welfare state and liberal society in the l 960's and l 970's, academics sought to find 

responses and alternatives to the more dominant liberal orthodoxy in both the academic 

and the political arena. Several prominent neoconservatives such as Irving Kristal, 

Gertrude Himmelfarb and Norman Podhoretz reportedly switched from the Democratic 

Party to the Republican Party due to their perceptions of the cultural excess of over-

indulgence that American liberalism seemed to tolerate and of the apathy of the 

American Left, demonstrated by its lack of enthusiasm for further participation in the 

Cold War with the Soviet Union.3 These neoconservatives concluded that America had 

lost its moral compass and was drifting into an abyss of nihilism. Strauss came to the 

same conclusions about liberal society; but he made his conclusions twenty years earlier. 

In this chapter, I will explore why neoconservatives are drawn to Strauss. I will 

demonstrate how, although he has been called "a friend of liberal democracy", Strauss 

2 Kristal, "American Conservatism." 80-81. 
3 Drury, Leo Strauss and the American Right. 152. 
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abhorred liberal democracy. 4 This chapter will also show that there is a strong connection 

between Strauss' political thought and the political thought of Friedrich Nietzsche. This 

connection is crucial because it explains two elements of Strauss' thought: his criticism 

of modernity as a breeding ground for nihilism and his call for what I refer to as a "pro-

active conservatism." I will argue that this pro-active conservatism is likely to agitate 

Strauss' perceived "crisis of the West."5 

Several hagiographers of Strauss claim that he was deeply influenced by his 

voluntary exile from Germany in the 1930's, just before Hitler assumed power. As a 

German Jew, Strauss had made the rational choice to flee the Third Reich. There is little 

doubt though that Strauss had already become disenchanted with liberal society because 

of the instability of the Weimar Republic. If liberal society could not live up to its 

promise of providing equal protection under the law for its citizens in a secularized state, 

as Weimar failed to do for German Jews, there could be no guarantee made that a new 

form of Nazism could not rise again under similar conditions. This concern of a repeat of 

the Weimar failure haunted Strauss and resonates in his writings. 

Strauss tries to address this general concern that Western liberalism must be saved 

from itself and its socially destructive tendencies by offering several solutions that fit his 

political philosophy. He argues that a restoration of the political thought of the "ancients" 

is needed. The ancients consist of the great philosophers preceding Machiavelli. The 

ancients placed emphasis on moderation and virtue, which to Strauss, are antidotes to the 

4 Nathan Tarcov and Thomas L. Pangle, "Epilogue: Leo Strauss and the History of Political Philosophy," 
History of Political Philosophy, eds. Joseph Cropsey and Leo Strauss, Third Edition ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987). 927. Both Tarcov and Pangle note that Strauss was "no flatterer" of 
liberal democracy either. 
5 Ibid. 907-09. Tarcov and Pangle summarize extensively the "crisis of the West." 
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"crisis of the West."6 Strauss believed, however, that any restoration of ancient wisdom is 

hampered by the dominance of the modernist project and the "modems." Strauss 

maintained that, since Machiavelli, political philosophy has been usurped by a "scientific 

political science," that is concerned only with satisfying bodily needs and desires. 7 Virtue 

is no longer the focus of political discourse. As a result, modernity, in all of its phases, 

has consequently led to debasement in human behaviour and conduct. Academic fields, 

such as the social sciences, are adrift in their own moral relativism because of the thought 

of modems such as Max Weber. 

Paradoxically, Strauss cannot escape totally from modem political thought 

himself. Throughout his work, Strauss embraces elements of the political thought of 

Nietzsche; a man who Strauss himself thought of as a modem. Strauss articulates a view 

that a small elite of philosophers must necessarily create and promulgate the myths that 

hold a society together, because philosophy itself is corrosive to society and civilization.8 

Political philosophy is the face that philosophy must assume to be presentable to the 

public. The ancients realized this about philosophy and wrote esoterically in their 

writings to protect the masses from the dangers philosophy can expose. Strauss' view is 

Nietzschean, because it assumes that only a certain type of "philosopher" can handle the 

reality of nihilism-namely, that reason alone cannot discover the existence of universal 

truth or morality in nature. 9 Thus, the philosophers must communicate with each other 

6 Nasser Behnegar, "The Intellectual Legacy of Leo Strauss (1899-1973)," Annual Review of Political 
Science 2.1 (1999) . 98 . 
7 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 14. 
8 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 17-18, 34-35. 
9 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 53. Strauss explains: "Only very few men are 
capable of finding the way back to nature." 
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esoterically, while providing an exoteric message for the masses. 10 The Straussian 

philosopher is akin to Nietzsche's "Superman," because both must rescue civilization 

from nihilism by creating illusions of splendor in spite of the Age of Reason. 11 

It is precisely this connection to Nietzschean thought that forces Strauss to 

criticize traditional conservatism. Traditional conservatism, like that espoused by 

Edmund Burke, is too reliant or dependent on the hope that history will right the ship and 

that mankind will avert unnecessary crises. 12 For Strauss, modem liberalism and the 

modernist project needs to be actively, not passively, confronted. Already, the modernists 

have become associated with historicism and the belief that history is on their side. 

Strauss urges conservatives to be active in their resistance to liberalism. 13 Strauss' ideal 

philosophers will, of course, help lead the resistance, much like Nietzsche envisioned 

would his "Superman." The difference between the visions of Nietzsche and Strauss is 

that Strauss imagines his philosopher taking a more conspicuous path to the levers of 

power. In Strauss' estimation, conservatives, such as Burke, cannot afford to leave it to 

history to initiate the defeat of modem liberalism. They must follow the model of the 

Superman to defeat liberalism. 

The activist tone of Strauss' conservatism is probably one of the main reasons 

why so many modem neoconservatives are drawn to his work and have made him their 

guru of political theory. However, if the Straussian movement is to endure further, 

10 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 17. 
11 Laurence Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). 91. 
Lampert notes that Nietzsche changed calling the Superman to "the complementary man." It is noted 
Strauss used the latter term in his writings as well. 
12 Leo Strauss, Natural Right & History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953). 318-19. Strauss 
explains that Burke 's thought turned out to be "a preparation for Hegel" and his dialectic historicism. 
13 Ibid. 318 . 
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today's neoconservatives must be prepared to answer the questions that Strauss' solutions 

pose. Do Strauss' theories really respond to the nihilism that he alleges western liberal 

society harbours, or do such theories spawn the same problems that ultimately brought 

down Weimar, by encouraging hierarchy, inequality, and the promotion of myths created 

by men of near god-like status, to reinforce the political agendas of the regime of the 

day? 

Strauss and The Nature of Philosophy 

The relationship between Strauss and philosophy itself is intriguing because 

Strauss both cherishes and fears philosophy. In his essay on Plato's Republic, Strauss 

characterizes philosophy as "the art of arts."14 Strauss also asserts in this essay "only the 

philosopher's life is just."15 Thus, Strauss finds philosophy to be a noble field. However, 

Strauss also believes that philosophy can be dangerous and therefore needs to be 

confined; philosophy cannot be allowed to be accessible to everybody. 

The reason philosophy must be confined to the few, in Strauss' estimation, is that 

it can be corrosive to society. Society consists of the firmly held opinions that individuals 

possess. 16 Philosophy, by its very nature, is antagonistic to individuals' firmly held 

opinions because it questions and deconstructs any such opinions. Philosophy must be a 

quest for truth and opinions rarely have such truth-value. Strauss contends that, as a 

result, philosophers must proceed with caution when practicing their craft. The fate of 

society depends on the maintenance of individual's opinions or myths, because it is such 

14 Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964). 97. 
15 Ibid. 115. 
16 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 310-11. 
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opinions that make this life meaningful for most people. In his masterwork, Natural Right 

& History. Strauss outlines this conception of the fragility of society and the 

philosopher's role in society when analyzing the work of Lucretius: 

The happiness of early, noncoercive society was ultimately 
due to the reign of a salutary delusion. The members of 
early society lived within a finite world or a closed horizon; 
they trusted in the eternity of the visible universe or in the 
protection afforded to them by "the walls of the world." It 
was this trust which made them innocent, kind, and willing 
to devote themselves to the good of others; for it is fear 
which makes men savage. The trust in the firmness of "the 
walls of the world" was not yet shaken by reasoning about 
natural catastrophes. Once this trust was shaken, men lost 
their innocence, they became savage; and thus the need for 
coercive society rose. Once this trust was shaken, men had 
no choice but to seek support and consolation in the belief 
in active gods; the free will of the gods should guarantee 
the firmness of "the walls of the world" which had been 
seen to lack intrinsic or natural firmness ... 17 

Yet philosophy is repulsive to people because philosophy 
requires freedom from attachment to "our world" On the 
other hand, the people cannot return to the happy simplicity 
of early society. They must therefore continue the wholly 
unnatural life that is characterized by the co-operation of 
coercive society and religion. The good life, the life 
according to nature, is the retired life of the philosopher 
who lives at the fringes of civil society. The life devoted to 
civil society and to the service of others is not the life 
according to nature. 18 

Strauss contends that nature is the authority which philosophy recognizes, and that this 

authority trumps the legitimacy that those in power derive from tradition or what Strauss 

refers to as "the ancestral."19 True philosophers recognize that it is man-made 

constructions such as laws or customs that insulate or protect man from the harshness of 

17 Ibid. 112-13 . 
18 Ibid. 113. 
19 Ibid. 83. 
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nature. For Strauss, the philosopher is a rare breed of individual who cannot take solace 

in myths and therefore eventually becomes a social outcast. 

In the dialogue of the Republic, Socrates tells his listeners of the allegory of the 

cave where individuals in society are symbolically chained together as they walk in a 

circle in the cave. According to Plato (through Socrates), the philosopher is the one who 

can break free from the chain and leave the cave for the light of the ideal or universal 

truth. 20 It is when the philosopher is in the light that he can recognize that the shadows 

people fear in the cave are actually just objects in the cave. When the philosopher 

descends back into the cave to inform his fellow captives about the origin of the shadows, 

they do not believe the philosopher and stigmatize him. Plato's metaphor of the cave is 

intended to show the discrimination philosophers and intellectuals face from mainstream 

society. 

The cave analogy illustrates, according to Strauss, how "philosophy and the city 

tend away from one another in opposite directions."21 Strauss also adopts the Nietzschean 

version of Plato's metaphor, which states that there is no such thing as moral truth outside 

of the cave. 22 There is only a dark abyss of nihilism and anarchy. It is the illusionary 

confines of the cave that reassure man that there is a meaning to this life. Strauss 

concludes that, if the philosopher is to engage in political discourse, he must descend 

back into the cave. In his famous essay, "What is Political Philosophy?" Strauss argues: 

But by leaving the cave one loses sight of the city, of the 
whole political sphere. If the philosopher is to give political 

20 Plato, The Republic, trans. Richard W. Sterling and William C. Scott (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1985). 209-213. 
2 1 Strauss, The City and Man. 125. 
22 Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche. 38-39. 



guidance, he must return to the cave: from the light of the 
sun to the world of shadows; his perception must be 
dimmed; his mind must undergo an obfuscation. 23 

16 

In other words, if the philosopher is to give political guidance, he must return to the cave 

and if he returns to the cave, he must tailor his teaching to fit the capabilities and the 

biases of the cave dwellers. Hence, philosophy needs to be transformed so that it can be 

properly understood. Strauss concedes that it is a daunting task to convince philosophers 

to enter the political realm. Thus, philosophers need encouragement to do so.24 

Philosophers recognize the risk they face by teaching philosophy in "the city" (i.e. the 

cave). Each philosopher, after all, must remember that the eventual fate of Socrates was 

his execution by the city of Athens for corrupting Athens' young. 25 

Political philosophy is the mask which philosophy must don in order to present 

itself to the general public. In order to underscore this point even further, Strauss refers to 

another Platonic dialogue, the Laws. Strauss summarizes the beginning of the dialogue as 

a situation in which an Athenian has come to the city of Crete to instill superior Athenian 

laws in Crete. The Athenian understands that he will face apprehension and resistance by 

Crete's citizens if he attempts his objective.26 In order to soften resistance to his real 

message, the Athenian instructs the Cretans on the Athenian custom of holding a wine 

banquet. Strauss explains that the Athenian: 

... acts in a way which is perfectly understandable to his 
interlocutors and perfectly respectable in their opinion. He 
attempts to show that wine-drinking, and even 

23 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 31. 
24 Strauss, The City and Man. 123-25. 
25 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 85. 
26 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 29. 



drunkenness, if it is practiced in well-presided banquets, is 
conducive to education in temperance or 
moderation ... Only after the speech about wine has been 
brought to its conclusion does the Athenian tum to the 
question of the beginning of political life, to a question 
which is the true beginning of his political theme. The 
speech about wine appears to be the introduction to 
political philosophy. 27 

17 

The wine represents the intoxicating effect of philosophy. But, political philosophy, if 

practiced properly, can indeed be "conducive to education in temperance or moderation." 

In contrast, philosophy, in its starkest form, is not conducive to moderation. Strauss 

declares: 

For moderation is not a virtue of thought: Plato likens 
philosophy to madness, the very opposite of sobriety or 
moderation; thou~ht must be not moderate, but fearless, not 
to say shameless. 8 

Philosophy, then, must be practiced without fear or inhibition. As we shall see later on, 

Strauss believes that philosophers must follow the model of Nietzsche's Superman so that 

philosophy can be practiced without such inhibition (See section: The Nietzschean 

Strauss). 

It is important then for Strauss that neither the Athenian nor his Cretan 

interlocutors actually drink wine; they only discuss it. 29 This observation is crucial for 

Strauss. Although they do not drink the wine, they experience the same effects as if they 

had been drinking. They become less inhibited in their speech; they feel younger, 

fearless, and so forth. However, "[t]hey must not actually drink wine, since this would 

27 Ibid. 31. 
28 Ibid. 32. 
29 Ibid. 31. 
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impair their judgment."30 Philosophy cannot be practiced too openly or else it will 

seriously impair the judgment of the people. Political philosophy is thus the moderation 

of philosophy. But such a tempering of philosophy, brought on by political philosophy, 

comes at a price for the philosopher. Strauss adds that, "[t]he vicarious enjoyment of 

wine through a conversation about wine, which enlarges the horizon of the law-bred old 

citizens, limits the horizon of the philosopher."31 In other words, political philosophy 

may improve the knowledge of the citizenry at large; however, political philosophy 

demeans the true philosopher because, in order to be accepted by a wide audience true 

philosophers must dilute and moderate their thoughts, and the meaning and importance of 

philosophy. 

The objective of political philosophy is "the attempt to replace opinion about the 

nature of political things by knowledge of the nature of political things."32 However, 

Strauss insists that philosophers must be very skilled in achieving this objective. They 

must learn how to effectively teach different things to the different segments of the 

population: truth to those fellow students of philosophy who can appreciate the dangers 

of philosophy, and myths to those who must be shielded from philosophy. Philosophers 

"must drink wine, not in deed, but in speech. "33 

30 Ibid. 31. 
31 Ibid. 31. 
32 Ibid. 11-12. 
33 Ibid. 31. 
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The Esoteric Writing Theory 

Since political philosophy is meant "to replace opm1on about the nature of 

political things by knowledge of the nature of political things," a philosopher must decide 

on how to proceed to replace such opinions with knowledge. Strauss comments in great 

detail on how philosophers must learn to replace opinion with knowledge in his 

collection of essays, Persecution and The Art of Writing. Strauss calls this form of 

persuasion the "procedure of true philosophers."34 The key, according to Strauss, is to 

convey two messages simultaneously in the same piece of writing. One message in the 

text should be an exoteric teaching, full of salutary opinions to placate the ignorant 

masses. The other message must be an esoteric message that can only be discovered by a 

careful reading of the text by the students of philosophy. 

In the introductory essay of Persecution and The Art of Writing, Strauss explains 

how he discovered this "procedure of true philosophers." He claims that he came across 

the possibility that the ancient philosophers wrote esoterically, while studying medieval 

Jewish and Islamic philosophy. 35 The medieval Arabic philosopher sect known as the 

falasifa was central to Strauss' study. According to Strauss, the falasifa conceived 

Revelation as being "the perfect political order"36 and 

For this purpose they [ the falasifa] had to assume that the 
founder of the perfect order, the prophetic lawgiver, was 

34 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 17. 
35 Ibid. 9. 
36 Ibid. 10. 



not merely a statesman of the highest order but at the same 
time a philosopher of the highest order. 37 
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Thus, the falasifa embraced the Platonic notion of the philosopher-king. Also, the falasifa 

endorsed the view that there are no rational foundations for moral commandments. 38 

Strauss defines rational commandments as being akin to modem-day tenets of the 

existence of natural law in the Christian context. Because of their rejection of rational 

commandments, the falasifa "implied that the principles of morality are not rational, but 

'probable' or 'generally accepted' ."39 The importance of the falasifa on Strauss' thought 

is crucial. Strauss subscribes to the interpretation of morality held by the falasifa. For 

Strauss, the principles of morality are not universal or to be discovered by reason. Rather, 

morality consists of man-made constructs or conventions that can be altered by 

philosopher-kings. 

For Strauss, the ninth-century Arabic philosopher Farabi captured the spirit of the 

falasifa and the rejection of a natural or universal morality. Strauss noted that when 

Farabi wrote in "his own name," he supported the conventional view that there is a life 

after death.40 However, when Farabi provided commentary on Aristotelian works such as 

the Nicomachean Ethics, Strauss observes that Farabi "declares that there is only the 

happiness of this life," and that all divergent statements are based on "ravings and old 

women's tales." 41 This dichotomy is a revelation for Strauss. It suggests to him that 

Farabi felt the need to hide his true beliefs on the subject of life after death, in his own 

37 Ibid. 10. 
38 Ibid. 10-11. 
39 Ibid. 11 . 
40 Ibid. 14. 
41 Ibid. 14. 
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writing, daring to state his true views only in interpretations of others' works.42 This 

discovery leads Strauss to ask the question: Could it be that other philosophers did the 

same in their writings? 

Strauss is struck by Farabi's expression in Farabi's On the Purposes of Plato and 

Aristotle, that philosophy needs to be restored "after it has been blurred or destroyed."43 

Farabi's comments provide Strauss with support for his belief that the ancient 

philosopher understood the dangers of their craft and that philosophy itself was exposed 

to the risk of becoming obsolete at some point in history. The ancients believed 

philosophy, as a contemplative exercise to discover universal truth, was under threat, 

because societies could not withstand the pressure of questioning and doubt that 

philosophers inevitably initiate. The opinions and beliefs, that constitute what is a 

society, cannot endure the inquiry of reason. Strauss concludes that the primacy of 

philosophy was already blurred even before the modernist project.44 Observe how Strauss 

takes special note of how Farabi interpreted Plato's understanding of the execution of 

Socrates and its consequences: 

The crucial difficulty was created by the political or social 
status of philosophy: in the nations and the cities of Plato's 
time, there was no freedom of teaching and investigation. 
Socrates was therefore confronted with the alternative, 
whether he should choose security and life, and thus 
conform with the false opinions and the wrong way of life 

42 Christopher Colmo, "Theory and Practice: Alfarabi's Plato Revisited," American Political Science 
Review 86.4 (1992). 974. Colmo argues that Farabi observes "a direct or explicit science on the issue of 
religious conformity," in his interpretation of the Plato. As a result, Colmo declares that Strauss overlooks 
this silence and questions whether Strauss' method of interpreting silence and omissions in text is truly 
effective. This challenge put forward by Colmo is important, because Strauss contends that philosophers 
need to conform to "the opinions of the religious community." 
43 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 18. 
44 Ibid. 18. 



of his fellow-citizens, or else non-conformity and death. 
Socrates chose non-conformity and death. Plato found a 
solution to the problem posed by the fate of Socrates, in 
founding the virtuous city in speech: only in that "other 
city" can man reach his perfection. Yet, according to 
Farabi, Plato "repeated" his account of the way of Socrates 
and he 'repeated' the mention of the vulgar of the cities and 
nations which existed in his time. The repetition amounts 
to ... a correction of the Socratic way. The Platonic way, as 
distinguished from the Socratic way, is a combination of 
the way of Socrates with the way of Thrasymachus, for the 
intransigent way of Socrates is appropriate only for the 
philosopher's dealing with the elite, whereas the way of 
Thrasymachus, which is both more and less exacting than 
the former, is appropriate for his dealings with the vulgar. 
What Farabi suggests is that by combining the way of 
Socrates with the way of Thrasymachus, Plato avoided the 
conflict with the vulgar and thus the fate of Socrates. 45 
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In other words, in order to avoid a fate such as Socrates', philosophers need to follow the 

model of Plato, or at least, Farabi's Plato. Philosophers need to incorporate two types of 

teaching in their writing. They must be able to convey an exoteric teaching in order to 

placate the masses or the "vulgar." When trying to convey a Socratic teaching to the elite 

(particularly the elite who practice philosophy), philosophers need to be more discreet. 

They must practice esotericism. Esotericism is a perfect means of protecting certain 

teachings from those segments of the population who may use the information contained 

in them recklessly. The need for philosophers to protect philosophy in "armour," by 

invoking an exoteric/esoteric distinction, is precisely what gives political philosophy its 

essence and meaning. 46 

In order to practice esoteric writing and avoid censorship from the state or "the 

city," writers must be good writers. State-sponsored censors have a large undertaking in 

45 Ibid. 16. 
46 Ibid. 17-18. 
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trying to prove that a writer has practiced esotericism. Such censors need to prove that a 

writer "constructed a certain sentence badly on purpose."47 It is difficult to prove the 

intentions of the writer because as Strauss notes that, "even Homer nods from time to 

time."48 

But how does Strauss propose that the esoteric teaching be discovered? Strauss 

himself acknowledges that it is not an easy task. The secret behind discovering the 

esoteric message in a text is to become a clever reader. Strauss insists that careful readers 

must learn how to read "between the lines."49 Because "only thoughtful men are clever 

readers," only thoughtful men are in on the secret of esoteric writing. Further, only 

thoughtful men can avoid the negligent, open dissemination of such information; thereby 

serving the purpose of esotericism. 50 

Strauss also insists that in order to discover an esoteric message a reader must 

learn to put him or herself in the position or mindset of the author and the author's 

historical situation.51 By doing so, the reader may be able to pick up on certain omissions 

or contradictions that carry some significance when contrasted against not only the 

author's past statements but also when they are considered within the context of the great 

issues of the times within which the author lived. It is often an author's times that force 

him to conceal his true views because of the lack of legal protection from the state for 

freedom of speech. In the following passages from the essay, "Persecution and the Art of 

Writing," Strauss explains the argument more clearly: 

47 Ibid. 26. 
48 Ibid. 26. 
49 Ibid. 30. 
50 Ibid. 25. 
51 Ibid. 26. 



52 Ibid. 30. 
53 Ibid. 32. 

The context in which a statement occurs, and the literary 
character of the whole work as well as its plan, must be 
perfectly understood before an interpretation of the 
statement can reasonably claim to be adequate or even 
correct. One is not entitled to delete a passage, nor to 
emend its text, before one has fully considered all 
possibilities of understanding the passage as it stands-one 
of these possibilities being that the passage is ironic. If a 
master of the art of writing commits such blunders as 
would shame an intelligent high school boy, it is reasonable 
to assume that they are intentional, especially if the author 
discusses, however incidentally, the possibility of 
intentional blunders in writing. The views of the author of a 
drama or dialogue must not, without previous proof, be 
identified with the views expressed by one or more of his 
characters, or with those agreed upon by all his characters 
or by his attractive characters. The real opinion of an author 
is not necessarily identical with that which he expresses in 
the largest number of passages. In short, exactness is not to 
be confused with refusal, or inability, to see the wood for 
the trees. The truly exact historian will reconcile himself to 
the fact that there is a difference between winning an 
argument, or proving to practically everyone that he is 
right, and understanding the thought of the great writers of 
the past.52 

.. .if an able writer who has a clear mind and a perfect 
knowledge of the orthodox view and all of its ramifications 
contradicts surreptitiously and as it were in passing one of 
its necessary presuppositions or consequences which he 
explicitly recognizes and maintains everywhere else, we 
can reasonably suspect that he was opposed to the orthodox 
system as such and-we must study his whole book all over 
again, with much greater care and much less naivete than 
ever before. In some cases, we possess even explicit 
evidence proving that the author has indicated his views on 
the most important subjects only between the lines. Such 
statements, however, do not usually occur in the preface or 
other very conspicuous place. Some of them cannot even be 
noticed, let alone understood, so long as we confine 
ourselves to the view of persecution and the attitude toward 
freedom of speech and candor which have become 
prevalent during the last three hundred years. 53 

24 
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As a result, Strauss expects the careful reader to fully consider the author's intention to 

his writing, in the context of the times in which it was made and the entire work in which 

it was made, like a detective finding clues to a great mystery. 54 However, the implication 

put forward by Strauss is that great writers whose writings contain mistakes have made 

such blunders on purpose. Surely, there is a possibility that Strauss overlooks: great 

writers can make innocent mistakes. There is a danger that readers may actually read too 

much into an omission, blunder, or inherent contradiction as being indicative of the true 

views of the author. Strauss does concede that esotericism may produce several diverse 

interpretations of the classic texts.55 However, Strauss retorts that several diverse 

interpretations of the great texts already exist when scholars read them literally. 56 This 

rebuttal poses a logistical problem for Strauss. One of Strauss' more vocal critics, 

Stephen Holmes, observes that Strauss is forced to take the position that, "if great 

philosophers inevitably try to mislead most of their readers, then scholars are always 

wrong whenever most of them agree. "57 As a result, no consensus can ever be fully 

achieved on what is the true esoteric message of a text. 

Readers of Strauss may wrongly conclude that Strauss is simply referring to the 

practice of esotericism as only appropriate during ancient times before the advent of 

liberal democracy and the entrenchment of liberties such as the freedom of speech. 

54 Stephen J. Lenzner, "A Literary Exercise in Self-Knowledge: Strauss's Twofold Interpretation of 
Maimonides," Perspectives on Political Science 31.4 (2002). 225 . According to Lenzner, Strauss was "a 
devotee to detective stories." Also, Lenzner notes that one of Strauss' main adversaries, Alexandre Kojeve, 
compared Strauss ' method of reading a text as the same as a detective finding clues. 
55 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 30. 
56 Ibid. 30. Strauss explains: "It must, then, be considered possible that reading between the lines will not 
lead to complete agreement among all scholars. If this is an objection to reading between the lines as such, 
there is the counter-objection that neither have the methods generally used at present led to universal or 
even wide agreement in regard to very important points." 
57 Stephen Holmes, The Anatomy ofllliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993). 79. 
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However, this conclusion would be inaccurate. One must be mindful of the fact that 

Strauss contends that although times have changed (especially in the West), the need to 

convey an esoteric and an exoteric teaching still exists.58 Philosophy is still corrosive to 

society's structural design, which consists mainly of opinion. From the Enlightenment on, 

modem writers have ignored the fact that the ancients believed in propagating the "noble 

lie," as being vital to the common good. 59 Instead, the modems have been too explicit and 

liberal with their philosophy. As a result, modernity has led to a nihilistic "crisis of the 

West", by its application of philosophy's deconstructive features to question the fragile 

foundations on which western society rests (see sections: The Nietzschean Strauss and 

The Failure of the Social Sciences). As a result, Strauss still saw the need for 

philosophy to be hidden or made obscure, in order to save modernity from itself in 

today's world"60
. Strauss himself implied that he considered himself as an esoteric writer, 

because "not all truths are always harmless." 61 

Strauss has received much criticism for his re-discovery of esotericism, and his 

theory is deeply flawed (See section: The Vulnerabilities of Strauss). However, the 

importance of the esoteric writing theory cannot be underestimated. Esotericism is the 

means that Strauss employs in his quest to revive Platonic political philosophy. He 

considers a revival of Platonic political philosophy to be essential for rescuing modernity 

58 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 36-37. 
59 Ibid. 35-36. Strauss claims that the ancients considered "lying nobly" as the socially responsible thing to 
do. The term, "noble lie," is borrowed from Plato's myth of the metals to explain inequality between 
individuals (See: Plato, The Republic. 112.) 
60 Leo Strauss, On Tyranny (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1963). 27. Strauss warns his readers, before 
interpreting Xenophon's Hiero, that he did not point out all the hidden messages in the work. He writes: "I 
believe that I have not dotted all the i 's." 
61 Ibid. 26. 
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from the nihilistic abyss. Ironically, Strauss in making these arguments, defers to the 

philosophy of Nietzsche, a modernist who is widely regarded as anti-Platonic. 

The Nietzschean Strauss 

One of the best examples to illustrate both Strauss' reliance on esotericism and his 

close association with Nietzsche is his interpretation of Plato's Republic. Strauss presents 

his interpretation on the Republic as the central essay in his book, The City and Man. The 

essay is representative of Strauss' perception of the tense relationship between philosophy 

and society, and also highlights how he believes philosophy should be presented and 

made effective within society. 

The central incident of the whole dialogue in the Republic is, for Strauss, how 

Socrates responds to Thrasymachus after Thrasymachus suggests that only those in 

power define justice. According to Strauss, Socrates "tames" Thrasymachus by 

persuading him to serve the interests of philosophy. 62 For Strauss, the befriending of 

Thrasymachus by Socrates is the central event in the Republic. 63 Indeed, Strauss goes 

further, by dissenting with the commonly held view that Socrates and Thrasymachus are 

antagonists. Instead, Strauss contends that Socrates had no previous reason to consider 

Thrasymachus as an enemy. 64 

62 Strauss, The City and Man. 84. 
63 Ibid. 79, 123-24. 
64 Ibid. 74. 
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Strauss does not dismiss Thrasymachus' interpretation of justice being defined 

only by those in power. On the contrary, Strauss seems to endorse it, suggesting that "this 

thesis is the most obvious, the most natural, thesis regarding justice. "65 Socrates, in 

Strauss' opinion, does not refute Thrasymachus' argument altogether. The one mistake 

Thrasymachus makes is to suggest that rulers are infallible. 66 Socrates deconstructs this 

claim by getting Thrasymachus to agree that the "art of persuasion" is a necessary art for 

rulers to possess because rulers are fallible. By having the art of persuasion, rulers can 

demonstrate that they work for the best interests of the ruled. Author Laurence Lampert 

notes that Thrasymachus cannot match Socrates' dialectical refutation of his claim that 

rulers are infallible. 67 

Although Thrasymachus loses his war of words with Socrates, he does not go 

down to overall defeat, in Strauss' view. On the contrary, Strauss contends that 

Thrasymachus' "principle remains victorious" after the exchange. 68 It is Socrates who 

goes down to defeat. Strauss describes the exchange as being "a disgraceful defeat of 

Socrates as the defender of justice."69 Indeed, when Socrates speaks of rulers asking that 

they should receive wages, Strauss contends that Socrates seems to suggest that he shares 

Thrasymachus' view that justice is done for the private good of the stronger. 70 The only 

difference between the way Socrates and Thrasymachus view justice is that, "according 

65 Ibid. 75. 
66Ibid. 79 
67 Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche. 149. Lampert declares that Socrates is aware that the means of 
dialectical refutation that he employs on Thrasymachus is not appropriate for the art of persuasion with 
Strauss ' "vulgar masses." 
68 Strauss, The City and Man. 84. 
69 Ibid. 84. 
70 Ibid. 82. 
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to Thrasymachus justice is an unnecessary evil, whereas according to Socrates it is a 

necessary evil." 71 

Thrasymachus remains silent after the first book of the Republic. The silence of 

Thrasymachus is very significant to Strauss' interpretation of Plato because Strauss 

interprets this silence as evidence of implicitly expressed knowledge that Socrates is 

toying with the other young men in the dialogue when he discusses "the just city" as if it 

were actually plausible.72 Strauss argues that careful readers will pick up on this subtle 

hint from Plato. One must remember that Strauss warned readers that the true views of 

the author are not necessarily the views communicated the most often within a text. 

Strauss claims it is the absurdities that Socrates espouses, such as deconstructing the 

nuclear family, the regulation of procreation by the state, and the equality of the sexes 

that are meant to show how unrealistic attainment of pure justice really is. 73 Human 

nature cannot be reformed to the degree that is necessary. Therefore, the just city "is 

impossible because it is against nature."74 Only philosophers can live the just life because 

they can break away from the city's ( or society's) conventions and exist in nature outside 

of the cave. This bleak pronouncement on the possibility of justice by Plato is, for 

Strauss, why "the Republic conveys the broadest and deepest analysis of political 

idealism ever made."75 

The only way societies can be just is if philosophers are allowed to rule over 

them. However, as discussed before, Strauss holds the view that philosophers are 

71 Ibid. 83. 
72 Ibid. 84-85. 
73 Ibid. 116-17. Strauss describes Socrates' explanation of gender equality as "presented less as shocking 
than as laughable." 
74Ibid. 127. 
75 Ibid. 127. 
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reluctant to rule because they fear social stigmatization and persecution. The friendship 

between Socrates and Thrasymachus is the solution to this problem that philosophers 

face. Thrasymachus must become the public spokesperson for the philosopher who must 

rule discreetly. Strauss writes: 

The right kind of persuasion is supplied by the art of 
persuasion, the art of Thrasymachus, directed by the 
philosopher and in the service of philosophy. No wonder 
then that in this context Socrates declares that he and 
Thrasymachus have just become friends, having not been 
enemies before either. The multitude of the non-
philosophers is good-natured and therefore persuadable. 
Without "Thrasymachus" there will never be a just city. We 
are compelled to expel Homer and Sophocles, but we must 
invite Thrasymachus. 76 

An observant reader will notice that Strauss puts quotation marks around the word 

"Thrasymachus" in the aforementioned passage. Thrasymachus is no longer just a 

character in a Platonic dialogue. He becomes a model of what an advocate for the ruling 

class must be in political discourse. In order for governance directed by the philosopher, 

the "Thrasymachuses" of the world need to be the mouthpieces. It is precisely why 

Strauss states that, "the many will have to be addressed by Thrasymachus and he who has 

listened to Socrates will succeed." 77 

The "Thrasymachuses" of the world are needed because not every individual has 

the capabilities to observe the world as philosophers do. What is assumed within Strauss' 

thought is that there is a natural ranking or hierarchy of men. Accordingly, it is the duty 

and responsibility of the individuals at the higher end of the hierarchy to look after the 

76 Ibid. 123. 
77 Ibid. 124. 
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interests of society as a whole. In his essay on the Republic, Strauss writes supportively 

of Plato's "noble lie" that the inequality of man can be explained by the efforts of the 

gods.78 Strauss writes: "if the god is the cause of all good things, inequality would seem 

to be a good thing."79 The fact that inequality exists needs to be explained or rationalized 

to the masses so that they can be placated and do not revolt. To be sure, there is a 

paternalistic element to Strauss' argument that: 

The man in the street is supposed to possess less political 
knowledge than the men who make it their business to 
supply him with information and guidance regarding 
political things. He certainly possesses less political 
knowledge than very intelligent men of long and varied 
political experience. At the top of the ladder we find the 
great statesmen who possesses political knowledge, 
political understanding, political wisdom, political skill in 
the highest degree: political science (politike episteme) in 
the original meaning of the term. 80 

Thus, Strauss finds it undesirable for "the man m the street," to usurp "the great 

statesmen," when it comes to making political decisions. There is only a small class of 

individuals qualified to govern. To Strauss, this reality of inequality in the distribution of 

the talent to govern amongst individuals is a reality rooted in nature. 

The entire crux of Strauss' main thesis in Natural Right and History is that the 

modernists have perverted the conception of natural right. Strauss makes a distinction 

between "classic natural right" and "egalitarian natural right."81 Classic natural right is 

characterized as the view that inequality is not only natural but also beneficial, because 

78 Ibid. 102. 
79 Ibid. 102. 
80 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 14. 
81 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 141. 
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the excellence of man can be realized or recognized through virtue and achievement. 82 

The modernists transformed classical natural right by taking away the stigma that the 

ancients attached to convention. 83 Strauss accuses modem philosophical devices such as 

social contract theory of being an artificial imposition designed to bring individuals to the 

same level. For Strauss: 

It is doubtful whether the doctrines of natural freedom and 
equality, as well as of the social compact, were originally 
meant as political theses and not rather as theoretical theses 
setting forth the questionable character of civil society as 
such. As long as nature was regarded as the standard, the 
contractualist doctrine, regardless of whether it was based 
on the egalitarian or the nonegalitarian premise, necessarily 
implied a depreciation of civil society, because it implied 
that civil society is not natural but conventional. This must 
be borne in mind if one wants to understand the specific 
character and the tremendous political effect of the 
contractualist doctrines of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. For in the modern era the notion that nature is 
the standard was abandoned, and therewith the stigma on 
whatever is conventional or contractual was taken away. 84 

(italics added) 

The modems have succeeded, Strauss argues, in having nature superseded as the 

authority of philosophy. In response, Strauss articulates a Nietzschean re-

conceptualization for the role of the philosopher to revitalize nature as the authority to 

which philosophy adheres. Philosophers must start acting like Nietzschean Supermen in 

order to live "the life according to nature."85 If philosophers do not do so, they will be 

unable to live a life in civil society or a philosophic life because they will not be able to 

meet the demands of both lifestyles. As a result, philosophers must believe that they are 

82 Ibid. 134. 
83 Ibid. 119. 
84 Ibid. 119. 
85 Ibid. 114-15. 
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truly superior to fellow citizens. Philosophers must liberate themselves from Nietzsche's 

concept of the "slave morality."86 Strauss' connection to Nietzsche is very self-evident 

when he writes: 

The city and right are against nature because they sacrifice 
the greater good to the lesser good. It is true that the desire 
for superiority to others can come into its own only within 
the city. But this merely means that the life according to 
nature consists in cleverly exploiting the opportunities 
created by convention or in taking advantage of the good-
natured trust which the many put in convention. Such 
exploitation requires that one be not hampered by sincere 
respect for city and right. The life according to nature 
requires such perfect inner freedom from the power of 
convention as is combined with the appearance of 
conventional behaviour. The appearance of justice 
combined with actual injustice will lead one to the summit 
of happiness. One must indeed be clever to hide one's 
injustice successfully while practicing it on a large scale; 
but this merely means that the life according to nature is the 
preserve of a small minority, of the natural elite, of those 
who are truly men and not born to be slaves. 87 

Since a "natural elite" exists, Strauss doubts that the ancients would endorse the modem 

conception of egalitarian natural right. The classics or ancients would have rejected this 

conceptualization of egalitarian natural right by modernists because the ancients believed 

that not all individuals are equally equipped to pursue perfection through virtue; some 

individuals need a high degree of guidance while others require less. The modem 

concept of recognizing all individuals as having equal rights would be folly, because it 

would ignore an essential fact about nature. This essential fact, according to Strauss, is 

86 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, trans. Judith Norman, 
Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy, eds. Rolf-Peter Horstmann and Judith Norman (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002). 153-56. Nietzsche defines his conceptualization of the slave morality. 
For Nietzsche, the slave morality encourages feebleness , weakness, stupidity and inaction. What is more 
attractive for Nietzsche is the master morality that promotes nobility, action and strength. Philosophers 
need to adopt the master morality, in Nietzsche's view, to replace the passivity of modernity and 
Christianity prevalent in western society. 
87 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 114-15. 
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that it is evident that by nature not all men have equal skills, capabilities, or desires. Thus, 

Strauss writes that modem social contract theory, as a consequence of endorsing 

universal egalitarianism, abandons "the notion that nature is the standard" of 

philosophy. 88 

Since Strauss maintains that there are natural inequalities of wisdom, amongst 

citizens, it is acceptable (to him) to condone some forms of despotic rule. According to 

Strauss, "despotic rule is unjust only if it is applied to beings who can be ruled by 

persuasion or whose understanding is sufficient."89 However, Strauss doubts that ruling 

by persuasion can ever be achieved, as evidenced by his statement that "the ability of the 

wise to persuade the unwise is extremely limited."90 In fact, Strauss claims power is just 

as likely to improve and benefit some individuals as is virtue. 91 Although regimes with 

despotic rule may not always be just, they are not always illegitimate: "everything noble 

is just, but not everything just is noble."92 

Acceptability of despotic rule is a difficult sale, especially in western liberal 

democracies. This is what Strauss refers to as "the political problem,"93 being the tension 

between classical natural right and egalitarian natural right. Classical natural right 

requires rule by the wise of society. On the other hand, egalitarian or modem natural right 

calls for the masses to have an opportunity to consent to the way they are governed. 

88 Ibid. 119. 
89 Ibid. 133. 
90 Ibid. 141. 
91 Ibid. 133. Strauss elaborates on this point: "Justice and virtue in general are necessarily a kind of power. 
To say that power as such is evil or corrupting would therefore amount to saying that virtue is evil or 
corrupting. While some men are corrupted by wielding power, others are improved by it: 'power will show 
a man."' 
92 Ibid. 140. 
93 Ibid. 141. 
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Strauss sees an inherent tension between the two models of natural right because the 

masses are always suspicious of the wise ruling over them, especially the philosophers. In 

order to answer "the political problem," Strauss endorses the classical notion of the 

compromise of "a wise legislator [ who would] frame a code which the citizen body, duly 

persuaded, freely adopts ."94 There is a striking similarity between this proposal and 

Rousseau's legislator in The Social Contract, who guides the body politic to realize its 

General Will. 95 Like the legislator, Strauss' philosopher must commit himself to taking 

on the responsibility of guiding the rest of society away from opinion to knowledge. 

Strauss believes in the need for such a Rousseauian legislator, because he argues 

that law itself is conventional.96 Laws are man-made creations to insulate society from 

nature. Laws hide nature. 97 Philosophy, on the other hand, refers to nature as being the 

standard for the quest of knowledge, which is held apart from man's biased perceptions 

and interests. The philosopher is needed, in Strauss ' view, to subtly move man away from 

such biases. Therefore, Strauss finds it folly to believe that laws are by definition 

congruent with the noble or just, because laws, by their nature, are contradictory and 

artificial creations. He writes: 

94 Ibid. 141. 

Law reveals itself as something self-contradictory. On the 
one hand, it claims to be essentially good or noble: it is the 
law that saves the cities and everything else. On the other 
hand, the law presents itself as the common opinion or 
decision of the city, i.e., of the multitude of citizens. As 
such, it is by no means essentially good or noble. It may 

95 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, ed. Maurice Cranston (New York: Penguin Press, 1968). 
84-86. I discuss the similarities between Rousseau 's legislator and the Straussian philosopher in greater 
detail in my chapter on Allan Bloom. 
96 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 100. Laws are conventional for Strauss, because there can be no 
universal agreement on what is justice. 
97 Ibid. 91. 



very well be the work of folly and baseness. There is 
certainly no reason to assume that the makers of laws are as 
a rule wiser than "you and I"; why, then, should "you and 
I" submit to their decision? The mere fact that the same 
laws which were solemnly enacted by the city are repealed 
by the same city with equal solemnity would seem to show 
the doubtful character of the wisdom that went into their 
making. The question, then, is whether the claim of the law 
to be something good or noble can be simply dismissed as 
altogether unfounded or whether it contains an element of 
truth. 98 
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It is this assertion that the law is not necessarily identified with the just that allows 

Strauss to claim that justice itself is not to be found in nature. Strauss notes that, "the very 

distinction between just and unjust is merely a human supposition or a human 

convention. "99 In fact, justice or the implementation of justice is not a matter for God or 

gods to become involved with. Gods, according to Strauss, are "not concerned with 

justice in any sense that is relevant to human life as such: God does not reward justice 

and punish injustice."100 Straussian theory suggests only those who possess Nietzschean 

Superman-like qualities of duplicity and assertiveness are fit to rule and to handle the 

responsibility of power. Such Supermen are not deceived into believing such tales that 

the Gods will punish the wicked and reward the good, for they know they do not exist 

and do not allow their desires to be constrained by such tales.I0I They are not confined to 

follow what Strauss calls "absurd taboos" which other men follow in the name of 

morality. I02 The Supermen are to be admired for they are the ones who not only realize 

98 Ibid. 101. 
99 Ibid. 93. 
100 Ibid. 94. 
101 Holmes, The Anatomy of Illiberalism. 64-65. 
102 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 103. 
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the bleak fate that all of mankind must experience, but they are the ones who create the 

life-affirming illusions that are called morality. 

Strauss' damning critique of modernity and its conceptualization of egalitarian 

natural right can easily be mistaken for that of Nietzsche's. It was Nietzsche who 

complained that modernity was forcing the rule of the weak over the strong through 

egalitarianism and modem liberalism. 103 Strauss seems to share this same conviction. 

According to Strauss, egalitarianism usually breeds "universal drabness." 104 In his book, 

Leo Strauss and Nietzsche, Lampert suggests that the only main difference between 

Strauss and Nietzsche is that Nietzsche wanted philosophy to get away from its esoteric 

tradition, while Strauss insists philosophy retain its armour to protect it from the 

public. 105 Nietzsche's candid frankness ultimately is harmful for society, in Strauss' 

estimation. However, both men articulate the view that modernity, including modem 

liberalism, with its egalitarian overtones is leading western civilization to nihilism and to 

its ultimate destruction. It will then take the illusions created by the "new philosopher," to 

ensure that man is well insulated from his nihilistic tendencies under liberal 

democracy. 106 For Strauss, the destructive path of western society is clearly evident in its 

handling of the social sciences. 

103 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future. 90. Nietzsche characterizes 
democracy as "the morality of herd animals." The weak act as a herd, which gang up on the strong to the 
point of robbing the strong's splendor by forcing the strong to submit to the rule of the many. 
104Leo Strauss, Liberalism: Ancient & Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968). 12. 
105 Lampert, Leo Strauss and Nietzsche.167-68. 
106 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future. 91. This is where Nietzsche 
refers to the philosophers of the future as "new philosophers." 
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The Failure of The Social Sciences 

Strauss believes that the turning point in the history of political philosophy or 

political science occurred when the ancients gave way to the vulgar modems. Several 

questions arise from this general thesis put forward by Strauss. How did this shift come 

about? What distinguishes an ancient from a modem? What are the consequences 

resulting from this shift? Throughout his work, Strauss tries to answer these questions; 

his sycophantic students repeat his answers well after his death. 

Machiavelli signalled the turning point in the history of political philosophy. 

Before Machiavelli, Strauss explains, the ancients attempted to "define the good of 

society, the common good, in terms of virtue."107 Machiavelli changed the presupposition 

that the ancients once held. This change dictated that, "one must define virtue in terms of 

the common good." 108 Thus, it became fashionable to believe that whatever was done in 

the name of the common good was itself virtuous. Much to Strauss' consternation, under 

Machiavelli's schema, "virtue is nothing but civic virtue, patriotism or devotion to 

collective selfishness."109 

In Strauss' view, writers after Machiavelli, such as Hobbes and Locke, further 

debased politics. Hobbes' notion of a harsh state of nature is not all that different from 

Strauss' conceptualization of nature. 110 What distinguishes Strauss from Hobbes is that 

107 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 42. 
108 Ibid. 42. 
109 Ibid. 42. 
11 0 Ibid. 48-49. Both Strauss and Hobbes see the state of nature as chaotic, with individuals competing 
against each other for resources. 
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Strauss contends that Hobbes lowered "the horizon" of politics as did Machiavelli. 111 

Hobbes did so, by making it acceptable that the state be concerned only with the physical 

well being of its citizens. The state as Leviathan, or man's guardian from nature, is not 

bound by any moral code or ethic. According to Hobbes, citizens should be thankful to 

live under even a tyrannical regime instead of in the chaotic state of nature. Strauss 

contends that Hobbes replaced Machiavelli's pursuit of glory with the fear of violent 

death as being the motivational force in politics. Locke subsequently transformed 

Hobbes, in Strauss' view, by insisting that the "desire of self-preservation turns into the 

desire for property, for acquisition, and the right to self-preservation becomes the right to 

unlimited acquisition."112 Therefore, the continuum of Machiavelli, Hobbes and Locke 

represent what Strauss refers to as the "first wave of modernity."113 This first wave of 

modernity transformed politics by making it socially acceptable to be selfish and 

materialistic. 114 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau represents the "second wave of modernity."115 Strauss 

recognizes that Rousseau differed from other modernists by calling for a return to the 

ancient regime of the city-state. However, according to Strauss, Rousseau committed a 

fatal error by embracing the idea of a transcendent general will. 116 The notion of a 

transcendent general will actually changed western society to become more relativistic. 

As Strauss explains: 

111 Ibid. 44. 
I 

12 Ibid. 49. 
113 Gregory Bruce Smith, "Leo Strauss and the Straussians: An Anti-Democratic Cult?," PS: Political 
Science and Politics 30.2 (1997). 182. 
114 Holmes, The Anatomy of Illiberalism. 84. Holmes makes a valid point that Strauss over-simplifies the 
first wave of modernity. Holmes suggests that there are many more authors and technological inventions 
that determined the modern age than just Machiavelli's writings. 
115 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 50. 
116 Ibid. 51. 



If the ultimate criterion of justice becomes the general will, 
i.e., the will of a free society, cannibalism is as just as its 
opposite ... On the basis of Rousseau, the limitation of 
license is effected horizontally by the license of other men. 
I am just if I grant to every other man the same rights 
which I claim for myself, regardless of what those rights 
may be. The horizontal limitation is preferred to the vertical 
limitation because it seems to be more realistic: the 
horizontal limitation, the limitation of my claim by the 
claim of others is self enforcing. 117 
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Strauss therefore interprets Rousseau's argument as a signal of another shift in the 

emphasis put on politics. Politics is no longer aimed at the "good" life or the ideal way to 

live. Rather, politics becomes more rights-centric. No longer does it matter whether 

individuals engage in appropriate behaviour; it only matters that every individual receive 

the same opportunity to engage in any form of behaviour. For Strauss, this shift in 

emphasis is disturbing because it is contrary to his belief in the need to restore the 

classical natural right. Only a select few (the philosophers) are fully equipped to handle 

the life above the rules. If the masses are entitled to live like the elites, society itself will 

be at risk. 

Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger represent the "third wave of modemity."118 The 

"third wave of modernity" is distinctive because of its rejection of the idea that history is 

rational. 119 This rejection is based on the premise that man's social conventions can never 

fully be justified through reason alone. As Strauss explains, Nietzsche: 

117 Ibid. 51-52. 
11 8 Ibid. 54. 
11 9 Ibid. 54-55. 

. . . taught then that all human life and human thought rests 
on horizon-forming creations which are not susceptible of 
rational legitimization. The creators are great individuals. 
The solitary creator who gives a new law unto himself and 



who subjects himself to all its rigors takes the place of 
Rousseau's solitary dreamer. For Nature has ceased to 
appear as lawful and merciful. The fundamental experience 
of existence is therefore the experience, not of bliss, but of 
suffering, of emptiness, of an abyss. Nietzsche's creative 
call to creativity was addressed to individuals who should 
revolutionize their own lives, not to society or to his nation. 
But he expected or hoped that his call, at once stem and 
imploring, questioning and desirous to be questioned, 
would tempt the best men of the generations after him to 
become true selves and thus to form a new nobility which 
would be able to rule the planet. He opposed the possibility 
of a planetary aristocracy to the alleged necessity of a 
universal classless and stateless society. Being certain of 
the tameness of modem western man, he preached the 
sacred right of "merciless extinction" of large masses of 
men with as little restraint as his great antagonist had done. 
He used much of his unsurpassable and inexhaustible 
power of passionate and fascinating speech for making his 
readers loathe, not only socialism and communism, but 
conservatism, nationalism and democracy as well. 120 
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The danger in Nietzsche's argument, for Strauss, was that the "call for creativity" 

ultimately led to an undesirable choice "between irresponsible indifference to politics and 

irresponsible political options." Nietzsche failed to show "a way toward political 

responsibility." as evidenced by his readers' loathing not just of communism and 

socialism, but also of nationalism and democracy. Nietzsche was just too explicit about 

the truth of nature and its emptiness, which is too burdensome for most to comprehend or 

recover from. 

Strauss also believed that modem thought had forever been tainted by historicism, 

which he refers to "the spirit of our time." 121 Historicism has existed in the study of 

political thought since Hegel, because Hegel originated the "synthesis of philosophy and 

120 Ibid. 54-55. 
121 Ibid. 57. 
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history," through his work with dialectics. 122 In Strauss' view, political philosophy itself 

faces its greatest threat in historicism. Historicism threatens political philosophy because 

it refuses to accept universal questions as valid, by assuming that both political questions 

and their solutions are conditioned based on a society's historical development. Strauss 

believes that historicism robs political philosophy of its ability to contemplate man's 

existence or meaning: 

... a political philosophy does not become obsolete merely 
because the historical situation, and in particular the 
political situation to which it was related, has ceased to 
exist. For every political situation contains elements which 
are essential to all political situations: how else could one 
intelligibly call all these different political situations 
"political situations"?123 

The danger of historicism, for Strauss, therefore is that it can lead to political fanaticism 

or extremism. Strauss deems Adolf Hitler "the most radical historicist."124 Historicism 

leads to Nazism because it encourages the abandonment of reason and of contemplation 

of the common good. As Strauss explains: 

The biggest event of 1933 would rather seem to have 
proved, if such proof was necessary, that man cannot 
abandon the question of the good society, and that he 
cannot free himself from the responsibility for answering it 
by deferring to History or to any power different from his 
own reason. 125 

Nazism endorsed the introduction of irrationality into politics. According to Strauss, 

historicist arguments justified the irrationality of the Nazis, since radical historicists 

122 Ibid. 58. 
123 Ibid. 64. 
124 Ibid. 27 . 
125 Ibid. 27. 
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explained the agenda of the Nazis away as an inevitable outcome of man's historical 

development. In this regard, Strauss shares a similar view with Hannah Arendt. 126 Both 

Arendt and Strauss were German Jews who escaped the Holocaust by immigrating to the 

United States. Like Arendt, Strauss also repeated throughout his career a concern that 

western liberal society could easily degenerate into totalitarianism. The ghosts of the 

Weimar Republic haunted both Strauss and Arendt. 127 

According to Strauss, classical political philosophy is a way of escaping the 

historicist problem, because such ancients as Plato and Aristotle never even considered 

the idea of history. 128 As a result, the ancients and their works take a more universal tone 

about the fundamental questions of politics such as, "What makes a state?" and "What is 

justice?"129 Historicists, according to Strauss, fail in properly interpreting the classics 

because they improperly assume that the ancients are wrong. It is the non-historical 

nature of the work of the ancients that compels historicists "to understand the philosophy 

of the past better than it understood itself." 130 

Modem liberal society is at risk because of the relativistic tone that its universities 

articulate in the social sciences. Strauss complained bitterly that the social sciences were 

unable to make value judgments, because of the emergence of nineteenth-century 

126 Dana Villa, "The Philosopher Versus the Citizen: Arendt, Strauss and Socrates," Political Theory 26.2 
(1998). 147. Both Arendt and Strauss are described as being "twin paragons of anti-liberal thought." 
127 Ibid. 148. Although Strauss and Arendt shared similar concerns about a repeat of the fall of Weimar, 
Villa outlines that the two authors came to different conclusions on how to stop such a decline from 
occurring again. Strauss prefers the secret rule of philosophers to moderate the "passions of the demos." 
Meanwhile Arendt expresses a need to re-vitalize agonistic politics in the tradition of Ancient Greece 
where politics "takes place in a public realm free of force and co-ercion on a ' stage ' suitable for the 
expression of human plurality and civic equality. " 
128 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 58. 
129 Ibid. 59, 70. 
130 Ibid. 68. 
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positivism espoused by writers such as Auguste Comte. 131 Nineteenth century positivists 

argued that science cannot express a bias towards one value over another. Values, in and 

of themselves, have been degraded by social scientists, in Strauss' estimation, as just 

being "principles of preference."132 The distinction made by the famed sociologist, Max 

Weber, between facts and values further exasperates the problems facing the social 

sciences. 133 Social scientists can no longer discriminate between an ideal and an 

undesirable regime of government; they have been trained to treat democracy and 

totalitarianism as simply differing values that people hold. Strauss argues: 

The habit of looking at social or human phenomena without 
making value judgments has a corroding influence on any 
preferences. The more serious we are as social scientists, 
the more completely we develop within ourselves a state of 
indifference to any goal, or of aimlessness and drifting, a 
state which may be called nihilism. 134 

As a result, it is the emergence of this new "aimlessness" within the social sciences that is 

one of the driving forces of nihilism in liberal society. Strauss contends that since 

academics no longer care to discriminate between what should be sought after and what 

should be avoided, how can individuals behave any differently? 

Nihilism is not the only plague facing today's intelligentsia. There is also the fear 

of the philosopher being labelled as treasonous. In fact, Strauss argues that most 

individuals begin to ultimately suspect intellectuals of not being loyal to their own 

regime. If a social scientist is unable to determine whether one regime of government is 

131 Ibid. 18. 
132 Ibid. 18. 
133 Ibid. 22-23. 
134 Ibid. 18-19. 
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superior to another, Strauss contends that the rest of society begins to doubt whether such 

intellectuals are fit to govern their country. 135 Strauss was an intellectual himself of 

course. Hence, he does not necessarily imply that academics or intellectuals can never 

play an important role in politics. 136 However, it is apparent that Strauss assumes that 

intellectuals need to be in the background to be the most effective in the political arena; 

this lesson of Socrates is not lost on him. 

A Pro-Active Conservatism 

What distinguishes the Straussian version of conservatism from other forms of 

conservatism is that it is a pro-active form of conservatism. Indeed, Straussian 

conservatives scoff at other conservatives for being too passive in their response to the 

havoc that 300 years of modem liberalism has brought to western civilization. The 

Straussian proactive conservative vision, and its implicit critique of the traditional 

conservatism of philosophers such as Edmund Burke, stems from a view that traditional 

conservatism is that it is too dependent on the idea that the art of politics must yield to the 

practical knowledge acquired throughout history. 

135 Ibid. 20. Strauss explains, "Honest citizens will begin to wonder whether such a man [a social scientist] 
can be trusted, or whether he can be loyal, especially since he must maintain that it is as defensible to 
choose loyalty as one 's value as it is to reject it." 
136 Holmes, The Anatomy ofllliberalism. 77-78. On the contrary, Strauss is sometimes criticized, as he is 
by Holmes, for giving too much importance to intellectuals (or philosophers) by making them the only 
group able to defend western civilization. Holmes thinks such flattery of intellectuals inevitably harms 
students: "This is to set the student on the wrong track and to promise a Napoleonic 'high ' that serious 
scholarship cannot honestly deliver." 
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Strauss observed that Burke believed that no one individual could be held 

responsible for the creation of an ideal constitution. 137 Instead, Burke argued that the 

"best constitution" came into being and was not "formed upon a regular plan or with any 

unity of design."138 Strauss interprets Burke to define politics as the application of 

practical wisdom "to do with exceptions, modifications, balances, compromises, or 

mixtures."139 Theory is not suitable for Burke's form of conservatism, because as Strauss 

explains, theory is meant to deal with universalistic situations in specific detail. 140 

Although Strauss concedes that Burke believed history was not the sole source of 

guidance for politicians, Strauss argues that Burke "paves the way for the 'historical 

school'," by replacing the need of metaphysical jurisprudence with historical 

jurisprudence. 141 In other words, the determination of what is good or bad is no longer 

based on intrinsic conceptualizations of the good ( metaphysical jurisprudence), but rather 

upon the determination of history (historical jurisprudence). As a result, Strauss argues 

that the conservatism espoused by Burke is too passive to the whims of history. By 

secularizing providence, as Strauss accuses Burke of doing, Burke becomes complicit 

with the attempts of the modems to lower "the goals of human action."142 However, 

Strauss' interpretation of Burke as a proponent of the secularization of providence has 

been seriously challenged in recent literature. 143 

137 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 313. 
138 Ibid. 314. 
139 Ibid. 307. 
140 Ibid. 308. 
141 Ibid. 316. 
142 Ibid. 317. 
143 Stephen J. Lenzner, "Strauss's Three Burkes: The Problem of Edmund Burke in Natural Right and 
History," Political Theory 19.3 (1999). 373-74. Lenzner provides evidence that Burke was not as 
supportive of secularized providence as Strauss makes him out to be. As a result, Lenzner calls Strauss' 
interpretation of Burke "intentionally misleading, not to say completely without meaning." 
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Strauss' break with Burke's traditional form of conservatism is sharp. In his 

chapter on Burke in Natural Right & History. Strauss writes, in a fashion which is 

unusually elegant and passionate for him, a scathing denunciation of Burke: 

Burke comes close to suggesting that to oppose a 
thoroughly evil current in human affairs is perverse if that 
current is sufficiently powerful; he is oblivious of the 
nobility of last-ditch resistance. He does not consider that, 
in a way which no man can forsee, resistance in a foreign 
position to the enemies of mankind, "going down with guns 
blazing and flag flying," may contribute greatly toward 
keeping awake the recollection of the immense loss 
sustained by mankind, may inspire and strengthen the 
desire and the hope for its recovery, and may become a 
beacon for those who humbly carry on the works of 
humanity in a seemingly endless valley of darkness and 
destruction. He does not consider this because he is too 
certain that man can know whether a cause lost now is lost 
forever or that man can understand sufficiently the meaning 
of a providential dispensation as distinguished from the 
moral law. It is only a short step from this thought of Burke 
to the supersession of the distinction between good and bad 
by the distinction between the progressive and the 
retrograde, or between what is and what is not in harmony 
with the historical process. We are here certainly at the pole 
opposite to Cato, who dared to espouse a lost cause. 144 

One can admire the passion and the delightful imagery contained in this passage. But one 

must also not overlook its message. Strauss is arguing that conservatives of Burke's ilk 

are prone to being defeatist and fatalistic in relation to the lost causes of history. Such 

conservatives are too willing to give up on those lost causes as permanently lost. 

It seems ironic that a conservative such as Strauss would openly advocate "going 

down with guns blazing and flag flying," fighting the good fight. Such a call to arms 

seems more radical and activist than conservative. One might have expected a cautious 

144 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 318. 
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conservative such as Strauss to be wary of even appearing to encourage revolution as a 

legitimate means of protest. But this is largely what distinguishes Straussian conservatism 

from other forms of conservatism: it does not rule out the option of activism in politics 

and holds less faith in the notion that traditional conservatives espouse, that tradition and 

1 . h d . 14s custom can a ways tnump over mo em1ty. 

In the preface to the 1965 re-publication of Strauss' book, Spinoza's Critique of 

Religion, Strauss again demonstrates how willing he is to transform the conservative 

movement. While discussing the issue of Zionism and Hermann Cohen, Strauss 

describes what he refers to as the "typical mistake of a conservative."146 This "typical 

mistake" consists of: 

... concealing the fact that the continuous and changing 
tradition which he (Cohen) cherishes so greatly would 
never have come into being through conservatism, or 
without discontinuities, revolutions, and sacrileges 
committed at the beginning of the cherished tradition and at 
least silently repeated in its course. 147 

In other words, Strauss' criticism of traditional, conservatives is that they make the 

mistake of believing that their cherished traditions came about out of thin air. Those 

traditions were obviously created by monumental figures such as the new philosopher in 

the Nietzschean "creator" model. 148 Even after such figures initiate these traditions, the 

traditions need to be re-vitalized every so often in order to be maintained. Strauss in part 

145 Lenzner, "Strauss's Three Burkes: The Problem of Edmund Burke in Natural Right and History." 377. 
Lenzner speculates that Strauss' essay on Burke in Natural Right & History, came from Strauss' concern 
that the resurgence of Burkian conservatism in the 1940s and 50s was to be his "likeliest challenger on the 
right" in the United States to the problem of "the crisis of the West." Strauss saw Burke's form of 
conservatism to be insufficient in answering to the crisis. 
146 Leo Strauss, Spinoza's Critique of Religion (New York: Schocken Books, 1965). 27. 
147 Ibid. 27. 
148 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future. 117. 
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argues that traditional conservatives allow the truths of the past to become relics and to 

be regarded as irrelevant; by not actively revitalizing and maintaining them. It is left up to 

the philosopher under the Straussian model to initiate and re-vitalize the lost past of the 

ancients. However, there is still the problem of trying to free the philosopher from the 

social stigma imposed by the society he faces because of philosophy's destabilizing 

nature. Somehow the philosopher must exert his influence through indirect means. 

Strauss prefers the rule by "the gentleman." 149 The gentleman is the public face, 

that philosophers can manipulate in order to govern behind the scenes. It will be the 

philosopher or the wise that will counsel the gentleman who will administer the new 

legislative code. When Strauss describes the gentleman, one can detect that he envisions 

the gentleman to be modest in the quest for knowledge, respectful of those who engage in 

it, but unwilling or unable to join it themselves. Strauss writes: 

The gentleman is not identical with the wise man. He is the 
political reflection, or imitation, of the wise man. 
Gentlemen have this in common with the wise man, that 
they 'look down' on many things which are highly 
esteemed by the vulgar or that they are experienced in 
things noble and beautiful. They differ from the wise 
because they have a noble contempt for precision, because 
they refuse to take cognizance of certain aspects of life, an 
because, in order to live as gentlemen, they must be well 
off. The gentleman will be a man of not too great inherited 
wealth, chiefly landed, but whose way of life is urban. 150 

Strauss recognizes that his solution is a "dilution of natural right," because natural right 

in its purest form "would act as dynamite for civil society."151 Civil society needs to 

149 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 142. 
150 Ibid. 142. 
151 Ibid. 153. 
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abide by some conventional right in order to survive. Citizens need to be reassured by 

conventional right that the citizenry will be respected as equals, even though they are not 

equals and need to be ruled by the wise. The gentleman must serve this role as the 

conduit between the wise and the ruled. As a result, the simply good is converted into the 

political good. Therefore, 

... the politically good is what "removes a vast mass of evil 
without shocking a vast mass of prejudice." It is in this 
necessity that the need for inexactness in political or moral 
matters is partly founded. 152 

One question that arises is how much "inexactness in political or moral matters" 

should be tolerated in civil discourse? If civil society is truly based on duping the 

citizenry into believing that they are respected participants, to what extent can the 

citizenry be expected to buy into civil society, when and if such manipulation is exposed? 

This is the fundamental contradiction that Strauss' philosopher faces: the philosopher 

needs to play the dual role of giving salutary praise to commonly held views in order to 

maintain power, but must seek out truth and knowledge in order to serve a useful role for 

the gentleman ruler. However, it must be exceptionally difficult to keep those two 

concepts separated. Increasingly, the demands to satisfy the public "without shocking a 

vast mass of prejudice" may interfere with the philosopher's intrinsic need to engage in 

the pursuit of truth. It seems burdensome for the philosopher to continuously make the 

calculation of what will "remove a vast mass of evil," by blurring truth with illusion. 

Even the greatest of minds may have difficulty distinguishing what is truth and what is 

the necessary pabulum to appease the masses. If the masses are as unruly as Strauss 

152 Ibid. 152-53. 
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portrays them to be, imagine their reaction if it was ever exposed that they were so taken 

for granted that the "inexactness" in discourse reached such a critical mass as to lead to 

unnecessary war and devastation? No populace, especially in liberal democracies, wants 

to go to war with other nations on false pretenses or false assumptions. 

The Vulnerabilities of Strauss 

I wish to highlight four points of criticism of Strauss. These points expose 

vulnerabilities and weaknesses in Strauss' theory. Firstly, I wish to discuss the 

contradiction involved in espousing a pro-active conservatism. Secondly, I intend to 

show how Strauss' theory on esoteric writing is in itself historicist. Thirdly, I will show 

that Straussian thought is vulnerable to the mistakes made by the Weimar Republic. 

Finally, I will argue how societies may become unstable if the ruling class gets used to 

the idea of imposing a set of illusions on the rest of society in the name of social 

harmony. 

Attempting to be a "pro-active conservative" is inherently contradictory in my 

view with the traditions of conservatism. The raison d'etre of conservatism is to preserve 

those social customs and traditions that continue to serve an important purpose or role. It 

is precisely how nineteenth-century conservative author James Fitzjames Stephen in 

Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, based his critique of John Stuart Mill's argument for the 

freedom of speech in On Liberty. Stephen insisted that new ideas or modes of behaviour, 

up for consideration either in academic or political discourse, must expect to face a heavy 
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burden of proof of being superior to previously held beliefs or observed customs. 153 

Under the conservative schema of a man like Stephen, the onus should be on the 

instigator of new ideas, not on history, to prove that behaviour needs to be changed. 

Conservatism usually sides with history, rather than with the new idea. Strauss is an 

atypical conservative, because he believes that history has erred by siding with liberalism 

and must be confronted head on. Traditional conservatives, in Strauss' view, have been 

too timid in taking on such a fight with history. 

Strauss appears to want to change the perception of history in the name of 

championing it. This is precisely why the concept of esoteric writing theory is so 

essential to Strauss' conservatism: The re-discovering of the true meaning of the ancients 

must take place to correct the wrongful interpretation of the ancients by the modernist 

project. However, one must wonder, even when applying a conservative framework, if 

there are some ideas from the past that are deservedly forgotten? Modem day 

conservatives would never advocate "going down with guns blazing and flag flying" for a 

new call to the return of human slavery. This is because even modem day conservatives 

recognize, both out of political necessity and out of their own morality, that not all 

societal practices are worth preserving. 

One should recall how Strauss criticizes Burke's replacement of "metaphysical 

jurisprudence" with "historicaljurisprudence."154 However, it is obvious that even to seek 

out metaphysical truths, one must be aware of what has worked and what has failed in the 

past. In this respect, Strauss appears to be closer to Mill than Stephen. Mill also openly 

153 James Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, ed. RJ White (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1967). 
154 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 316. 
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encouraged the challenging of dogmas with unpopular or even untrue ideas just to ensure 

maintenance of veracity and commitment towards commonly held views. 155 Strauss' call 

to fight for lost causes could arguably be compared to Mill's argument: lost causes are 

not necessarily untrue because they are no longer popular. 156 However, Mill was 

concerned that the truth of lost causes be made widely accessible; Strauss thought such 

truths needed to be hidden. 

There is still an admirable quality to the fighting of lost causes. The difference 

between Strauss and Mill appears to be based on result. Strauss appears to argue that if 

the result of the clash of ideas is incorrect, it is because history itself needs to be re-

written. Mill would be more likely to defend new ideas on their own merits. This is why 

pro-active conservatism is not really conservatism at all, because it admits that it cannot 

be satisfied with simply conserving traditions. Traditions must be re-born or created by 

the philosopher or Nietzschean Superman. In addition, pro-active conservatism is 

dangerous, because it can be seriously misleading and manipulative. The whole purpose 

for observing traditions is the conviction that the participants are engaging in behaviour 

or activity that has survived the test of time, presumably because people find such 

activities to be worthwhile or still useful. Pro-active conservatism presumes traditions can 

be defeated unnecessarily by the alleged "progressive" nature of history. What is 

dangerous about this presumption is that it can lead to historical revisionism. Ideas that 

were challenged and discredited in the past could be "rehabilitated" by the new 

philosophers as being acceptable. Strauss is certainly correct that some ideas from the 

155 John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Gertrude Himmelfarb (London: Penguin Books, 1974). 78, 97. 
156 Ibid. 77. Indeed, Mill shared Strauss' view that historical ages and their ideas could be proven to be 
fallible. 
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past may still be useful to us today. The danger is the greater possibility that the lessons 

history can provide are to be manipulated by the interpretations of politicians, who may 

have other priorities such as achieving political ends, than historians who wish to 

preserve the sanctity of the independent study of human history. 

My second point of criticism deals with how Strauss' theory on esoteric writing is 

an example of how pro-active conservatism is seriously manipulative and possibly 

misleading. There are several weaknesses with Strauss' thesis regarding esoteric writing. 

One glaring example is the irony that Strauss in a way depends on historicism to prove 

his theory. Throughout his career, Strauss rails against historicism: the belief that man's 

intellectual development is dependent on his historical progress. Strauss argues that 

historicism encourages the social sciences to be relativistic because historicists claim 

ideas cannot be dismissed on merit but instead can be excused because of their place in 

man's historical development. 157 This conclusion leads Strauss to believe that no value 

could be given to ideas because it would be impossible to define any idea as being either 

"good" or "bad", only as historical. However, Strauss' esoteric thesis relies on a form of 

what I label as "reverse historicism." In order to discover any alleged clues, a reader will 

have to know the author's historical circumstances thoroughly to determine whether an 

omission or contradiction can possibly be interpreted as a clue. In other words, a reader 

still must be dependent on history to determine whether there is even a need for the 

author to be writing "between the lines." As well, the reverse historicist element within 

Strauss' method on how to read a text forces both readers and Straussian scholars to 

impose their own contemporary biases, resulting in the amending of their own 

157 Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies. 66-70. 
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interpretations of ancient texts to appear that those ancients can still address the issues of 

the present day. If an interpretation of Plato does not seem relevant in shedding light on a 

contemporary issue like nuclear proliferation, just change the interpretation! 158 

It is precisely the fact that the reader must pick and choose what may or may not 

be relevant in this child-like game of finding clues that it makes the theory so arbitrary. 

Because esoteric writing theory is so arbitrary, it is vulnerable to scholarly abuse. Strauss 

writes the following disturbing passage regarding the utility of exoteric literature: 

Those to whom such books are truly addressed are, 
however, neither the unphilosophic majority nor the perfect 
philosopher as such, but the young men who might become 
philosophers: the potential philosophers are to be led step 
by step from the popular views which are indispensable for 
all practical and political purposes to the truth which is 
merely and purely theoretical, guided by certain obtrusively 
enigmatic figures in the presentation of the popular 
teaching--obscurity of the plan, contradictions pseudonyms, 
inexact repetitions of earlier statements, strange 
expressions, etc. Such features do not disturb the slumber 
of those who cannot see the woods for the trees, but act as 
awakening stumbling blocks for those who can. All books 
of that kind owe their existence to the love of the mature 
philosopher for the puppies of his race, by whom he wants 
to be loved in tum: all exoteric books are "written speeches 
caused by love."159 

The imagery of the master philosopher training his puppies is disturbing because it 

implies an absence of critical thought on behalf of the students. Master philosophers must 

158 Fred. Matthews, "The Attack on "Historicism" : Allan Bloom's Indictment of Contemporary American 
Historical Scholarship," American Historical Review 95.2 (1999). 440. This criticism of the Straussian 
method of reading texts is not uncommon. When analyzing how Straussians read the American 
Constitution, Fred Matthews writes: "they prefer to confront the document with their own informed 
judgment of the interpretative tradition and the needs of their own time." Whatever is needed for political 
expediency, can be explained to the demos or students by revising history through the amending of the 
interpretations of historical texts. 
159 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 36. 
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seek the undying loyalty of their students who are expected to deliver it. Regarding 

esoteric writing theory, it is plausible to believe that students dare not challenge the 

interpretations of the Master who has single-handedly unlocked the secrets to the great 

texts. Any veracity of the truthfulness of the interpretation is trumped by the authority of 

the "mature philosophers" and must be deferred to by the "potential philosophers." 

Esoteric teaching thus reaches the status of a cult. 

What is also problematic is Strauss' insistence that the mature philosopher must 

affirm a role as de facto puppet master for the future "Thrasymachuses." This insistence 

is, I submit, contradictory to Strauss' insistence that the just man is necessarily a 

philosopher. A philosopher is supposedly just, according to Strauss, because he is able to 

abstract himself from Eros or the bodily needs and devote himself to reason and the quest 

for knowledge. 160 However, if the philosopher becomes too entangled to the interests of 

satisfying the bodily needs such as security and prosperity as every ruler must, does the 

philosopher succeed in abstracting himself? The interests of maintaining the regime 

supersede the quest for know ledge. Philosophers can advise the Thrasymachuses what to 

tell the masses to pacify them. But how does the philosopher prevent himself from 

neglecting the pursuit of knowledge ( as a result of continuously having to be a "maker of 

myths")? 161 The new philosopher is too burdened with the necessary task of assuring the 

masses that their bodily needs are being met to devote himself to the quest for universal 

truth through contemplation. Even Strauss concedes that Thrasymachus makes the 

160 Strauss, The City and Man. 111. 
161 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 204. Strauss' student Allan Bloom calls new philosophers 
"makers of myth." Bloom also informs his readers that the "central concern" of the new philosopher is to 
create myths. (See: Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 207-08.) 
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mistake of not admitting more assertively while speaking to Socrates that rulers can be 

fallible. 162 Presumably, the new philosophers can be just as fallible. 

Thirdly, I will discuss how Strauss invites the same mistakes that brought down 

the Weimar Republic. To do so, I wish to focus some attention on Strauss' vision of the 

rule of the gentlemen. When reading Strauss' description of the gentleman, one cannot 

help but draw the similarity between the proposed description and George W. Bush. Both 

are men of inherited wealth, who have reputations for recognizing their own incapacity to 

reach certain heights of precision in knowledge and the fine arts. In fact, it could be 

argued that Bush uses such an admission to his political advantage. By portraying himself 

as a "common man" Bush can hide or conceal his blue-blooded aristocratic roots. Perhaps 

Bush is the embodiment of the solution to the political problem. There is a frightening 

passage written by Strauss in 1953 that sounds terrifyingly similar to the Bush White 

House's policy on terrorism and Homeland Security. It is terrifying because of how a 

passage written nearly fifty years ago can be so relevant in today's discourse. It reads: 

In extreme situations there may be conflicts between what 
the self-preservation of society requires and the 
requirements of communicative and distributive justice. In 
such situations, and only in such situations it can justly be 
said that the public safety is the highest law. A decent 
society will not go to war except for a just cause. But what 
it will do during a war will depend to a certain extent on 
what the enemy-possibly an absolutely unscrupulous and 
savage enemy-forces it to do so. There are no limits which 
can be defined in advance, there are no assignable limits to 
what might become just reprisals. But war casts its shadow 
on peace. The most just society cannot survive without 
'intelligence' i.e., espionage. Espionage is impossible 
without a suspension of certain rules of natural right. But 
societies are not only threatened from without. 

162 Strauss, The City and Man. 79. 



Considerations which apply to foreign enemies may well 
apply to subversive elements within society. Let us leave 
these sad exigencies covered with the veil with which they 
are justly covered. It suffices to repeat that in extreme 
situations the normally valid rules of natural right are justly 
changed, or changed in accordance with natural right; the 

. . h l 163 exceptions are as Just as t e rues. 
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One could argue that the Bush Administration's curbing of civil rights to fight terrorism 

is justified on similar grounds of the "self-preservation of society."164 What is striking 

about the previous passage is not simply just that it could mirror any policy statement put 

forward by the Bush Administration concerning Homeland Security. Instead, it is also 

striking that Strauss worries that the fate of American liberalism and liberal society will 

mirror the fate of the Weimar Republic. But it is imperative to remember that Weimar 

eventually degenerated into recognizing a need to handle "subversive elements within 

society." That is not to suggest Straussian conservatism is equivalent to fascism. But one 

would think Strauss would be more sensitive to the danger of encouraging the possibility 

that the quest to seek out threats to society from within may lead to the same extreme 

abuses that brought down Weimar and led to the rise of Nazism. 

Finally, I want to briefly comment on how Strauss' philosophy weakens the 

stability of democratic regimes by putting too much reliance on deceiving the demos. It is 

163 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 160. 
164 Nat Hentoff, "Orwell's 1984 in Our Time," The Progressive February 2003. 17. Critics of the Bush 
Administration charge that the Administration's response to the attacks of September 11, 2001, attacks 
resulted in the infringement of civil liberties such as the Fourth Amendment of the Bill of Rights 
prohibiting unlawful search and seizure. Hentoffblames the anti-terrorist legislation known as, the USA 
Patriot Act, as legislation that weakens the Fourth Amendment. Also, Hentoff claims that Bush Attorney 
General John Ashcroft loosened "FBI guidelines to allow FBI agents to covertly spy on political meetings 
and religious services without court orders and without evidence that a crime has been committed." If 
critics like Hentoff are correct in their estimation of the USA Patriot Act, one can appreciate how Strauss' 
statement in Natural Right & History that just societies cannot live without intelligence and state-sponsored 
espionage of possible domestic subversives is now adopted as official American policy. (See: USA Patriot 
Act. US House of Representatives. 107-56. H.R. 3162. 26 October 2001 2001.) 
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arguably apparent that Strauss holds a disdain for democracy in its modem form. The 

emphasis of classic natural right over egalitarian natural right by Strauss is the best 

example. It may be argued that Strauss perceives philosophy to be still threatened by the 

liberal West. He laments that philosophy came under "ecclesiastical supervision," in the 

Christian West, thus allowing philosophy to be less private. 165 Also, Strauss' insistence 

that esoteric writing is still useful in liberal societies is significant, when one takes into 

account how Strauss admires the ancients for making the distinction between "the wise" 

and "the vulgar."166 Presumably, Strauss muses, there is still the existence of a "vulgar" 

element in liberal societies. 167 Although Strauss may have legitimate criticisms about 

democracy, his criticisms must be well guarded from the rest of the vulgar. If this were 

not so, there would be no need for the Socrates of the world to employ a "Thrasymachus" 

as the public spokesman for the ruling wise. It can be argued that the new philosopher, in 

using a public face or "gentleman" figure to administer society actually diminishes the 

glory of the Nietzschean Superman or creator that Strauss wishes new philosophers to 

embody. A Nietzschean Superman should not have to employ underlings to do his dirty 

work to deceive the masses. The new philosophers' own Nietzschean Superman-like 

qualities of being so duplicitous and assertive, in contrast with the vulgar masses, makes 

them fit to rule. 

165 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 21 . 
166 Ibid. 34-35. Strauss elaborates on how the ancients saw the vulgar. He writes that the ancients "believed 
that the gulf separating ' the wise' and 'the vulgar ' was a basic fact of human nature which could not be 
influenced by any progress of popular education: philosophy, or science, was essentially a privilege of 'the 
few.' They were convinced that philosophy as such was suspect to, and hated by, the majority of men. Even 
if they had nothing to fear from any particular political quarter, those who started from that assumption 
would have driven to the conclusion that public communication of the philosophic or scientific truth was 
impossible or undesirable, not only for the time being but for all times. They must conceal their opinions 
from all but philosophers, either by limiting themselves to oral instruction of a carefully selected group of 
pupils, or by writing about the most important subject by means of 'brief indication'." 
167 Ibid. 36-37. 
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Liberal theorists counter that such deceptions however actually weaken the 

stability of democratic regimes. John Rawls, in A Theory of Justice, argues that in order 

for societies based on social contract theory to work, all participants expect a certain level 

of stability within the regime. 168 Participants in the social contract expect public openness 

in the actions of the state and that the state will be consistent in enforcing its laws and so 

forth. Otherwise, no participant will wish to enter into the contract because it would be 

uncertain as to whether the contract would be carried out justly or efficiently. Rawls calls 

this condition of the social contract the "condition of publicity."169 The publicity 

condition forces the state to justify its actions to its citizens and recognize "men's desire 

to treat one not another as means only but as ends in themselves."170 Strauss cannot 

endorse the social contract theory of a Rawlsian liberal, because it would confine the 

philosophers or the creators too closely with the vulgar rabble in contradiction with the 

classic natural right. A Rawlsian social contract blurs the distinction between the new 

philosopher and the masses, by giving both parties the same equal standing in their 

relationships vis-a-vis the state. Classical natural right cannot be actualized; Straussians 

are forced to argue that the Rawlsian model recognizes natural inequalities as being 

illegitimate. As a result, philosophers cannot use the vulgar masses as ends to 

themselves. 171 

168 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice: Revised Edition, Revised Edition. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1999). 153. 
169 Ibid. 153 . 
170 Ibid. 156. 
171 Holmes, The Anatomy ofllliberalism. 80. Holmes describes how the Straussian philosopher views the 
vulgar masses: "Their lives are utterly valueless and unjustifiable unless they serve to make philosophers 
more comfortable and more secure. Philosophers must return to the cave or the city, even though it is 
thoroughly beneath them, to ensure an agreeable environment for their own 'choiceworthy' activities. (The 
parasite must keep its host alive.)" The implication put forward by Holmes is clear: Straussian 
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Rawls' publicity problem poses a concern for Straussians as well. The new 

philosopher or creator cannot tolerate too much public openness under the Rawlsian 

publicity condition. Straussians worry that if democratic states are too frank in their 

justifications, they may lose legitimacy with their citizens because even democratic states 

may act in an undemocratic fashion. 172 Political discourse, if it is too open and honest, 

Straussians contend, can weaken the stability of western democracies. According to the 

Straussian model, nation-states largely need to be homogeneous in their own domestic 

political discourse, in order to give meaning and purpose to their own existence. 

Diversity of opinion leads to doubt and indifference, or so Straussians argue, claiming 

such indifference leads to nihilism. 173 

Stability in political discourse is required because it is an antidote to nihilism. 

However, Straussians are wrong to suggest stability is weakened by diversity of political 

discourse in liberal democracies. If citizens have access to the justifications of the state's 

actions and encouraged to evaluate and amend those justifications, there can be a more 

solid understanding felt by individuals of what behaviours or actions are generally 

acceptable and which behaviours are not. The Straussian model simply expects a 

philosopher ruling class to make top-down pronouncements of what is generally 

philosophers believe they must use people as ends to preserve the favourable conditions for their 
philosophic endeavours. 
172 "The Constitution in Full Bloom," Harvard Law Review 104.2 (1990). 648. 
173 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, The John Dewey Essays in Philosophy (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993). 216-20. Modem liberal theorists, such as Rawls, have begun tackling the problem 
of trying to achieve consensus in democratic societies when there are so many moral/political/religious 
doctrines found within western liberal societies. Rawls' suggestion is the concept of "public reason", where 
there is a procedural structure regulating how citizens should justify political action to each other, while 
being consistent with the "overlapping consensus" held by society as a whole, of what freedom and 
equality is to be defined. Public reason is also designed to regulate how state institutions justify political 
action to its citizens. Although there is no space to analyze Rawls' public reason here, what public reason 
shows is that liberal theorists do have a response to critics of liberalism, such as Strauss, who argue that 
liberalism's diversity ultimately weakens social unity and moral purpose. 
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acceptable. However, if the "vulgar" masses are not seriously engaged as equals in public 

discussion, one expects that their conceptualization of the common good will be on 

weaker ground, since they will be prevented from staking any legitimate personal 

investment in the formulation of those beliefs. If the illusions or beliefs are somehow 

discredited or exposed as illusions, either through science, historical research or a free 

press, there will be less ideology for individuals to fall back on for moral support. It 

would be very distressing for any individual to discover that his or her entire belief 

system, which had been imbedded since birth by authority figures, was nothing more than 

"noble lies." 

Thus, the Straussian model poses a dangerous threat to the stability of 

democracies. If a small elite feels justified in using such means as the esoteric/exoteric 

distinction to practice the art of human governance, the purpose of democracy is itself 

degraded. No longer does it matter whether the electorate is able to give any informed 

consent to the public policies that a state pursues. What matters for Strauss and his 

followers is that a ruling elite is able to secure the consent of the electorate through any 

means possible. 174 

Straussian scholars appear to suggest that democracy needs to be applied as a 

pretension and not to be generally believed. However, it is the teachings of Strauss that 

have provided the foundation upon which scholars such as Allan Bloom and Irving 

Kristol base their own theories. It is Strauss who has taught them all that there still need 

to be spokespersons in the tradition of "Thrasymachus" to pacify the demands of a vulgar 

174 Holmes, The Anatomy ofllliberalism. 79-80. Holmes simply contends that Straussians do not believe 
that the bulk of the demos have much to offer in political discourse. 
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electorate accustomed to liberal democracy. All the while, Straussian scholars have 

ignored ( or hope others ignore) that the actual decision-making within a Straussian style 

of liberal democracy becomes consolidated in the hands of a very few. 
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CHAPTER 2: IRVING KRISTOL: NEOCONSERV ATISM'S HAGIOGRAPHER 

One of the foremost authors who has helped define the neoconservative 

movement is Irving Kristol. For the past thirty years, Kristol has articulated what it means 

to be a neoconservative. Kristol also attributes much of his thought to the influence of 

Strauss. 1 It is thus no coincidence that in 1995, Kristol published a collection of his 

essays under the title of Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. Kristol's 

prominence in the neoconservative movement allows him not only to take the title of a 

founding father of the neoconservative movement, but also to be its hagiographer. 

What makes Kristol so instrumental in the study of neoconservatism is his 

articulation and repetition of three constant themes that the Straussians share to varying 

degrees. These themes include a mistrust of the culture of modern academia, an aversion 

to the embedding of liberalism with American democracy, and the need to revitalize 

society through spiritual orthodoxies against the backdrop of a morally permissive liberal 

culture. These three themes give shape and meaning to the neoconservative 

understanding of western society. In this chapter, I plan to outline these three constant 

themes repeated in Kristol' s work. I intend to show that Kristol' s solutions for curing 

liberal society are misguided and contradictory. Much of what Kristol prescribes to cure 

western liberal society actually intensifies the severity of the moral uncertainty and 

nihilism that Kristol attributes to liberalism. 

1 Irving Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea (New York: The Free Press, 1995). 6-9. 
Kristol also states that Lionel Trilling was the other figure that influenced his thought. 
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Kristo! understands liberal society in the same dualistic terms as Strauss-as a 

conflict between ancients and modems. Not only does Kristo! adopt Strauss' 

interpretation of history as a quarrel between ancients and modems, but also advances the 

concept further by distinguishing between the intellectual class and the bourgeois class. 

According to Kristo!, it is the intellectual class that now reigns supreme on campuses 

across North America and not the bourgeois class. This intellectual liberal elite has 

caused significant damage to western society. Kristo! sees liberal education in its current 

form as being a means of leading young minds away from the order and stability that 

bourgeois capitalism can provide, or what Kristo I refers to as the "bourgeois ethos. "2 The 

teachings of Machiavelli, Nietzsche, and Heidegger have forced young impressionable 

minds to doubt whether there can be such a thing as universal truth and to seriously 

question whether bourgeois capitalism provides a sense of purpose to life. 

It is this questioning of the meaning of life that has led western liberal society to 

become nihilistic, in Kristo I's view. The intellectual class, with its blind faith in 

egalitarianism, is only partly to blame for the dark abyss in which liberal society 

flounders. Kristo! also blames liberal capitalism for allowing such nihilism or 

philistinistic attitudes to be marketed as "trends" or "fads."3 Indeed, Kristo! even 

chastises capitalists for abandoning morality by profiting from the selling of decadent 

culture. This explains why major corporations finance products such as motion pictures 

2 Ibid. 100. 
3 Ibid. 129-30. 
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filled with gratuitous sex and violence, which deaden society's sense of what is right and 

wrong.4 

Because society can no longer easily discriminate between right and wrong, 

Kristal advocates correcting the mistakes that liberalism has brought to western society. 

Kristol proposes to correct liberal society in two ways. Firstly, Kristal encourages the 

participation of religious fundamentalist groups in politics. Such groups are often referred 

to as the "Religious Right." Kristal hopes that the Religious Right will act as a voice to 

express frustration among the masses against the permissive and philistine nature of 

liberal society. 5 By allowing more political participation from the Religious Right, 

Kristal hopes that the liberal agenda can be thwarted. 

Secondly, Kristal suggests the implementation of a new form of political 

populism as a way of impeding the corrosive damage liberalism brings to the morality of 

western society. Kristal advocates for a limited use of political mechanisms such as 

public referenda in order for the "common sense of the American people," to be heard 

against the top-down activism of a liberal judiciary. 6 This is not to suggest that Kristol is 

a pure populist altogether. Rather, Kristal writes quite frankly, that the "new populism" is 

a great opportunity for a small elite to help mould public opinion to support a 

conservative agenda.7 One can easily see how Kristal borrows from Strauss' call for the 

philosopher to try to subtly mold the minds of the masses and to secretly counsel the 

kings or politicians. 

4 Ibid. 102. 
5 Ibid. 380. 
6 Ibid. 360. 
7 Ibid. 363. 
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The Adversary Culture 

What is most striking about Kristol's writings 1s the sheer contempt Kristol 

displays for most of today's academics. On the surface, it appears that Kristol's criticisms 

are significant to understand for two prime reasons. Firstly, it is rather puzzling for an 

author such as Kristo 1, who seems to share the sentiments of his fellow Straussians about 

the debasing and abandonment of critical thought in modem society, to criticize 

intellectuals who may be able to revitalize such thought. 8 Secondly, the contempt Kristol 

displays for today's academic world takes on almost epic proportions suitable for a piece 

of melodrama with the simplistic conception of a heroic protagonist versus a corrupt 

villain. After reading some of Kristol' s work, one can easily see that Kristol puts most of 

today's academics in the latter camp. Throughout his writings, Kristol refers to 

intellectuals as "the adversary culture," a term once used by the literary critic, Lionel 

Trilling.9 

Why does Kristol seem so hostile to intellectuals? After all, one could easily 

argue that Kristol himself is an intellectual and an academic. However, it appears that 

Kristol's hostility is in his perception that intellectuals have lost any realization of what 

must be their true role in society. The growing intellectual class in the United States has 

8See: Richard Rorty, "Straussianism, Democracy and Allan Bloom I: That Old Time Philosophy," Essays 
on the Closing of the American Mind, ed. Robert L. Stone (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 1989). 95. 
Although there may be a simple answer to this puzzle. Straussian critic Richard Rorty notes that Straussians 
make a distinction between "philosophers" and "intellectuals." In this dichotomy, intellectuals are just the 
pseudo-philosophers who deconstruct and analyze the great ideas, but never offer original ideas of their 
own. Philosophers are the few who are able to give life meaning by creating the ideas and myths that 
society rests itself on. Rorty states that the Straussians assume that "philosophers have always been, of 
necessity, liars." 
9 Kristo 1, N eoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 106. 
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done great harm to American society for not being able to provide "intellectual and moral 

guidance."10 Instead, the intellectual class of today is overtly critical of western 

civilization, which is vulnerable to dissolution if it is too over-analyzed. Kristo! writes 

that most people do need to have some sense of "stoic resignation" about the state of their 

societal position and responsibilities to overcome frustration in their lives. 11 Academics 

aggravate the frustration people feel, by always being so critical of mainstream society. 

As a result, Kristo! portrays professors at universities to be the great corruptors of 

today's youth. These professors somehow rob the youth of their innocence by decreasing 

their tolerance to accept a certain social order. There is a fascinating passage in the essay, 

"The Adversary Culture of Intellectuals," that best illustrates how Kristo! portrays that a 

horrific injustice is done to students by their current college education. It reads: 

When we send our sons and daughters to college, we may 
expect that by the time they are graduated they are likely to 
have a lower opinion of our social and economic order than 
when they entered. We know this from opinion poll data; 

kn · fr · 12 we ow 1t om our own expenence. 

Thus, academics are to be mistrusted with teaching members of the future generations. 

Kristo! implies that academics are to blame for putting bad ideas into students' heads. 

These bad ideas are the ones that force students to question or dismiss the current "social 

and economic order." In order to better understand why Kristo I argues that corruption of 

the academics must be avoided, one must first understand what Kristo! intends to protect. 

The most important feature of western society to protect is what Kristo! refers to as the 

10 Ibid. 90. 
II Ibid. 99. 
12 Ibid. 106. 
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"bourgeois ethos."13 The bourgeois ethos is important for Kristal because he sees it as the 

foundation of the moral and economic order of western society for the past 200 years. 

According to Kristal's interpretation of history, the bourgeois ethos is rooted in 

the belief that it is in one's self interest to modestly make the world in which one lives a 

better place. 14 This belief is to have been largely due to the eighteenth century writings of 

capitalist economic theory by Adam Smith and the classical liberal political theory 

writings of John Locke. What is central to the bourgeois ethos, especially for Kristal, is 

the link between laissez-faire economics and Protestant virtue. 15 This link is best 

illustrated by the statement that an individual who lives through honest work and by 

honourable means will receive the proper amount of benefits and justice. Kristol sees this 

aspect of the bourgeois ethos to be crucial, because it addresses the concern to have a 

sense of "distributive justice," and rebukes calls for state management of the economy or 

for simply leaving morality to be decided by market mechanisms. 16 

The joining together of the bourgeois ethos and the ethos of Protestantism 

explains for Kristol why the concept of a middle class has been solidified and entrenched. 

Ordinary people, for the most part, have accepted the utility of the bourgeois ethos. 

Kristol explains that the popularity of the bourgeois ethos is based on its focus on 

addressing the needs and concerns of regular people. The concern for regular people 

makes bourgeois society prosaic in both form and essence for Kristol. 17 Bourgeois culture 

13 Ibid. 100. 
14 Ibid. 108. 
15 Ibid. 100, 132-33 . 
16 Ibid. 100. 
17 Ibid. 107. 
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makes it possible to accept "happy endings" by stating that all people have opportunities 

to enjoy some portion of success. 

However, Kristol believes that there may be no happy ending for the bourgeois 

ethos itself. The uncertainty about the future of the bourgeois ethos is largely because of 

its own successes. People in the middle classes are able to succeed economically and 

materially. The advancement of the middle class gives people more "purchasing power" 

and more time to pursue leisure activities. 18 As a result of these new freedoms, people 

begin to doubt or become disillusioned with the spiritual usefulness of their newly found 

affluence. Thus, intellectuals and artists have tried to give expression to what Kristol 

refers to as the attempt "to fill the spiritual vacuum."19 

Kristol asserts that the beginning of the decline in culture and the fine arts began 

with the Bohemian movement in Paris during the 1820's. For Kristol, the Bohemians 

resembled the "counter-culture" of radical activists in the United States during the 

1960's.20 The Bohemians represent a fundamental change to the perception of art. Kristol 

argues that the purpose of art was changed by the Bohemians to discover truth, and not to 

discover beauty. As a result, the artist became the focal point of the entire "artistic 

enterprise."21 In their quest for truth, artists began to reject the bourgeois ethos. An avant-

garde culture was opposed to the popular culture that continued to reinforce the "happy 

18 Ibid. 110. 
19 Ibid. 103. 
20 Ibid. 114-15. 
21 Ibid. 115. 
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endings" of bourgeois culture.22 Compared to bourgeois culture, this new avant-garde 

culture found "happy endings" to be false and empty. 23 

From 1870 to 1950, modem art, and literature such as the writings of Kafka and 

Dostoyevsky, began to take more prominence in bourgeois society.24 According to 

Kristal, this modem art, with its apparent hostility to a transcendent God and its 

understanding of belief as just a matter of personal choice, has made society anti-

bourgeois. 25 One of the more interesting claims Kristal makes is that no other society has 

had such heterogeneousness in its culture than today's western society.26 In earlier times, 

a work of "high culture" may have been critical of its corresponding society, but it always 

reinforced the shared cultural ideal to be attained.27 One example of this phenomenon 

given by Kristal is the public reading of Shakespeare's plays.28 All classes of Elizabethan 

English society could partake in Shakespeare without being greatly shocked or offended. 

Modem art, on the other hand, does not reinforce any cultural ideals; instead, it creates 

alienation by going against bourgeois society. For Kristal, modem art abandoned art's 

true purpose, which is "sustaining and celebrating" cultural values. 29 Kristal writes: 

"[i]ndeed, it is a premise of modem sociological and anthropological theory that it is the 

22 Ibid. 108. Kristal notes that bourgeois culture accepted "happy endings" in pieces of art such as dramas, 
where protagonists of good character usually were rewarded at the end. 
23 Ibid. 117. Kristal states that even in today 's culture, unhappy endings are preferred for their cathartic 
nature as opposed to the cliche of the happy ending. 
24 Ibid. 129. 
25 Ibid. 128, 133. Kristal blames classical liberals such as Adam Smith and the American Founding Fathers 
of paving the way for modem philistinism by insisting on the maintenance of a private sphere on matters 
such as religion, away from the jurisdiction of the state. 
26 Ibid. 116-17. 
27 Ibid. 117. 
28 Kristal, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 116-17. 
29 Ibid. 107. 
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essence of culture to be functional in this way."30 In other words, culture's primary 

function is to reinforce (not contradict) widely accepted values or myths. 

Kristol maintains that avant-garde art began to be "co-opted by bourgeois-

capitalist society to signify merely the latest fashion, the latest trend, in the arts."31 Rather 

than repel the anti-bourgeois avant-garde, bourgeois society embraced it. The mass 

exodus to the university by middle-class students after the end of the Second World War 

only aggravated the problem further. 32 Students became exposed to the nihilistic 

teachings of Strauss' three waves of modernity, by reading Machiavelli and Nietzsche. 

After being exposed to such teachings, students began to protest against the Vietnam War 

in the 1960's, as a reaction against bourgeois society and the Protestant ethic. This 

reaction by students eventually contributed to the current crisis of nihilism in western 

liberal society. The whole nature of receiving a university education was radically 

changed. University education no longer reinforced cultural values but began to question 

them. The increased questioning of cultural values led, in Kristol's view, to doubt, which 

led to nihilism. Kristol summarizes the evolution of the modem fine arts as a progression: 

"[f]rom a dissenting culture to a counterculture, we have finally arrived at a nihilistic 

culture."33 The reason why western society has entered this new phase of nihilism is 

because the teachings of post-modernist thought have deteriorated cultural standards and 

conduct. Kristol states: 

30 Ibid. 107. 
31 Ibid. 129. 
32 Ibid. 138. Also, neoconservative author David Gelernter reports on the statistics of the growth of 
university enrolment after the Second World War. In 1940, 4.6 per cent of Americans over the age of 25 
graduated from college. By 1975, 14 percent had graduated. See: David Gelernter, "How the Intellectuals 
Took over (and What to Do About It)," Commentary 103.3 (1997). 35 . 
33 Kristal, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 131. 



Whereas modernism had calmly accepted Nietzsche's 
dictum that "God is dead," it generally interpreted this to 
mean simply that institutional religion was moribund. But a 
handful of modernists jumped to the Nietzschean 
conclusion that if God is dead, everything is now permitted. 
That was implicit in modernism and more than implicit for 
those who believed themselves to be the avant-garde of 
modernism, but only with post-modernism has it become 
belligerently explicit and a dominant motif in the culture at 
large.34 
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It is no surprise to any reader then when Kristal laments that college graduates now seem 

to be more disillusioned with bourgeois society and less nationalistic than even high 

school graduates, thanks to post-modernism.35 College education, with its dominant 

theme of post-modernism, has led students to become disenchanted with life in general. 

Since the existence of God is in doubt, life no longer seems to have any meaning. 

Professors, with their teaching of post-modernism have somehow corrupted college 

graduates. In the article, "Pornography, Obscenity and the Case for Censorship" in the 

1972 book, On The Democratic Idea in America, Kristo! makes the following point: 

After all, if you believe that no one was ever corrupted by a 
book, you have also to believe that no one was ever 
improved by a book ( or a play or a movie). You have to 
believe in other words, that all art is morally trivial and 
that, consequently, all education is morally irrelevant. No 
one, not even a university professor, really believes that. 36 

This line of reasoning illustrates how Kristo! justifies censorship. If society can 

claim that books can impose a positive effect on individuals, society must acknowledge 

that books can also debase individuals. Hence, the state must prevent forms of culture 

34 Ibid. 132. 
35 Ibid. 107. 
36 Irving Kristol, On the Democratic Idea in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). 32. 
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that degrade societal morals. State censorship, even of the academy, is to prevent a great 

disruption of western values. 

One of the motivations for intellectuals to be disruptive of society, in Kristal's 

view, is the alienation they feel towards bourgeois society.37 Throughout his writings, 

Kristal complains that intellectuals and artists are "repelled" by the vulgar taste of the 

masses, as exhibited in popular culture. 38 At the same time, intellectuals seek "temporal 

power" or "temporal status" as authoritative figures. 39 Thus, intellectuals feel 

disrespected when the masses do not give proper reverence to them. This is why so many 

intellectuals are compelled to subscribe to socialist views of the economy: the notion of a 

centrally planned economy reinforces the need for intellectuals, it assures them that they 

are important to society, because their expertise needs to steer the economy in the right 

direction.40 It is also why Kristal detects an "aristocratic impulse," in both the 

environmentalist and consumer protectionist movements.41 

An obvious example of the type of intellectual Kristol describes is the well-known 

economist, John Kenneth Galbraith. In an essay entitled, "Capitalism, Socialism & 

Nihilism," Kristal describes Galbraith as a "reluctant rabbi," who imposes "utility 

schedules," on individuals in his theory of economics.42 Galbraith's greatest flaw is that 

he holds the view that "[ c ]onsumption ought not to be a constant function of relative 

37 Gelemter, "How the Intellectuals Took over (and What to Do About It)." 37. Gelemter refers to Kristol 
and Trilling's description of the "Adversary Culture" of intellectuals in his article. He writes: "Ever since 
there was a middle class, intellectuals have despised it. When intellectuals were outsiders, their loves and 
hates never mattered much. Today they are the bosses and their tastes matter greatly." 
38 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 112. 
39 Ibid. 76. 
40 Ibid. 113. 
41 Ibid. 112. 
42 Ibid. 96. 
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income."43 For Kristo!, it is such interventionism by intellectuals to determine how 

individuals should either consume resources or behave generally that erodes not only the 

liberty of individuals, but also the entire bourgeois ethos. Such erosion is caused by the 

intellectual approach of trying to entrench a pre-modernist conceptualization of having a 

priori knowledge of happiness that is not defined "in terms of the material production and 

material consumption of commodities."44 

By striving to achieve an ideal self, based on such a non-materialist definition of 

happiness, intellectuals and artists have caused great damage to the bourgeois ethos by 

separating the virtues of Protestantism from bourgeois economics. In other words, the 

social sciences have tried to replace the transcendence of God with "utopian rationalism 

and utopian romanticism."45 The social sciences have begun to be used as a tool for social 

re-engineering by the aristocratic intellectual elite. Kristo! notes that the social sciences 

have come "surely to mean the management of social change by an elite who understood 

the verities of social structure and social change."46 

The danger with this development in the social sciences is that it will ultimately 

lead to a crisis of nihilism in western liberal society. To explain why the social sciences 

breed nihilism, one must consider the position Kristal holds, thanks to his knowledge of 

Strauss, that the truth that resides outside of Plato's cave is that there is no truth and only 

darkness. As a result, society needs to maintain a sense of transcendence that is 

otherworldly in order to survive by giving life meaning or the illusion of meaning. Two 

43 Ibid. 97. 
44 Ibid. 95. 
45 Ibid. 119. 
46 Ibid. 118. 
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statements from Kristol m the essay, "The Adversary Culture of Intellectual" best 

illustrate this position: 

The deeper one explores into the self, without any 
transcendental frame of reference, the clearer it becomes 
that nothing is there. One can then, of course, try to 
construct a metaphysics of nothingness as an absolute truth 
of the human condition. But this, too is self-contradictory. 
If nothingness is the ultimate reality, those something 
called books, or poems, or paintings, or music are mere 
evasions of the truth rather than expressions of it.47 

It is only when the arts usurp the role of religion, but 
without the transcendence that assures us of the meaning of 
apparent meaninglessness, that we reach our present absurd 
condition.48 

Hence, it is religion, which protects mankind from the harsh realities of nature and its 

"apparent meaninglessness." Modem liberal society fosters a culture that has replaced the 

authority of the Church with a decadent culture. Academics are also to blame for making 

religion irrelevant. It is the work of sociologists like Max Weber and his disciples that 

have weakened God's transcendence. Weberism has led to the illegitimization ofreligion 

and other traditional beliefs or sources of authority. 49 

It is the direction of the social sciences toward W eberism and its attempt to 

secularize society and manage society through a large bureaucracy that has attracted 

intellectuals to socialism. One of the reasons why intellectuals and artists find the 

bourgeois ethos so unappealing, Kristol claims, is because it seems to reward those who 

earn financial profit over intellectual accomplishment. Kristol portrays intellectuals and 

47 Ibid. 119. 
48 Ibid. 120. 
49 Ibid. 118. 
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artists to be envious of power. Intellectuals and artists hide their ambition to power by 

standing behind an ideology. As a result, intellectuals employ a pretense of ideology to 

show that "they are disinterestingly serving the 'true' interests of the people."50 

This contention, that intellectuals are somehow disrupting the public interest, 

poses a problem for Kristal. On the one hand, Kristol seems to suggest that a realization 

of society's best interests or the Rousseauian conception of a General Will is thwarted by 

the intellectual class. Yet, as will be discussed later in this chapter, Kristol also appears to 

argue the need for an intellectual class to help mold a society towards an ideal polity by 

means of populist politics and by working within the established political culture. 51 

Surely, a danger must be recognized: the concept of such an ideal polity may also 

obstruct the best interests of the rest of society from being pursued by whatever ruling 

intellectual class is in place. Kristal cannot completely divorce himself from the 

Straussian influence and embraces Strauss' teachings that philosophers must secretly 

counsel the gentlemen who navigate the ship of state. 

This is not to suggest that Kristol does not criticize such gentlemen at all. In fact, 

Kristol is bold enough to blame even the Founding Fathers of the American Republic in 

part for America's cultural malaise. The trouble began when the eighteenth century 

authors of the bourgeois cultural revolution separated social morality from its religious 

context. The Judeo-Christian tradition's importance to the vitality of the bourgeois ethos 

was underestimated by the Founding Fathers. As a result, the Founding Fathers made the 

50 Ibid. 113. 
51 Jefferson Morley, "The Washington Intellectual: From the New Deal to the Reagan Revolution," The 
New Republic 11 August 1986. 10-14. In this piece, Morley describes how the intellectual culture in 
Washington has become increasingly more conservative in the past fifty years. The American conservative 
movement, during that time, has embraced the need to appear more intellectual. Perhaps Kristal's vision of 
a conservative intellectual class has already been realized. 
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fundamental error of showing "a complacency about how this morality relates to its 

religious roots."52 According to Kristal, the secularization of the American state and the 

separation of church and state are continuing to inflict damage to the well being of the 

Republic. 53 

One of the causes for the Founding Fathers' fundamental error may be a flaw in 

bourgeois economics itself. The Founding Fathers may have embraced bourgeois 

capitalism too closely. Kristal concedes that it is the free-market capitalist economic 

model championed by the eighteenth century economist, Adam Smith, which is the 

"bedrock" of the bourgeois ethos.54 However, Smith committed a major blunder in 

Kristal's view. Although Smith's articulation of an "invisible hand" determining the 

distribution of resources in the marketplace was an indicator of his genius, Smith, 

according to Kristal, put little importance on the significance of cultural attitudes. Under 

Smith's model, cultural attitudes or certain types of behaviour within cultures are 

wrongly regarded as matters of personal choice and discretion. Thus, Kristal describes 

Smith as a "philistine."55 Smith's modem disciples do not escape Kristal's wrath on this 

point. Kristal also criticizes modem libertarian economist Milton Friedman for stating 

that states cannot intervene when individuals partake in behaviours in the name of self-

realization that may ultimately be harmful to society, and that may destabilize society. 56 

Thus, Kristal writes: 

52 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 133. 
53 Ibid. 132-33. Kristo! asserts that "secular humanism" has failed in replacing religion's function of 
providing a self-justifying moral code. 
54 Ibid. 134. 
55 Ibid. 134-35. 
56 Ibid. 102. 



And what if the "self' that is "realized" under the 
conditions of liberal capitalism is a self that despises liberal 
capitalism and uses its liberty to subvert and abolish a free 
society? To this question ... Friedman has no answer. 57 
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It is liberal capitalism's failure to respond to the very real possibility of such harmful 

behaviour that propels nihilism into western society today. Thus, the western world, at 

least during the Cold War, mistook socialism, rather than nihilism, as the true threat to 

the future of capitalism. One ofK.ristol's more memorable passages states: 

The enemy of liberal capitalism today is not so much 
socialism as nihilism. Only liberal capitalism does not see 
nihilism as an enemy, but rather as just another business 
opportunity. 58 

According to Kristal, it is precisely because liberal capitalism does not encourage 

behaviours that promote virtue and nobility, while encouraging behaviour of self-

gratification and promiscuity, that nihilism spreads throughout western society. Kristal 

points to the fact that large multinational corporations, which now own media outlets 

such as movie studios, sell decadent culture that is pornographic and socially 

destructive. 59 Western society is no longer rooted with a sense of what is right and wrong. 

It has forsaken its observance of "a transcendent meaning" of life for an empty notion of 

secular humanism. 60 The Adversary Culture of intellectuals is responsible for this moral 

decline. 

57 Ibid. 102-03 . 
58 Ibid. 101. 
59 Ibid. 102. 
60 Ibid. 134. 
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Like Strauss before him, Kristo! fears that the nihilism of the Adversary Culture 

can lead to political irrationalism and to political fanaticism such as Nazism. Strauss 

believed that the liberal nature of the regime in the Weimar Republic led to moral 

relativism, which made it difficult to refute the Nazis on an intellectual level. Kristol 

takes a similar position regarding the Adversary Culture. The latter breeds a new post-

modernist counterculture that is exhibitionist and self-promoting. This new form of 

counter-culture may fill the spiritual vacuum created by the cynicism and new nihilism of 

the age. 61 Kristo I worries that the many will regard the Adversary Culture as the 

necessary supplement to the nihilism created by liberalism. His concern is that the 

Adversary Culture of the intellectuals will give way to the new counterculture, which will 

destroy the culture that the bourgeois ethos has cultivated over the past 300 years. 

The Problem with Liberalism and Democracy 

Kristol blames not only the Adversary Culture for promoting nihilism, but also 

liberalism. The inter-twining of liberalism and democracy poses a threat to Kristal's 

world vision; democracy gives liberalism unwarranted legitimacy with the masses. 

Although conservatism has debunked a significant amount of liberal theory, in Kristo I's 

view, there is still work to be done in order to totally defeat liberalism.62 Kristo! believes 

democracy is the magic bullet that can defeat liberalism's credibility with people. 

61 Ibid. 146. 
62 Ibid. 364-65. 
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The reason why the left has already suffered several defeats, either at the ballot 

box in liberal democracies, or because socialist nations have turned to capitalist 

economies, is that it has been successfully refuted. 63 But the new incarnation of the Left 

has renewed vitality. Kristol distinguishes between the "Old Left" and the "New Left." 

The Old Left is characterized as mostly concerned with the economic re-distribution of 

wealth. 64 An individual representing the Old Left usually supports systems where the 

economy is centrally planned such as in socialist models. It is Kristal's contention that 

the Old Left "has been defeated on its chosen battleground, i.e. economics."65 The 

writings of libertarian economists such as Friedman or F.A. Hayek, in Kristol's view, 

have shown that well-intentioned government intervention in the economy has produced 

results that are in opposition to those intentions. Also, the world seems to be distancing 

itself from socialism as the Cold War has ended. More nations are embracing liberal 

capitalism. Therefore, neoconservative writers such as Francis Fukuyama have heralded 

the victory ofliberal capitalism over socialism as "The End of History."66 

Despite all this cheer for the Right, Kristol contends that the challenge is now 

from the New Left. Kristol suggests that the New Left may not be so easy to defeat as the 

Old Left. The reason why the New Left may be harder to defeat is that it does not 

concern itself with economics. 67 Rather, in large part due to its connection with the 

63 Ibid. 92, 380. 
64 Ibid. 92. 
65 Ibid. 94. 
66 Godfrey Hodgson, "Francis Fukuyama," The New Statesman 22 April 2002. 18. Hodgson notes that 
Fukuyama had his famous essay, "The End of History," first published in the journal that Kristol co-
founded with Daniel Bell, The Public Interest. Fukuyama was also encouraged by Allan Bloom to speak at 
the University of Chicago. Hodgson comments how Fukuyama's book based on the essay is actually a 
declaration of the end of historicism. Also see: Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man 
(New York: Free Press, 1992). 
67 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 94, 103-04. 
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intelligentsia, the New Left searches for a pre-modem notion of happiness. 68 The irony is 

that the New Left presents itself as modem. Kristol argues: 

Modem, liberal, secular society 1s based on the 
revolutionary premise that there is no superior, 
authoritative information available about the good life or 
the true nature of human happiness; that this information is 
implicit only in individual preferences, and that therefore 
the individual has to be free to develop and express these 
preferences. What we are witnessing in W estem society 
today are the beginnings of a counterrevolution against this 
conception of man and society. It is a shamefaced 
counterrevolution; full of bad faith and paltry sophistry, 
because it feels compelled to define itself as some kind of 
progressive extension of modernity instead of, what it so 
clearly is, a revolutionary revulsion against modernity. It is 
this failure in self-definition that gives rise to so much 
irrelevant controversy. 69 

Individuals are mislead into believing modem liberalism is misleading individuals as 

being progressive because it ignores material happiness for an ambiguous happiness 

through self-realization. The New Left does not seem to appreciate the technological 

advancements made in the last 300 years. Kristo! reminds his readers that those 

achievements came to pass under a regime committed to the bourgeois ethos. 70 

The New Left thus becomes involved in the conceptualization of "positive 

liberty," made famous by the political theorist, Isaiah Berlin. Positive liberty means that 

68 Ibid. 95. Kristo I describes this notion as "pre-modem," because he links the concept of having a priori 
knowledge of the good and happiness to be in accordance with the writings of the ancients. However, 
Kristo I concedes that "this pre-modem approach is fallacious-but if and only if, you define 'happiness' 
and 'satisfaction' in terms of the material production and material consumption of commodities." Because 
the New Left does not think in such terms, Kristol believes the pre-modem notion of happiness is more 
widely accepted. 
69 Ibid. 96. 
70 Irving Kristol, "Is Technology a Threat to Liberal Society?," The Public Interest.143 (2001). 45-48. 
Kristol warns his readers that although the west has made several technological advancements, science 
needs to find a moral foundation, possibly with political philosophy, in order to avoid being used for evil 
purposes. 
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the state takes an activist or interventionist role in the lives of individuals in order for 

individuals to realize an ideal self or "higher selves."71 Now one can better appreciate 

Kristal's concern that intellectuals are drawn to socialist political models because they 

promote the New Left's version of an ideal self. A major reason why the American 

intellectual tradition has evolved to accept the positive liberty of the New Left is a 

phenomenon Kristal refers to as "transcendental populism."72 The presence of this form 

of populism helps define the New Left. According to Kristal, transcendental populism 

considers itself to be transcendental because it is inherently suspicious of any tradition or 

claim to authority. Instead, it considers the individual to be guided by what Kristal 

sarcastically calls the "inner light."73 Obviously, Kristal leaves the reader with the feeling 

that the American intellectual tradition is defined by allowing individuals to find their 

"inner light." 

The brand of individualism that the American intellectual tradition has embraced 

has become even more entrenched following the nineteenth century interpretation of the 

American Revolution. Kristal describes a noticeable shift in how the American Founding 

was interpreted. Because of this shift, most American historians now ignore the thinkers 

of the period who saw democracy as being inherently problematic. As a result, the actual 

political philosophy of the Founding Fathers is ignored for belief in what Kristal 

cynically refers to as the "democratic faith."74 

71 Isaiah Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty," Four Essays on Liberty (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1970). 132. 
72 Kristo 1, N eoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 81. 
73 Ibid. 81-82. 
74 Ibid. 315. 
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In Kristol's view, the Founding Fathers were completely aware of how 

troublesome democracy could be. Democracy, in its purest form of rule by the majority, 

can be fundamentally unstable. As a matter of recourse, Kristol argues that the Founding 

Fathers established the American Republic around the Aristotelian concept of a mixed 

regime. The separation of powers between the Executive, Legislative and Judiciary 

branches of government were meant to mirror the mixture of the Monarchy, Aristocracy, 

and Democracy in the regime. The power of the ballot was balanced with the custodial 

guardianship of the wisest men of the Republic. To this day, the Presidency of the United 

States is not technically determined by popular will, but by the Electoral College system 

of state delegates as a measure to protect the Republic from democracy run amok. 75 Until 

the twentieth Century, American Senators were appointed by state legislatures. 76 The 

Founding Fathers would have seen popular elections to be "a fair test of their labors," to 

determine whether common citizens chose uncommon men as their leaders. 77 Kristol 

writes fondly of the Founding Fathers in this respect: 

They were partisans of self-government-of government by 
the people-who deliberately and with a bold, creative 
genius "rigged" the machinery of the system so that this 
government would be one of which they, as thoughtful and 
civilized men, could be proud. 78 

The Founding Fathers, in Kristol's view, believed in democracy, but only in a system that 

would naturally produce a ruling elite wise enough to govern. Democracy, in a more 

populist sense, would be abhorrent to the Founding Fathers. Ironically, Kristol articulates 

75 George Breckemidge, United States Government and Politics (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson Ltd., 
1998). 84-85 . 
76 Ibid. 83. 
77 Kristal, N eoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 317. 
78 Ibid. 317. 
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a new form of populism, which appears to contradict his call for a return to implementing 

the true intent of the Founding Fathers (See section: Kristol's Solution) 

During the nineteenth century, Kristol claims that American historians began to 

ignore the fact that the Founding Fathers did not always hold pure democracy in the 

highest regard. Kristol notes that the work of historian George Bancroft entitled, History 

of the Formation of the Constitution, marked a shift in thinking about the Founding by 

trying "to defend Jacksonian democracy as a restoration of the original republic in the 

face of an 'aristocratic' conspiracy."79 Kristol theorizes, in a Straussian manner, that 

perhaps historians such as Bancroft were too fearful to discuss or expose the true intent of 

the Founding Fathers. 80 Whatever the motivation, this shift in interpretation meant the 

political philosophy of the Founders was abolished and replaced "with a transcendental 

faith in the common man."81 

It is this "tyrannical vulgarization of the democratic idea" put forward by the new 

generation of American historians that has led to the particular framing of democracy that 

Kristol finds appalling. 82 Kristol notes that he does not recognize "the condition of 

American democracy is such as automatically to call forth my love and honor, although I 

respect it enough to offer it my obedience. "83 One of the reasons that Kristol appears to 

be frustrated with the American conceptualization of democracy is that it obstructs truly 

79 Ibid. 318. 
80 Ibid. 320. Straussians are alleged to believe that American governmental institutions need to appear to 
be legitimized by the populace in order to remain stable despite some of their anti-democratic features. 
See: "The Constitution in Full Bloom." 647.) 
81 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 319. 
82 Ibid. 327. 
83 Ibid. 326. This quotation by Kristo! is frighteningly similar to the standard defence by Straussians of 
Strauss that he was a friend but "not [a] flatterer" of liberal democracy." (see: Tarcov and Pangle, 
"Epilogue: Leo Strauss and the History of Political Philosophy." 927.) One gets the sense that Straussian 
scholars do not want to appear openly critical of democracy. 
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conservative movements from real political success. As we shall see, Kristol only prefers 

democracy when it produces agreeable results for himself. 

Kristol concedes that throughout most of the twentieth century, the Republican 

Party deservedly earned the title of "the Stupid Party."84 "The Stupid Party," is a phrase 

coined by John Stuart Mill in describing the nineteenth century British Conservative 

Party. Republicans, like the British Tories, are considered stupid by Kristol, because they 

improperly play the game of politics. Because American democracy is associated with 

catering to the needs of individuals in order to help them realize their "inner-light," the 

liberal Democratic Party often beat Republicans when the Democrats portray themselves 

to be representative of particular interests such as unions or owners of small business. 85 

The "conservative stupidity" of the Republican Party is born, according to Kristol, out of 

its attempts transcend individual interests and tries to be the party of the nation. 86 

As a result, the conservative movement in the United States for most of the post-

war period suffered from a condition of political paralysis. Even when Republican 

Administrations were in the White House, they continued to maintain the social spending 

programs that Democratic Administrations instituted. Kristol attributes this inability of 

conservatives or Republicans to dramatically alter what the federal government does to 

being held hostage by a "businessman's mentality. "87 Rather than criticize social 

programs on their effectiveness or moral standing, Republicans usually critique such 

84 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 349. 
85 Ibid. 351. 
86 Ibid. 350. 
87 Ibid. 34 7. 
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programs on whether they upset the stability and balance of the federal budget. 88 What 

Republicans need to do, Kristol proposes, is to be more concerned about the shape of the 

federal budget and not just its size.89 However, Kristol's own commitment to balancing 

federal budgets, despite being a Republican himself, is suspect.90 If Republicans do not 

make such a re-adjustment, they will continue to lose the bidding war with liberals and 

Democrats in trying to cater to specific interests: This is what Kristol refers as to the 

politics of "unmet needs" or "supply-side politics."91 In an essay entitled, "The 

Republican Future", Kristol argues: 

The problem of a conservative party in a democracy is not 
its inability to get elected. It usually does get elected, once 
the left has made a mess of things (as it inevitably will). 
But the victory turns out to be a hollow one. The clock is 
never set back, nor is it pushed forward according to some 
new mode of political reckoning. All that happens is that 
the machinery is tinkered with so as to make it workable 

. 92 once agam. 

As a result of conservative parties being unable to "set back" the clock, none of the 

initiatives that liberalism has brought about, to the detriment of western civilization, have 

been successfully repealed. Instead, Kristol contends that conservative parties tinker with 

those liberal programs slightly. For example, conservative politicians may only slightly 

88 Edmund L. Andrews, "U.S. Budget Seen Rising Fast," New York Times 05 March 2003. Al. Although it 
may be now said that Republicans no longer see a balanced federal budget as a top priority. With 
Republican control of both houses of Congress and the White House, the American federal deficit is 
estimated to reach $350 billion dollars in 2003 and is estimated to rise even higher in future years. 
89 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 347-48. 
90 Eric Alterman, "Kristal Clear," The Nation 25 December 1995. 814-15. Alterman observes that Kristo! 
admitted in his magazine that he held a "rather cavalier attitude toward the budget deficit and other fiscal 
problems." Kristo! is quoted by Alterman of admitting that he only supported the Reagan Administration's 
tax cuts in the 1980s, not because of their financial responsibility, but because they would create "a 
Republican majority--so political effectiveness was the priority, not the accounting deficiencies of 
government." This admission by Kristol shows how marvelous he is as a political calculator. 
91 Kristo 1, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 126-27. 
92 Ibid. 345. 
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reduce the payments to individuals under wealth re-distribution programs that foster 

dependency on the welfare state. But those dependencies are never dealt with effectively, 

because of conservative uneasiness to drastically alter the political culture ofliberalism.93 

Kristal's solution to this paralysis of traditional conservatism is identical with Strauss' 

criticism of traditional conservatives such as Edmund Burke for being too passively 

tolerant of the mistakes of history; Kristal's solution is Strauss' pro-active conservatism. 

Kristol's Solution 

In order to cure the malaise of western society, especially American society, 

Kristal indeed proposes to "tum back the clock. "94Human history contains examples of 

such corrections of history. One example Kristal gives is the Reformation of Martin 

Luther.95 Kristal obviously does not consider himself to be the next Martin Luther. 

However, what Kristal proposes as a cure for society's ills is to reinvigorate orthodoxy 

and spirituality in American politics. Such an invigoration is already under way in 

Kristal's view, thanks to the rise of the Religious Right. Kristal also argues for a 

restructuring and re-positioning of the existing elite class in order to prevent American 

93 Ibid. 346. Rather than accommodate liberal values in the American political culture, Kristo! insists that 
conservatives should articulate "what a conservative welfare state" should look like. Kristo! admits there 
can be a welfare state that promotes traditional American values like self-responsibility. Commentators 
point out that the New York intellectuals who would lead neoconservatism in the United States, including 
Kristo! himself, were former Marxists (See: Drury, Leo Strauss and the American Right. 144.). 
Conceivably, neoconservatives, such as Kristol, do not always dismiss the need for state intervention to 
help the economically disadvantaged. 
94 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 121. 
95 Ibid. 121. 
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society from being seduced by the reckless propagation the dangerous liberalism put 

forward by elite institutions, such as the university.96 

What makes American conservatism "exceptional" in Kristal's view, 1s that 

unlike British conservatism, American conservatism does not allow itself to be 

secularized. 97 For Kristal, the secularization of European conservatism makes it 

politically adrift and empty and Michael Oakeshott, the famed British conservative 

author, is the epitome of this brand of ineffectual conservatism in Europe. In an essay 

entitled, "America's 'Exceptional' Conservatism," Kristal describes Oakeshott in this 

way: 

... his conservative disposition offers us no guidance in 
coping with all those necessary evils, which can tear our 
lives apart and destroy whatever political equanimity we 
have achieved as a result of reading the writers of 
philosophy. 98 

Traditional European conservatism does not have anything to say about how man 

can avoid evil and preserve life for future generations. In comparison, Kristal argues that 

American conservatives better understand what it means to be a conservative. The 

meaning of being a conservative is to recognize that "the whole purpose of sanctifying 

the present is to prepare humanity for a redemptive future."99 What gives American 

conservatism an advantage over its European counterparts is its willingness to articulate a 

96 Ibid. 365. 
97 Ibid. 373, 375-77. 
98 Ibid. 375. 
99 Ibid. 375. 
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transcendental meaning for life. This willingness will be able to defeat the nihilism of 

liberalism. 100 

This is why Kristol welcomes the emergence of the "Religious Right" in the 

American conservative movement. The growing influence of the Religious Right, both in 

American political culture and within the Republican Party, underpins a growing implicit 

assumption that liberalism has "a powerful anti-religious animus." 101 It is the expression 

of a growing frustration with liberalism's destructive secularization of society that has 

allowed the Religious Right and evangelical leaders such as Jerry Falwell and Pat 

Robertson to gain popularity, in Kristol's view. For those who wish to reject the nihilism 

that corresponds with the rise of liberalism, there is no other alternative but to align with 

like-minded groups such as Robertson's "Christian Coalition." Kristol writes: 

Modem secularism has such affinities to moral nihilism 
that even those who wish simply to affirm or reaffirm 
moral values have little choice but to seek a grounding for 
such values in a religious tradition. 102 

In Kristol's estimation, modem secularism is therefore the target of conservatives who 

wish to respond to liberalism's nihilism. Conservatives have no choice but to look to the 

religious community in order to respond to liberalism's nihilism. On the surface, Kristol's 

insistence that conservatives need to find religion in order to break the moral perversions 

of liberalism appears to contradict the teachings of Strauss. After all, Strauss was very 

concerned about the replacement of reason with revelation in the philosophical debate, 

100 Ibid. 380. 
IOI Ibid. 380. 
102 Ibid. 381. 
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which he referred to as the Jerusalem versus Athens debate. 103 However, if one looks at 

Kristol's argument for a "new populism," one can bridge the gap or apparent 

contradiction between Strauss and Kristo!. 

Kristol marvels at how successful the Religious Right has become m 

implementing retroactive measures against judicial activism and the moral decay of 

liberalism. 104 This has been accomplished by the use of the public referenda legislation 

adopted by some American states. Popular referenda are seen as a means to express 

frustration due to top-down liberalism decision-making regarding issues such as school 

prayer and sex education. 105 Instinctively, Kristol is hesitant to embrace populism 

because populism can be "democracy at its least rational, its least sensible."106 Populism 

also perverts the hope of the Founding Fathers "that a more deliberative public opinion 

could prevail over a transient popular opinion," in public discourse. 107 However, Kristol 

sees some utility in endorsing the resurgence in populist politics. 108 

Populist politics is appealing to Kristol because it is a way for an elite to help 

guide the masses to follow the conservative political agenda. Kristol quotes the late 

103 Smith, "Leo Strauss and the Straussians: An Anti-Democratic Cult?."181. Smith explains that Strauss 
saw an "irresolvable tension between Reason [Athens] and Revelation [Jerusalem]." The third wave of 
modernity of Nietzsche brought great damage to both Reason and Relevation, by deconstructing both. 
Smith contends Strauss believed the tension could never be resolved either way, but the tension needed to 
be maintained. 
104 "The Constitution in Full Bloom." 648. A common observation of how Straussians view judicial review 
is summarized in the Harvard Law Review: Any "judicial invalidation of legislation" risks exposing "the 
anti-democratic nature of the Constitution." Judges should avoid offending "present day opinion by 
enforcing as law the full weight of past principles." However, this view is challenged by the view that 
American political institutions have evolved over the past 200 years and received legitimacy despite being 
in opposition to the natural rights liberalism of the Founding Fathers (See: "The Constitution in Full 
Bloom." 649-50.) 
105 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 361. 
106 Ibid. 361. 
107 Ibid. 359. 
108 Ibid. 363. Kristol assures his readers that the new populism he describes is "an effort to bring our 
governing elites to their senses. That is why so many people-and I include myself among them-who would 
ordinarily worry about a populist upsurge find themselves so sympathetic to this new populism." 
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author Martin Diamond who wrote that "American democracy is based on one key 

assumption: that the people are usually sensible, but rarely wise."109 It is a duty of a small 

wise elite to channel the sensible frustrations of the common people against liberalism. 

Kristo! is quite explicit about the purpose for such an elite to affirm itself as a shepherd of 

such frustrations. In describing how Americans view the complex nature of foreign 

policy, Kristo! writes: 

The American people know-their common sense tells 
them-that this is a subject (economic policy is another) 
about which they know little and that their opinions are not 
reasoned opinions, only shallow attitudes that are willing to 
be shaped or reshaped into firm opinion. That shaping is 
the task of political leadership, which has to lead to make 
decisions and then be judged by the results. 110 

Because Americans often do not possess much knowledge on such matters like foreign 

policy, it is essential that political leaders assume the role of reshaping their "shallow 

attitudes." When one considers that Strauss felt that only a select few could handle the 

responsibility of being the guardians of reason and philosophy on the Athens side of the 

Jerusalem-Athens debate, it is easier to appreciate that Kristo! is not breaking away from 

Strauss after all, by mixing theology into democratic politics. Since only a select few can 

appreciate the power of reason and philosophy, it is imperative for that select elite of 

philosophers to understand that they might have to engage in theological politics to 

convince the general public, however subtly, to a certain path or direction. The danger, of 

course, in invoking God within public discourse, is that there is often no consensus on 

what is the real meaning of God. This is especially true in pluralist societies like the 

109Ibid. 359. 
11 0 Ibid. 361. 
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United States. Arguably, one must caution Kristal's model philosopher: if the imposition 

of a political agenda based on religious interpretation is pursued too strongly, citizens 

might reject the state sponsored version of God altogether or feign a belief in a God just 

to escape persecution. Liberal theorists argue true belief in a moral code should come 

from within the individual and not be an act of coercion. 111 Cynically, Straussians like 

Kristal appear to value religion, not to reinforce genuine belief, but to strengthen their 

own political agenda by putting God on their side of the argument. 

Part of the reason why the Republican party has enjoyed success in gammg 

control of Congress in 1994 and one assumes, winning back the White House in 2000 is, 

as Kristal explains, because of the dynamic activism that the Religious Right brings to 

the party. 112 As early as 1983, Kristal predicted that there would be a new generation of 

Republicans willing "to break the Republican mould."113 The dynamic activism of the 

Religious Right has helped overcome Kristal's complaint that conservative parties were 

only reacting to the liberal agenda. Now, Kristo! notes that it is the Democrats reacting to 

a conservative agenda. 114 Pro-active conservatism forces liberals to be on the defensive 

for Straussians such as Kristo!. 

Still, a new elite needs to be trained that can help mould public opinion. Kristal 

echoes fellow Straussian Allan Bloom in trying to reform the culture of the American 

University. Both Bloom and Kristo! feel that the quality of post-secondary education has 

faltered because it has been easier for more people to study at university especially since 

111 Mill, On Liberty. 103-05. Mill expands on this argument by arguing that people become overly 
dependent on authority figures in their observance of Christianity. 
112 Kristal, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 365. 
11 3 Ibid. 358. 
114 Ibid. 355. 
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World War Two. This opening of admissions policies has led to a mass consumerization 

of the liberal arts, rather than to a careful study of classic political philosophy, and a 

study of the ancients. Both Kristel and Bloom embrace Strauss' love for careful reading 

of the ancients. Interestingly, Kristel complained (in 1970) that most university students 

did not take responsibility for their education, because they did not have much personal 

investment in, or have a willingness to commit to, their education. 115 Student reforms of 

the academy appeared to remove any "obligation to get any kind of education at all."116 

Kristel illustrates these points in the following two passages from an essay entitled, 

"Toward A Restructuring Of the University": 

My own view is that a significant minority of today's 
student body obviously consists of a mob who have no real 
interest in higher education or in the life of the mind, and 
whose passions are inflamed by a debased popular culture 
that prevails unchallenged on campus. We are reluctant to 
believe that because so many of the young people who 
constitute this mob have high IQs and received good 
academic grades in high school, and because their popular 
culture is chic rather than philistine in an old-fashioned 
way.117 

But for the ordinary college student-majoring in the 
humanities or in the social sciences-the university has 
become little more than an elegant "pad" with bull sessions 
that have course numbers or with mass lectures that 
mumble into one ear and ramble out the other. 118 

Universities are thus failing in what should be one of its main objectives: making students 

take individual responsibility for their own education. Reluctantly, Kristel proposes that 

government intervention is necessary in order to save the university. Government must 

115 Kristo 1, On the Democratic Idea in America. 123. 
116 Ibid.118. 
117 Ibid. 115. 
118 Ibid.118. 
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intervene because there is a "public interest" to determine what an "institution of higher 

learning is supposed to be accomplishing." 119 In order for government to do this, 

government must realize that universities and other like-minded institutions need to be re-

adjusted to fit the varying calibers of students they serve, or government must try 

instituting "different kinds of 'universities' for different 'students' ."120 Kristol writes: 

... the vast number of young people now moving onto the 
campuses are too diverse in their interests and talents to be 
contained within the old category of "university students", 
and the root cause of our distemper is our failure to sort out 
all these meanings and people, and to make suitable 
institutional adjustments. 121 

Accordingly, Kristol argues that both government and the citizenry itself need to 

take more active roles on how universities access public funds. Governments, acting upon 

the wishes of citizens, should direct how universities should spend public funds. Thus, 

universities are left with little autonomy on how funds they receive should be allocated. 

Students need to take up more of the financing of their education, both because they are 

the main beneficiaries of receiving a degree and because this will impose responsibility to 

ensure that the quality of education is high unto the student. Kristol assures readers that 

students who are at an economic disadvantage will still be able to apply for scholarships 

and repayment plans to alleviate financial burdens. 122 

The consequences of Kristal's proposals to reform the university system are 

disturbing. It is obvious that Kristol intends to politicize the American university even 

11 9 Ibid. 119-20. 
120 Ibid. 119-20. 
121 Ibid. 120. 
122 Ibid. 119-23. 
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more so than it is now. If universities are researching forbidden or controversial subjects, 

it is very conceivable that Kristol would want to impose political pressure by 

destabilizing funds to universities that do not pursue appropriate research. Plausibly, 

such research may indeed have merit or truth, but Kristol appears to be banking on the 

hope that the "sensible" masses will be appalled by knowledge that may be 

uncomfortable or unsettling. 123 As a result, only "good colleges" that teach topics such as 

classical political philosophy, will be promoted. 124 Ironically, the pursuit of knowledge 

and truth becomes commercialized and left to personal choice rather than to careful 

analysis and the study of academic work that may expose truth. This is ironic since it is 

Kristol who complains (along with Bloom) about the mass consumption and pandering to 

tastes involved in today's liberal education. 125 In a way, Kristol's proposal attempts to 

control curricula indirectly by framing not only what subjects are worthy of study, but 

also who is to study in the universities. These preferences are left to be in the domain of 

politics and not to be determined by individual choice or independent academic study. 

Society obviously needs more "good colleges" in order to breed a more responsible elite 

in the body politic of western liberal society. Like Strauss before him, Kristol suggests 

that such an ancient notion of the role of the philosopher as an esoteric counselor to a 

ruler is crucially needed today. Quoting from Thomas More's Utopia, Kristol writes that 

such a philosopher can only "by his counsel prevent some evil being done."126 Politics 

123 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 134. Kristo! explains that common people are 
"uncommonly sensible." 
124 Kristo!, On the Democratic Idea in America. 124. 
125 Ibid. 125. 
126 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 153. 
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should not be treated as a science. Rather, according to Kristol, the art of good 

government taught by the ancients, "can only be learned through experience ofruling."127 

It is Machiavelli who Kristal blames for destroying, or at least being the first to 

attempt to destroy, this ancient conception of politics. This blaming of Machiavelli by 

Kristol is in accordance with Strauss' interpretation of the first wave of modernity. 

Kristol describes Machiavelli as a "political pornographer," because he suggests that man 

can use politics to overcome fate through courage and nobility. 128 Kristol labels 

Machiavelli as "the first of the nihilists," because of his insistence that politics can be 

instrumental in obtaining certain ends despite the means employed to achieve such 

ends. 129 The novelty of Machiavelli is that he introduced the idea that rulers "did not rot 

in hell" for being politically corrupt, because there was no such place as hell. 130 In other 

words, Machiavelli broke the illusion that politics could offer a transcendental meaning 

to life even beyond death. 

For Kristal, politics needs to make such an offer through a state-endorsed 

revitalization of orthodoxy into political discourse. Orthodoxies serve two main 

objectives in his view. Firstly, orthodoxies help guide citizens through the teachings of 

virtue on how to live in this world. Thus, orthodoxies provide stability for human 

existence and acceptable codes of conduct to follow for the unborn to the dead. 131 

Secondly, orthodoxies can be used as a remedy to temper and reshape the excessive 

127 Ibid. 152. 
128 Ibid. 155. 
129 Ibid. 155. 
130 Ibid. 155. 
131 Ibid. 145. 
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features of the countercultures that liberalism embraces such as post-modernism.132 Post-

modernism is linked to liberalism, as one of the engines for liberal relativism and 

ultimately the nihilism it brings. Kristol writes of liberalism: 

But our orthodoxy is essentially contemptuous of the very 
idea of tradition ... .It also lacks a central principle of virtue. 
Instead, it proposes a whole set of virtues, the "liberal" 
virtues- toleration, pluralism, relativism-which, one 
might say, construct a supermarket of possible good and 
decent lives. This is a prescription for moral anarchy, 
which is exactly what we are now experiencing. 133 

Because Kristol assumes that liberalism's endorsement of a plurality of virtues 1s 

equivalent to post-modernist views, he also assumes that liberals must believe there can 

be no universal truth. The importance of tradition is to combat such relativism; which is 

the purpose of pro-active conservatism. 

Flaws in Kristol's Solution 

It is interesting that Kristol critiques the approach to politics put forward by 

Machiavelli. Yet, both authors share the view of politics as being instrumental in striving 

to achieve certain ends despite the means. 134 For instance, Kristol's populism is not 

grounded in belief in the truth of individual rights, but rather on securing the best ends for 

132 Ibid. 146. 
133 Ibid. 145. 
134Alterman, "Kristo! Clear." 814-15. Kristal ' s critics often blame him for being duplicitous in order to 
achieve political ends. Alterman writes of one specific example. He alleges Kristal supported the supply-
side economic theory of President Ronald Reagan not for its economic merits, but because it would win 
votes for Republicans. Alterman quotes Kristo! as declaring his main objective for supporting the policy 
was to create "a Republican majority- so political effectiveness was the priority, not the accounting 
deficiencies of government." 
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a conservative agenda. One could very well argue that Kristol commits the same error 

that Machiavelli does, by encouraging populism to achieve certain goals. Kristol' s 

solution to liberalism has the potential of being just as nihilistic as he alleges liberalism to 

be. I will try to show several reasons why this is true. Firstly, I will argue that Kristol's 

politics are more concerned about meeting certain ends rather than discovering universal 

truths. Secondly, I will discuss three points of contention showing the potential dangers 

of censorship that Kristal's schema seems to suggest. Thirdly, I will argue that Kristol 

shares the same tendency as Strauss to endorse a pro-active conservatism that may 

seriously overturn several of the achievements of liberalism in the United States. 

Firstly, Kristol seems to be inviting nihilism rather than rejecting it because his 

political theory is driven by the quest for a certain end, rather than by the determination 

of a universal truth. Kristol's reluctant endorsement of populism is just one example of 

this. As mentioned before, Kristol only accepts populist measures such as referenda, 

when he feels confident that such political tactics will undo the achievements of liberal 

society. However, one must ask whether Kristol would endorse the "new populism," if 

voters began to endorse measures that Kristol finds appalling, such as gay marriages or 

increased state intervention in the economy? The question is valid largely because of 

Kristol's critique of liberal education. Just as Kristol writes that it is equally possible to 

be corrupted by books as well as to be morally elevated by them, one must also conclude 

that populist politics may either elevate western society from liberalism's dark grasp, or 

become corrupted as well. Thus, one must ask to what degree would Kristal support the 

"new populism" before it ran amok by supporting liberal positions? It is not 

inconceivable to imagine that Kristol would distance himself from the notion that the 
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"common sense of the people" would be somehow intrinsically closer to truth all the 

time. Once such distancing occurs, there would inevitably be uncertainty about how truth 

is to be discovered. 

It is very plausible that Kristol would counter such a critique with the argument 

that the common sense of the masses would be constrained from running amok by the 

guidance of a wise elite who would help mould public opinion as he prescribes. However, 

that argument brings its own contradiction. One must remember that Kristol complains 

that today's intellectual is always looking for "temporal power" and an exaggerated role 

of importance in society. 135 After all, this is why so many intellectuals are drawn to 

socialism, where they can assert the role of a qualified expert in the re-distribution of 

resources. Yet, Kristol does seem to suggest that we do need some sort of new expert 

class to help confine the new populism when it fails to meet certain ends. Who is to say, 

however, that Kristol's new intellectual elite would not be hungry for the same "temporal 

power" as the last elite? What is to prevent the new intellectual class from moving 

society away from a market economy to a planned economy? What is to prevent them 

from being the spin doctors of the established order? 

The answer to these questions appears to be that Kristol follows in Strauss' 

footsteps by not earnestly supporting the idea of universal truth, despite both Kristal's 

and Strauss' lip service to such truth. Like Strauss, Kristol believes that society consists 

of illusions and myths that are vulnerable to dissolution once they are exposed to the fact 

that there is no light outside of Plato's cave acting as a guide. Thus, in order for society to 

continue and to remain civilized, myths and illusions are given priority over truth. 

135 Kristo!, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 76. 
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A perfect example of this argument is a key passage in Kristol's essay, "The New 

Populism: Not to Worry." In the passage, Kristol writes about the failings of the current 

justice system in the United States. Unwittingly, Kristol reveals his own views about the 

need for illusion in society: 

The main purpose of a criminal-justice system-its first 
priority- is to punish the guilty. It is not to ensure that no 
innocent person is ever unfairly convicted. That is a second 
priority-important, but second. Over the past two decades, 
our unwise elites-in the law schools, in the courts, in our 
legislatures-have got these priorities reversed. The 
consequence is a criminal-justice system, that seems, to the 
average person, ineffectual, and often positively 
uninterested, in either punishing or deterring crime. 136 

Ordinary readers may find the passage to be a sensible plea for the criminal justice 

system to fulfill its purpose of imprisoning criminals. However, there is more to it than 

this innocent plea. Kristol appears to be advocating that the criminal justice system 

should be less concerned about whether guilty individuals are punished, but more 

concerned that they appear to be punished, in order to ensure belief in the system. This is 

a gross misinterpretation of the judicial system. The evolution of the western justice 

system, especially in North America, has made the courts not bodies for social avengers 

but forums where the State is obliged to fulfill the burden of proof on the guilt or 

innocence of individuals. If the State cheats or misleads juries or courts in order to obtain 

convictions, the entire justice system (rightly) loses credibility. Kristo! does not explicitly 

endorse convicting the innocent. But punishing the innocent is not a great concern for 

Kristol- it is secondary to maintaining belief in the system. Therefore, it opens up the 

possibility that a criminal justice system would be more interested in seeking convictions 

136 Ibid. 362-63. 
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than determining true guilt. Conceivably, such a justice system would be considered bad 

public policy, because innocent people would be jailed while criminals would continue to 

roam the streets. That is why such a shift in the justice system is so odd; because it comes 

from an author reportedly concerned about western society's uninterested attitude 

towards finding truth. 

There is another example that reveals Kristol's willingness to dismiss truth when 

it does not suit his purpose: the case for censorship. One may recall that Kristol asserts 

that it would be folly to believe that culture cannot corrupt individuals. As a consequence 

of this assertion, Kristol advocates some form of censorship of culture. Democracy is not 

just an articulation of rules and regulations that confine state action. Democratic politics, 

Kristol insists, must articulate a view of the good society; much like the ancients did 

when they taught the spiritual need for community and for "republican virtue."137 If such 

articulation does not occur, Kristol argues, then democratic self-government is only 

worthy "if that 'self is worthy of goveming."138Censorship of culture is necessary to 

protect the corruption of the ideal self. Even liberals believe this to be true, Kristol 

claims, as evidenced by state intervention in the advertising of tobacco products to 

protect individuals from the dangers of smoking. 139 

Thus, it is justifiable for the state to impose censorship on some pieces of art or 

expression. However, Kristol concedes there may be a price for state-sponsored 

censorship. There is the possibility that some legitimate pieces of art or expression may 

fall victim to such censorship. In Kristol's words, "[t]hat is the price one has to be 

137 Kristol, On the Democratic Idea in America. 42. 
138 Ibid. 42. 
139 Ibid. 43. 
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prepared to pay for censorship-even liberal censorship."140 Kristol qualifies this 

concession that the State may wrongly censor some forms of expression. Firstly, history 

shows that "there is precious little damage you can point to as a consequence of 

censorship." Secondly, censorship of worthy ideas does not last very long because the 

merits of such ideas cannot be repressed forever. 

There are three fundamental problems with Kristol's justification for censorship. 

It seems rather hypocritical for Kristol to speak of Democracy's need to promote virtue 

and a self that is worthy to govern. This is because Kristol blames the New Left for trying 

to impose a concept of a "higher self' to be achieved by society. In fact, one must 

remember that it is Kristol who complains that American History began being incorrectly 

interpreted when historians and other American intellectuals focused on the "perfection 

and purification of self in opposition to the polity." 141 The limiting of expression in the 

name of the self produces the same "positive liberty" coined by Berlin that Kristol 

accuses the New Left of inflicting on western society. 142 

Secondly, the problem of imposing positive liberty is compounded when it is 

linked to Kristol' s reluctant endorsement of populist politics. It is not unimaginable that 

the polity may deny itself the realization of the ideal self that Kristol envisions by 

choosing the wrong result in a referendum. Obviously, the purpose of the new elite is to 

try to correct and mould public opinion by forbidding certain cultural expressions or 

140 Ibid. 45. 
141 Kristol, Neoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 82. 
142 It is doubtful that Kristol would wholeheartedly support Berlin' s concept of "negative liberty," which 
calls for the absence of state interference when individuals choose their ends and recognizes a private 
sphere that no state can infringe upon. One must remember how Kristol recoils in horror when people 
become corrupted and debased by pop culture. Individuals cannot be left to their own devices against such 
decadence. For Berlin's description of negative liberty see: Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty." 122-23. 
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limiting the accessibility to such expression as to frame public discourse in order to 

produce an appropriate result at the ballot box. However, Kristol's schema assumes that 

the intended result is the actual result of truth. Since Kristol concedes that censorship of 

good ideas can never really last because their value in truth can never be repressed 

indefinitely, it is then possible to speculate whether society would continue to trust the 

authority of the new elite, should it fail to expose truth. The new elite may become even 

more active in political discourse in trying to hold onto its credibility and authority. If 

there are more rejections of the new elite by the populist polity, one can envision a state 

of great uncertainty and doubt about any claims to truth within the populace. An 

abandonment of rationalism in politics may occur. Strauss' nightmare of a descent back 

into Nazi-like politics ironically begins to become possible. 

Thirdly, Kristol's suggestion that censorship has not inflicted great damage on 

man throughout history is questionable. One needs only to refer to Mill's defense of the 

freedom of expression in On Liberty. Mill argued that society loses the opportunity to 

expand its knowledge whenever accessibility to truth is forbidden. It is uncertain whether 

ideas of merit will always see the light of day. 143 Even when ideas do break through the 

walls of repression, there may be a considerable lapse of time before censorship or 

persecution is lifted. Mill writes that society suffered a loss when the teachings of Christ 

were persecuted after the crucifixion. 144 Kristol puts a lot of faith in truth being self-

evident However, the pursuit of truth is necessary to obtain truth. 

143 Mill, On Liberty. 89. 
144 Ibid. 85-87. 



105 

Finally, rather than the pursuit of truth, Kristol is more pre-occupied with "turning 

back the clock" in order to satisfy a particular view of political order and stability. 145 This 

is what distinguishes Kristol's conservatism from secular conservatives like Oakeshott. 

The brand of conservatism that Kristol advocates actually is pro-active and nearly 

revolutionary in tone rather than as a moderating or tempering force on the excesses of 

western society. However, such a pro-active form of conservatism can itself become 

dogmatic by trying to establish an order or set of ideas just because there was historical 

precedence for such ideas in the past. Indeed, even Kristol concedes that the failure of the 

great ideas cannot be blamed on the mishandling of such ideas by history: 

It makes no sense that a political idea turned out badly 
because human beings mishandled or misinterpreted it, 
because circumstances conspired against it. If that idea 
could not withstand human mishandling or unforeseen 
circumstance, it was a political fantasy rather than a 
realistic political idea. Political fantasies can only impose 
themselves on reality by brute coercion. 146 

If Kristol is right that history cannot be blamed for the failure of political ideas, 

then his lament about the demise of the bourgeois ethos by a conspiring cadre of 

intellectuals, artists, New Leftists and alike is absurd. Kristol admits that the bourgeois 

ethos fell out of favour with the emerging middle class because of a need to find a 

fulfilling meaning to life outside of materialist concerns. Kristol obviously hopes that the 

de-secularization of politics by the Religious Right can tum back the clock and re-vitalize 

the bourgeois ethos. But Kristol overlooks the possibility that the secularization of 

politics was intended for a better good, either for social unity, gender equality, or of 

145 Kristo 1, N eoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 121. 
146 Ibid. 123. 
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freedom. 147 The truths of such doctrines may have been dismissed not because of power-

hungry intellectuals seeking authority, but because such ideas just did not carry as much 

sway with the general population as time progressed as suitable or appropriate responses 

to societal problems. Ironically, it is Kristo! who blames history for the development of 

American liberalism over the past 200 years. It is the imposition of political ideas through 

Kristal's call to "tum back the clock" that is neither conservative nor truth affirming. The 

brute coercion of such "political fantasies" is just as likely to bring about uncertainty and 

moral doubt as anything liberalism allegedly produces. 

147 "The Constitution in Full Bloom." 650. In fact, Straussians may overlook the need for institutional 
change to preserve the values they claim they hold dear in regards to the American project. As the Harvard 
Law Review declares, "Changing social and economic conditions may necessitate revising political 
institutions to preserve more effectively the very values those institutions are intended to serve." Possibly, 
the revisions of American institutions that history has made ( and that Kristo I despises) were intended for 
such a purpose. 
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CHAPTER 3: ALLAN BLOOM AND THE AMERICAN MIND 

A prominent student of Leo Strauss who has made a substantial impact on the 

political theory of the neoconservative movement is Allan Bloom. Bloom is a Straussian 

scholar who received more public attention and critical acclaim than his mentor. Bloom 

became widely known after the 1987 publication of his book, The Closing of the 

American Mind. Throughout all of his writings, and not solely in The Closing of the 

American Mind, Bloom echoes the arguments that Strauss has made against liberal 

society and liberal theory. Also, Bloom repeats the pre-occupations so prevalent in 

Strauss' writings. Like Strauss, Bloom worries about the diminishing importance or role 

of the philosopher in modem liberal society. Bloom restates Strauss' contention that the 

Enlightenment has debased politics, relative to the ancients who thought that politics 

should be devoted to noble ends. For Bloom, as for Strauss, the modem debasement of 

politics has led to a moral abyss and a culture of nihilism in the West, especially in the 

United States. 

What makes Bloom a more widely read author than Strauss is that Bloom, unlike 

Strauss, makes a more explicit argument about how Straussian theory applies to 

contemporary American culture. The first part of The Closing of the American Mind is 

completely devoted to describing the current state of university life and culture in the 

United States. However, in the second and third parts of the book, Bloom attempts to link 

the moral failure of the university culture to how modem political theory is applied in the 

United States. A year after the publication of The Closing of the American Mind, Bloom 

remarked at Harvard University that he did not consider himself a leader of the education 
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reform movement in the United States. 1 Rather, Bloom considered himself an observer, 

describing the crisis of liberal education in American universities. 2 Such modesty may be 

a bit disingenuous, as Bloom's vision of the role of political philosophy can clearly be 

taken as a possible solution to solve the problem of America's "closed mind." 

In this chapter, I plan to outline the central objection to liberal society repeated 

throughout Bloom's writings: the declining role of the philosopher in modem society and 

the decline of political philosophy in the western world. Secondly, I will discuss the 

relationship between Nietzsche and Bloom; in particular, I will show that Bloom shares 

more with Nietzsche than he might have intended for his readers to perceive. Thirdly, I 

will give a detailed critique of Bloom's solution to the crisis of American liberal 

education (and its alleged nihilism), and argue that Bloom's "new philosopher" allows 

nihilism to flourish on a larger scale in western society. 

One of the central themes of Bloom's writings is the continual drift of western 

society into a state of nihilism, which is driven by liberal society's perceived tendency to 

be culturally relativistic and devoid of any aspiration to be virtuous in political discourse. 

This argument is very similar to that put forward by Irving Kristol (See chapter: Irving 

Kristol: Neoconservatism's Hagiographer). Bloom blames the tendency of western 

society to be increasingly nihilistic in part on the New Left's willingness to adopt the 

philosophy of Nietzsche. The New Left is accused of being complicit in allowing western 

civilization to adopt some of Nietzsche's theoretical concepts, such as 'a will to self' and 

the self as the sole source of originality and happiness. What dismays Bloom is that 

1 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 19. 
2 Ibid. 19. 
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western society, especially American culture, with its lack of an aristocracy, has 

transformed such Nietzschean arguments into egalitarian ones, in order to make them 

compatible with the American approach to democracy. As a result, every American 

expects to live by his or her arbitrary preferences of what is right and wrong for them. It 

is precisely liberalism and democratic theory's tendency toward pluralism that Bloom 

fears leads to a cultural relativism where there is no regard for a code of ethics (and thus 

nihilism). Straussians, including Bloom, predict such a fate for the United States. They 

also fear a political extremism of a similar ilk to that which came out of the Weimar 

Republic in Germany in the 1920's. The greatest danger for such an egalitarian form of 

nihilism is that it does not take the consequences of nihilism seriously. Bloom writes that 

nihilism in the United States is nihilism "without the abyss."3 

It would be a mistake to assume that Bloom rejects Nietzsche. On the contrary, 

Bloom endorses the Nietzschean idea of a small elite of artists or "creators" who help 

create culture and make life bearable for the masses who must toil in the darkness of 

Plato's metaphorical cave. 4 As one studies his writings, one discerns that Bloom believes 

that a "new philosopher" will be needed not just to revitalize the study of the great 

questions and of philosophy in western liberal education, but also to help create new 

myths for the masses that will make life meaningful and worthwhile. 5 It should be noted, 

however, that the role of the "new philosopher" contradicts Bloom's alleged "love of 

truth" and the affirmation of a "Socratic knowledge of ignorance."6 This is because the 

3 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 15 5. 
4 Ibid. 187,204. 
5 Ibid.207-08 One should note the term, "new philosopher" is a Nietzschean term itself. (See: Nietzsche, 
Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future. 91.) 
6 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990.18. 
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"new philosopher" is inevitably forced to disregard the exploration of truth in order to 

achieve the ends of a political agenda that he creates. 

Bloom's View of the Philosopher in Modern Society 

To understand the core logic of Bloom's theory, one must first appreciate the 

importance he gives to the diminishing role of philosophy and of the philosopher in 

modem liberal society. Bloom is indebted to Strauss for molding his perceptions on how 

philosophers are treated and must in tum behave in a democracy, which is largely 

generated by Strauss' perception of the historical model of Socrates and his persecution 

in the demos regime of Athens in Ancient Greece. Strauss believed that the example of 

Socrates illustrates that philosophers are not entirely safe from the tyrannical rule of the 

mob that sometimes exists in democracies. 7 Bloom believes that philosophers and 

professors in the humanities are just as vulnerable to public opinion as Socrates was in 

his day. 

However, it is not just the public opinion of the demos that the contemporary 

philosopher must guard against. There is also the continuing widening of the gulf 

between the humanities and the natural sciences. Bloom contends that the emphasis on 

natural sciences and technology has led to the neglect of philosophy and a lack of 

consideration of the "great questions" that pertain to life's meaning. 8 As a result, our 

universities have failed, in Bloom's view, to provide students with a sense of purpose in 

7 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 250-253, 274-76. 
8 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 353. 
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life. Such ambiguity about the meaning of life only helps to accentuate the west's acute 

case of nihilism. Bloom hopes to address these issues in his quest to save the west from 

its intellectual malaise. 9 

Both Bloom and Strauss share a deep conviction that philosophy can have a 

corrosive effect on both politics and human civilization as a whole. They argue this is so 

because philosophers, in their quest for truth, cannot be held hostage by the myths that 

hold societies together. Philosophy is, by essence, an inquiry to discover the truth. All 

philosophers, however, are eventually destined in the Straussian view to discover that 

universal truths that reside outside of Plato's cave do not exist. Thus, political philosophy 

must be practiced with extreme caution and care as the public face of philosophy. If 

philosophy is practiced too openly, it is bound to face either serious retribution by mass 

society or it may dissolve the communal bonds in mass society and clear the way for 

political extremism. Political philosophy must then act as a moderating force on social 

discourse. Bloom purports that modem political philosophers have failed to follow the 

examples of the ancient philosophers in keeping philosophy exclusive, away from the 

masses. In an essay contained in the anthology, Giants and Dwarfs, Bloom summarizes 

this line of argument while paying homage to Strauss: 

9 Ibid. 359. 

Philosophy is dangerous for it must always call everything 
into question while in politics not everything can be called 
into question. The peculiar horror of modem tyranny has 
been its alliance with perverted philosophy .... Aristotle or 
Maimonides could never provide the inspiration or the 
justification for a tyrant. They were no less radical, but 
their voices were softer and attracted less dangerous 
passions while abandoning excessive hopes. Rousseau was 
not the cause of the Terror nor Nietzsche of the Nazis, but 



there was something in what they said and the way they 
said it which made it possible for them to be misinterpreted 
in certain politically relevant ways. 10 
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Because political philosophers need to be careful with the dissemination of the quest for 

truth, political philosophers need to write esoterically. Bloom upholds Strauss ' contention 

that readers must read ancient texts like a detective searching for clues in a mystery. 11 

Hidden references or subtle omissions by the ancient philosophers can be taken as 

expressions of an inner meaning that the author intended. 

The political philosophers' practice of writing esoterically serves two mam 

purposes. Firstly, by writing esoterically, such philosophers protect themselves from 

persecution from the State and from the demos. Secondly, the use of esoteric writing 

allows philosophy to stay in the private domain of an elitist few. Bloom writes: 

Ancient philosophy had a rhetoric too, but one limited to 
three intentions: the preservation for what was known for 
those who could know it and against those who would 
adapt it to the needs of the time; the attracting of the few 
who could know it to a life of knowing and the 
discouraging of others; and the procuring of a good 
reputation for philosophy in order to ensure its toleration 
within the various regimes as they came and went. 12 

Bloom therefore holds with the Straussian view that the history of political philosophy is 

a dialogue between the great philosophers of our civilization. In the essay, "The Political 

Philosopher in Democratic Society: The Socratic View," Bloom makes a valid point that, 

in order to understand great authors, it is vital to discover who the great authors thought 

JO Ibid. 251-52. 
11 Ibid. 107, 305-07. 
12 Ibid. 252. 
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were worthy to read. 13 This is why it is important in Bloom's view that students know the 

writings of Isocrates and Xenophon in order to better understand Thucydides and Plato. 

Bloom declares that one of the major failings of today's American universities is 

that these universities do not see careful study of ancient political philosophy as relevant 

or even necessary. He gives several explanations as to why universities fail to find 

ancient philosophy worthy of study. Firstly, Bloom blames the phenomenon of 

historicism, as Strauss did, for limiting academic study on today's campuses. 14 Bloom 

accuses today's professors of quickly dismissing the ancients and their writings because 

they were opponents of democracy and could not address contemporary issues facing 

society. Bloom also believes that democratic thought is believed by too many of today's 

professors ( and their students) to be superior to the theories of the ancients, because such 

thought has been proven by history to be the more "progressive." He insists that not only 

does this trend in political thought limit students' abilities to justify democracy, but it 

also prevents any alternatives to democracy from being seriously considered. 15 

Another criticism of modem universities offered by Bloom is that universities 

have become too vulnerable to public opinion. Bloom suggests that the sacred nature of 

the university as a refuge from mass public tastes has been seriously breached, and gives 

two causes for this breach or loss of immunity for universities. 16 Firstly, universities are 

always to be in antagonism with democratic regimes because of an irreconcilable conflict 

between how universities and democracies recognize and treat the citizenry. Democratic 

13 Ibid. 303. Bloom writes, "The writers of quality know the writers of quality." 
14 Ibid. 299. 
15 Ibid. 304-07. 
16 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 253-4. Also: Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 
366. 
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regimes promote "a radical egalitarian view of equality."17 Meanwhile, universities are 

expected to cultivate a class of citizens who are to be of higher quality than other citizens 

in terms of intelligence, manners and so forth. The two concepts are bound to clash. 

Bloom expands on this point in the essay, "The Democratization of the University": 

Previously, it had been understood that democracies were 
in particular need of the enlightening function of the 
university, both because democracies necessarily have a 
large proportion of uneducated rulers and because public 
opinion reigns supreme in them without the counterpoising 
effect exercised by an aristocratic class which incorporates 
different principles and to the protection of which 
dissenters can repair. The presence of the university was 
the means of combining excellence with equality, reason 
with the consent of the governed. But precisely because it 
is so necessary to democracies, it is particularly threatened 
in nations where equality takes on the character of a 
religion and can call forth all the elements of fanaticism. In 
the first place this is so because democracy's fundamental 
beliefs are difficult to question; flattery of the regime and 
of people at large is hard to avoid. Democratic sycophancy 
becomes a great temptation, one not resisted without 
difficulty and risk. And, in the second place, the university 
is, willy-nilly, in some sense aristocratic in both the 
conventional and natural senses of the term. It cannot, 
within broad limits avoid being somewhat more accessible 
to the children of parents of means than to the children of 
the poor, and it forms men and women of different tastes 
from those of the people at large who are, it is not to be 
forgotten, the real rulers. And the university is supposed to 
educate those who are more intelligent and to set up 
standards for their achievement which cannot be met by 
most men and women. This cannot but be irritating to 
democratic sensibilities. 18 

Bloom argues that the purpose of the university in finding knowledge and truth is 

threatened by egalitarianism. Egalitarianism prevents universities from being able to tutor 

17 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 367. 
18 Ibid. 366-67. 



115 

an aristocratic elite class. Democracy's instinctive tendency to treat all citizens the same 

contradicts a university's ability to produce individuals of high character. Thus, Bloom 

contends the university must resist this imposition of egalitarianism by democracy and its 

ideals, if the university is to survive and maintain its actual purpose. 19 

It is not just "democratic sycophancy" that has prevented universities from their 

initial purpose of exploring the eternal questions of life. Universities have become too 

specialized and career-oriented, especially in the fields of natural science. The emphasis 

on science and technology in order to advance a society's economic status has resulted in 

an inadvertent neglect of the humanities. Bloom suggested, as early as 1966, that this 

emphasis on technological advancement was related to the Cold War. Soviet advances in 

technology made it impossible for W estemers to claim that the flourishing of technology 

could only take place in the political conditions that liberal democracies provide.20 

Therefore, the analysis of the theoretical was pushed aside to allow for a focus on the 

practical and on specialization. The university now became, according to Bloom, the 

"Multiversity. "21 

However, the scientific community throughout human history has always 

ridiculed philosophers. Bloom writes that philosophers are one of the most persecuted 

groups of the human age. The masses already suspect philosophers as atheists. After all, 

Socrates was charged and executed for transmitting impiety to the youth of Athens. 

19 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 253 . Bloom writes that universities in democracies risk "less 
by opposing the emergent, the changing and the ephemeral than by embracing them, because the society is 
already open to them, without monitoring what it accepts or sufficiently respecting the old. There the 
university risks less by having intransigently high standards than by trying to be too inclusive, because the 
society tends to blur standards in the name of equality." 
20 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 348. 
21 Ibid. 349. 
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Bloom also refers to the ridicule of Socrates ( as being useless and held as a fool by 

Aristophanes) as analogous to the same sort of ridicule that philosophers face today from 

scientists.22 Natural scientists see the philosopher as not serving a practical purpose in 

society. The appreciation of the theoretical is more and more devalued on today's 

campuses. Because of "an almost unbridgeable gulf' between the natural sciences and 

humanities, universities have failed to satisfy students' needs to find purpose in life. 23 

Bloom contends that the ancients were able to bridge the gulf by converging the 

theoretical knowledge of philosophy with the practical knowledge of natural science. 

This is precisely why Bloom endorsed programs like those that existed at Cornell 

University where students dedicated the first two years of their general studies to study 

all facets of the knowledge of ancient Greece.24 

As universities have become multiversities, Bloom fears that Alexis de 

Tocqueville has been proven to be right about liberal democracy in the United States. In 

The Closing of the American Mind, Bloom refers to and endorses the concerns 

Tocqueville expresses in Democracy in America, that American intellectual life will 

suffer from "enslavement to public opinion" and that there will be a virtual tyranny of the 

majority stifling public discourse. 25 Bloom believes that America is most vulnerable to 

such tyranny, because of the lack of any aristocratic heritage in the United States. In fact, 

Bloom sounds remorseful that the American experience does not share an aristocratic 

history when he writes: 

22 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 274-75. 
23 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 353 
24 Ibid. 361-62. 
25 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 246. 



In aristocracies there was also the party of the people, but 
in democracy there is no aristocratic party. This means that 
there is no protection for the opponents of the governing 
principles as well as no respectability for them.26 
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Paradoxically, Bloom appears to suggest that the presence of an aristocracy would 

actually strengthen public support for democracy. Bloom believes that individuals take 

democracy for granted. Democracy has never been sufficiently challenged, because of the 

lack of an aristocratic class. The lack of any American aristocracy has only agitated 

democracy's liberal egalitarian excesses in the United States. One of the main locations 

where American egalitarian excess is most evident is the college campus. 

As an aside, it is noteworthy to compare how Irving Kristel relates to Allan 

Bloom on the state of the American university. Both Bloom and Kristel agree that 

university reform has meant little more than administrative turf battles, with students 

receiving too much control over the content of curriculum. 27 Bloom was horrified at how 

administrators at Cornell catered their courses to the wishes of militant African-American 

student groups, after violent student protests ( during the time that Bloom was teaching at 

Cornell in the late 1960's). In response to the student protests, Bloom accuses university 

administrators of caving in to the demands of the demos by having universities offer 

specialized courses on pop culture and other non-traditional subjects.28 However, it is 

fascinating that Bloom and Kristel seem to differ in their views on the specialization of 

the university. On the one hand, Kristel advocates that specialization of universities to fit 

certain intellectual classes may be the best way of having a conservative elite challenge 

26 Ibid. 248. 
27 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990, Kristal, On the Democratic Idea in America. 109. 
28 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 368. 
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and overtake the perceived liberal agenda. Kristol expresses openly his belief that the 

masses should become more involved in determining university curriculum, especially 

after a conservative intellectual elite advises them of what they should prefer. 29 On the 

other hand, Bloom is less willing to seek the approval of the demos in liberal education, 

and is more interested in keeping the pristine sanctity of the university intact for a 

deserving elite. Later in this chapter, it will be shown that Bloom takes a different view 

than Kristol on the importance of support from the bourgeois to sustain the Straussian 

movement within the greater framework of the neoconservative movement. 

A striking commonality between Bloom and Kristol, however, is their shared 

belief that intellectuals have become disenchanted with bourgeois capitalism. Bloom 

shares Kristol' s contention that intellectuals are drawn to Marxism because they perceive 

that Marxism will facilitate the imposition of their elitist worldview on a culture that is 

philistine, consumerist and empty. 30 Interestingly, Bloom shares Kristol's historical 

interpretation that intellectuals and artists once applauded the coming of the bourgeois 

revolution, because it meant that they could possibly find new allies and benefactors in 

the emerging middle class, whose tastes could be cultivated to accept higher forms of 

culture and thought. This piece of historical evidence proves, for Bloom, that 

philosophers always have tended to prefer the rule of gentlemen, who share a unique 

longing for the higher ends of life and can be counseled on how to govern. In an essay 

entitled, "Commerce and Culture," Bloom states: 

Attempting to influence the multitude results in forced 
prostitution. The natural allies of the philosophers are the 

29 Kristo!, On the Democratic Idea in America. 121. 
30 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 281. 



gentlemen, whose bodily needs are attended to because 
they have money and are not compelled to make it, who 
have a proud disdain for death, and who display their 
nobility. The philosophers, therefore, favor the rule of the 
gentlemen, with all their prejudices, their merely 
conventional superiority, [and] their preference for the 
noble over the reasonable. 31 
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The philosophers must therefore ally themselves with the gentleman if they are to be truly 

effective in persuading the masses. In arguing that gentlemen are very much the public 

masks that philosophers must hide behind, in order to manipulate public discourse as they 

see fit, Bloom reiterates Strauss' argument for the rule of gentleman as contained in 

Natural Right & History. 

The Debasement of Politics by Modernity 

Unfortunately, for the philosopher who prefers the rule of the gentleman, the 

history of politics has changed, in Bloom's estimation. The aims of those in power have 

been irrevocably altered. This drastic change in the nature of politics has been largely 

caused by a shift in the aim of political philosophy. Bloom theorizes in his interpretation 

of the history of political thought that political thought is in regression, and not 

progressive, as Nietzsche envisioned. 32 Bloom alleges that the first political theorist who 

initiated this decline in political thought was Machiavelli. 

31 Ibid. 286. 
32 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 196: Bloom comments that Nietzsche changed the study of 
history from being a progressivist perspective into a study of "the decline of the West." 
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Similarly to Kristol and Strauss, Bloom accuses Machiavelli of being the first 

political theorist who forced men to forget their own souls. 33 In other words, Machiavelli 

was one of the first modem political thinkers to debase politics by arguing that politics 

should concern itself in only satisfying the bodily pleasures or physical well being of 

citizens, rather than by satisfying the needs of the soul. 34 This shift in political thought 

signaled a distancing from the views of the ancients who saw politics as providing the 

foundation for citizens to live in moderation and to aspire to be virtuous. Machiavelli's 

new emphasis was the beginning of the perception of politics in terms of material gain of 

both power and resources without a consideration of virtues. 35 

Such works as Machiavelli's The Prince now counseled rulers to be more 

concerned about how to seize power and how to keep it. The best way for rulers to keep 

their power was to ensure that the citizenry were well fed and protected from external 

enemies. If these ends could not be always met, Machiavelli prescribed that rulers make 

sure that they were respected and even feared by the citizenry. 36 In relation to today's 

politics, Bloom shares the Straussian view that this element of Machiavellian thought is 

ever-prevalent. It is still difficult for people to go against the current political culture in 

liberal democracies because of the fear that the absence of such regimes may lead to a 

loss of physical well being and material goods. Thus, Bloom appears skeptical that a 

return to the ancient conceptualization of politics is ever fully achievable. 37 In The 

Closing of the American Mind, Bloom refers to a quote by Strauss, claiming that the 

33 Ibid. 174. 
34 Ibid. 165-66, 174-5: Bloom includes John Locke and Thomas Hobbes as also being responsible for this 
debasement in politics. 
35 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 282. 
36 Ibid. 281-82: Bloom comments that the works of Machiavelli signify a revulsion against the concept of 
reason as the foundation for a regime. Rulers could now just rely on force or the fear of force to govern. 
37 Ibid. 228-29. 
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modems of political philosophy have formulated a view of politics that is "built on low 

but solid ground. "38 

Bloom believes that the change in political theory from a care for the soul to only 

a care for the body is further accentuated by seventeenth and eighteenth century 

liberalism. The writings of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke continued the decline of 

modem politics, in Bloom's view. Bloom inherits Strauss' interpretation of the first 

wave of modernity. 39 What distresses Bloom, as it did Strauss, about Locke and Hobbes 

is that they paved the way for "rights-discourse" in contemporary politics.40 Because 

individuals were encouraged to only pursue their own self-interest, they required legal 

protection in the form of rights for citizens to pursue their own goals. Bloom argues that 

modems such as Hobbes and Locke knew very well that by encouraging the distribution 

of legal rights, there would be some legal protection for those who espouse cultural 

vulgarity. In Bloom's estimation, the modems miscalculated that the dominance of 

science and the opening of philosophy to all would direct people away from the vulgar 

and bring more importance and respect to scholars like themselves. As a result, the 

modems, Bloom writes, knew "they were giving rights to vulgarity," but were also 

"providing rights for themselves."41 

The debasement of politics by classical liberalism, by turning citizens into nothing 

more than rational calculators of self-interest, inevitably led to the modem phenomenon 

38 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 167. 
39 Ibid. 164-5: Here, Bloom summarizes his interpretations of both Hobbes and Locke. Like Strauss before 
him, Bloom complains that Hobbes and Locke lowered the aim of politics to be focused on materialist self-
interest, rather than on virtue and the raising of personal character. 
40 Ibid. 166. 
41 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 289. 
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known as the bourgeois.42 For Bloom, the bourgeois are to be loathed rather than to be 

applauded. Bloom sees the bourgeois as being spiritually empty with no fondness or 

appreciation for the aesthetic beauty that life and philosophy can provide. As a result, 

Bloom agrees with Rousseau's critique of the bourgeois as being unable to behave as 

citizens in a harmonious polity whenever the interests of the polity conflict with self-

interest.43 There is a dangerous similarity, for Bloom, between the modem bourgeois 

citizen in the United States and Nietzsche's Last Man, who would signal the last phase 

before western civilization falls into the complete abyss of nihilism.44 Bloom writes: 

The bourgeois is the measure of the price paid, he who 
most of all who cannot afford to look to his real self, who 
denies the existence of the thinly-boarded basement in him, 
who is most made over for the purposes of a society that 
does not even promise him perfection or salvation but 
merely buys him off. 45 

Bloom shares Rousseau's logic that because the bourgeois are so spiritually 

empty, it is difficult for citizens in liberal democracies to rally around the cause of the 

nation-state. Citizens are detached from any perceptions of a general interest. This 

problem is fundamental to Bloom in how he perceives the cultural relativist tendencies of 

liberal society. If citizens cannot perceive or defend the general interest of their own 

state, they will not only be less able to defend their own regime, but also will be less able 

to dissent against extreme ideologies such as totalitarianism, especially if such ideologies 

42 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind.165-66, 211-12 . 
43 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs : Essays 1960-1990. 212. Bloom writes: "The bourgeois is a hypocrite, hiding 
his true purposes under a guise of public-spiritedness. And hence, needing everyone but unwilling to 
sacrifice to help others reciprocally in their neediness, he is psychologically at war with everyone. The 
Bourgeois's morality is mercenary, requiring a payoff for every social deed. He is incapable of either 
natural sincerity or political nobility." 
44 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 197. 
45 Ibid. 1 77. 
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offer a better way of acquiring material goods.46 Already, Bloom contends that American 

society is becoming less willing to go to arms for country or culture: 

When one hears men and women proclaiming that they 
must preserve their culture, one cannot help wondering 
whether this artificial notion can really take the place of the 
God and country for which they once would have been 
willing to die. 47 

The development of Rousseau's thought is seen by Bloom as a "turning point" for 

modem political philosophy. 48 Rousseau was responsible in creating the continuing trend 

of the antagonism in political discourse between equality and individual freedom and saw 

the emergence of the bourgeois as negative and destructive of communal and social 

bonds. Bloom accepts Rousseau's contention that a member of the bourgeois requires "a 

payoff for every social deed."49 If the bourgeois ethos is fully accepted by individuals en 

masse, good deeds will only be done out of self-interest and not for concern for fellow 

citizens. Bloom thus argues that a sense of community, and an articulation of a general 

interest and will, needs to be maintained. Inevitably, the upper echelons of society must 

take upon themselves the responsibility to advocate such a vision of a general interest. 

There is both a striking difference and a striking similarity in how Irving Kristol 

and Allan Bloom view the bourgeois individual. Kristol interprets the emergence of 

bourgeois capitalism as having led artists and intellectuals to react negatively to 

bourgeois society. Bloom parrots this interpretation in an essay entitled "Commerce and 

46 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 291. Bloom elaborates on this point about how the effect 
bourgeois materialism determines the arrangement of a political regime: "But if, as Nietzsche and common 
sense argue, it is a low egotism connected with egalitarianism that threatens the higher, then the 
bourgeoisie is just a middle ground in a cultural descent from aristocracy to socialism." 
47 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 192. 
48 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 208 
49 Ibid. 212. 
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Culture."50 However, where Kristal and Bloom differ is that Kristal writes admiringly of 

the bourgeoisie and their modest aspirations, because the bourgeoisie can be easily 

persuaded to follow the instructions or guidance of an intellectual elite, preferably a neo-

conservative elite. In contrast, Bloom recoils in fear of the bourgeoisie. This fear is 

repeated constantly throughout his work, and it is expressed in several ways. Bloom 

continuously worries that philosophers, like himself, will suffer the same fate as Socrates: 

persecution by the bourgeois masses because of their ignorance of the pursuit of 

knowledge and of the aesthetic beauty of the sublime. 51 Bourgeois society and its 

tendency to be strictly utilitarian in its calculation of what is valued in life prevents the 

appreciation of such life-affirming qualities. This is precisely why Bloom is sympathetic 

to the fictional character Emma Bovary, in Flaubert's novel, Madame Bovary. Emma 

Bovary's longing to leave her dull bourgeois existence for her dream to live in a romantic 

dream world (where she is courted by chivalrous suitors) is tragic, and not pitiful, 

according to Bloom. 52 He interprets her aspirations in this light, despite the fact that these 

longings eventually result in Emma committing suicide. According to Bloom, many more 

real-life Emmas agonize in not being able to fully enjoy the magnificence of great culture 

and beauty in bourgeois society. Bloom seems to prefer the view that great culture must 

be imposed on society in spite of the bourgeoisie, as opposed to being more subtly 

imposed in accordance with the modesty of the bourgeoisie, as Kristal argues. 

50 Ibid. 281 . 
51 Ibid. 286. Bloom notes that the relationship between the demos and philosophy is "as that of ignorance to 
knowledge" when one reads Plato. 
52 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 204. 
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Bloom and Nietzsche 

In order to understand how Bloom proposes to impose high culture on bourgeois 

society, one must first recognize that Bloom owes a great debt to the teachings of 

Friedrich Nietzsche. Bloom adopts Nietzsche's views on the functions of culture and the 

importance of seeing the history of western civilization as being in gradual decline. By 

rejecting the interpretation of the history of western civilization as progressive, Bloom 

shares Nietzsche's disapproval of modern liberalism.53 Ironically, Bloom tries to hide his 

admiration of Nietzsche by alleging that it is the Left that has wrongly adopted 

Nietzschean political theory. 54 W estem civilization, as a result, looks upon nihilism as an 

acceptable state of mind. Careful analysis of Bloom's arguments, however, clearly 

illustrate that his own solutions come from a Nietzschean school of thought. 

Bloom is doubtful that the values that bind a society together can be sustained 

through the vigorous investigation of reason. This line of argument is acknowledged by 

Bloom as being borrowed from the famed sociologist, Max Weber. Weber argues that 

values lie outside of the domain of reason and cannot be created or discovered by reason. 

Bloom remarks that Weber has conceded that "[ r ]eason cannot establish values, and its 

belief that it can is the stupidest and most pernicious illusion."55 The implications of 

Weber's pronouncements are profound. If Weber's conclusion is correctly interpreted by 

Bloom, the continued secularization of modern liberal society leads to an erosion of the 

values that make life meaningful. Kristal echoes this argument when he writes that the 

53 Ibid. 196. 
54 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs : Essays 1960-1990. 293-4. 
55 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 194. 
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increasing bureaucratization of the Soviet state m a socialist environment prevents 

romantic authors and artists from flourishing. 56 

It is this gradual erosion of values by the liberal secular state that compelled 

Nietzsche to come to the conclusion that the study of history could only be viewed as 

"the decline of the west."57 Reason made it more difficult to allow individuals to place 

value on our ethical beliefs. Reason cannot establish any order of superiority amongst 

values, but can only consider values as mere preferences. The striving for egalitarianism 

in liberal democracies was perceived to mean that cultural relativism would reign 

supreme. Once cultural relativism has taken western society hostage, it becomes 

impossible for individuals to appreciate the gods over whom they once worshipped or 

warred. Bloom makes the same complaint that American university students are unable to 

defend or criticize competing values, in his introduction to The Closing of the American 

Mind. 58 

For Nietzsche, the history of the west has led to a state of total nihilism. The 

emergence of the bourgeois is seen by Bloom as being eerily similar to Nietzsche's 

description of the Last Man.59 For Bloom, Nietzsche's Last Man represents the last phase 

of western civilization before absolute nihilism takes hold. In order to save western 

civilization, Bloom interprets Nietzsche as arguing that an entrance into a state of 

nihilism may be necessary in order to bring about a revitalization and reconstruction of 

western society and its values. In The Closing of the American Mind, Bloom comments: 

56 Kristal, N eoconservatism: An Autobiography of an Idea. 113. 
57 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 196. 
58 Ibid. 27, 38-39. Bloom suggests American university students are excessively taught openness to such an 
extreme that it promotes cultural relativism. Such relativism makes the student unable to justify liberal 
democracy on any merits in Bloom's estimation. 
59 Ibid. 196. 



Stripping away the illusions about values was required, so 
Nietzsche thought, by our situation, to disenchant all 
misleading hopes of comfort or consolation, thereby to fill 
the few creators with awe and the awareness that 
everything depends on them. Nihilism is a dangerous but a 
necessary and a possibly salutary stage in human history. 
In it man faces his true situation. It can break him, reduce 
him to despair and spiritual or bodily suicide. But it can 
hearten him to a reconstruction of a world of meaning. 
(italics added)6° 
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What is most implicit in Bloom's argument is the observation that there are only a "few 

creators" that can revitalize western culture and that not all men may be able to handle 

the destructive effects of a historical and eventual phase of nihilism in western history. 

Rather than dismissing nihilism, Bloom appears to encourage its arrival in western 

society, so that the new philosopher can save western society. This observation is 

important in the study of Bloom because it clearly illustrates how Bloom endorses the 

Nietzschean theory of culture as art. Culture is meant to distract individuals from the cold 

harsh reality that there is no shining light of truth that resides outside of Plato's cave. 61 It 

is the magnificence of a "few creators" who have the ability to build and promote 

everlasting cultures from within the cave that makes life bearable. 

Creators, such as Moses, Jesus, and Buddha, are described by Bloom as being 

"the rarest of men."62 Whether their teachings actually contain some element of truth is 

not their greatest achievement. What is to be marvelled at is how their teachings 

transcend generations. 63 In today's western culture, such creators are under-appreciated 

60 Ibid. 198. 
61 Ibid. 203-04. 
62 Ibid. 201. 
63 Shadia B. Drury, "Allan Bloom on the Charms of Culture," Essays on the Closing of the American Mind, 
ed. Robert L. Stone (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 1989). Drury argues that Bloom sees culture as 
imposing grandeur in contrast to the harshness of nature. 
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and weakened because of liberal society's egalitarianism. Bloom insists that such creators 

never make up a large segment of the population. The creators can only be a select few 

because they are the only group of people who can "find their own stopping point from 

which they can move the world."64 American society, especially in its liberal education 

system, tries and fails to make every student capable of producing great art. Thus, the 

emphasis on creativity is seen as an attempt to replace virtue and to make up for what is 

lacking in bourgeois society. Bloom snickers that this is "the bourgeois' way of not being 

bourgeois."65 

A redefined role for philosophers is thus to become the new creators of culture. It 

is only the philosopher who can comprehend the fact that there is at the heart of life only 

nothingness. 66 Philosophers must be in the business of mythmaking, because it is "myths 

that constitute a people. "67 Bloom hopes that by defining this new role for the 

philosopher, the philosopher will gain a new permanence in western society: 

The aim of philosophy is to substitute truth for 
myth .... Since myths are there first and give men their first 
opinions, philosophy means a critical destruction of myth 
in favour of truth for the sake of freedom and living 
naturally ... The revelation that philosophy finds 
nothingness at the end of its quest informs the new 
philosopher that mythmaking must be his central concern in 
order to make a world. 68 

64 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 200. 
65 Ibid. 183. 
66 Ibid. 285. Bloom writes that "the uncompromisable difference that separates the philosophers from all 
others concerns death and dying. No way of life other than the philosophic can digest the truth about 
death." Like Strauss, Bloom admires those philosophers who do not believe in the absurd belief of Gods 
and an after-life. Such philosophers are to be admired for their realism and willingness to live by their own 
rules. 
67 Ibid. 199. 
68 Ibid. 207-08. 



129 

Thus, Bloom endorses the concept of the new philosopher to abandon the quest for truth 

for the business of mythmaking. This suggestion is counter-intuitive to the general 

definition of what a philosopher should do. 69 In effect, Bloom argues that philosophy is 

too destructive to be truly respected en masse. 

One overwhelming concern that the new philosopher must take into account when 

creating culture, according to Bloom, is, that in order for culture to have any meaning, it 

must distinguish itself from other cultures. As a result, there will be constant conflict with 

other cultures. Bloom notes, "Culture means a war against chaos and a war against other 

cultures."70 This constant condition of culture, to be at war with other cultures, is to 

serve a functional purpose. By always having to fight with other cultures, men remain 

committed or engaged with their own culture and its preservation.71 The problem of 

cultural relativism is then avoided. If men are constantly driven to protect their culture 

from perceived threats, they will be less likely to treat members of other cultures as 

equals. 

An instrument that Bloom refers to as a model to maintain devotion to culture is 

Rousseau's conception of the legislator in The Social Contract. Rousseau believes that it 

is important for an individual to be given the role of legislator; one who would guide 

individuals in the body politic toward the transcendence of their own self-interests and 

the discovery of a common good or a general will.72 Bloom suggests that Rousseau's 

69 Drury, "Allan Bloom on the Charms of Culture." 164. Drury suggests the function of philosophers is to 
deconstruct, not reconstruct, myths. 
70 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 202. 
7 1 Ibid. 37. 
72 Rousseau, The Social Contract. 84-86. 
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model of the legislator can act as a "founder of a culture"73 It is not difficult to reach to 

the conclusion that the new philosopher would be required to take on the role of legislator 

and assume the importance of Nietzsche's Superman in establishing culture. Bloom 

concedes therefore that the role of the legislator may be impossible to establish: historical 

precedents, such as the attempt by Robespierre to be such an unilateral figure during the 

Reign of Terror, show how difficult it is to find a legislator who cannot be corrupted by 

power.74 

Ironically, Bloom devotes an entire chapter in The Closing of the American Mind 

to chastising the Left in western democracies for adopting Nietzsche and his theories, 

which he contends have contributed to the downward spiral into nihilism that liberal 

society faces today. However, it is not the invocation of Nietzsche that Bloom finds 

appalling. After all, Bloom accepts that Nietzschean nihilism may be necessary as a 

means by which a few Supermen or new philosophers can reach the heights of excellence 

and save western civilization. What makes the usage of Nietzschean concepts on the Left 

appalling to Bloom is that it allows for the dangerous teachings of Nietzsche to be 

accessible to all. 

As mentioned before, Bloom sees the change of emphasis in western education as 

an attempt to promote creativity in each individual. This change focuses on finding 

authencity of the self. The problem with the focus on authencity of self is its lack of 

clarity. Students are not educated on how to arrange a necessary hierarchy of the needs of 

the soul, in order to live a modest lifestyle. By only emphasizing authencity of self in 

73 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 227. 
74 Ibid. 227-28. 
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their teachings, western educators fail students in teaching the necessary lessons of virtue, 

modesty and others that make men socially responsible75
. As a result, this change in 

education encourages all students to behave similarly to the creators by "putting a 

premium on fanaticism."76 Thus, individuals, who are not equipped to be like a creator, 

act indulgently without any consideration for social unity and can be socially destructive. 

It has been pointed out earlier, however, that Bloom does not believe that all men can be 

shown to be capable of handling the responsibility of being their own gods. In an essay 

entitled, "The Democratization of the University," Bloom states: 

In politics, teachings tend to be transformed by what is 
most powerful in the regime and in tum transform the 
regime in the direction of its most dangerous tendencies. 
The corruption of a teaching which was intended to be 
noble is peculiarly revolting. Not content with 
understanding democratic citizens as self-regarding but 
decent men who try to live by laws they themselves set 
down for the good of the community, we have had to make 
them into gods to whom nothing can be compared. Every 
man must be understood to be creative, no matter how 
much the standard of art and taste have been debauched in 
order to do so. Political restraint and moderation must give 
way to ugly fanaticism in order to give everyone the chance 
to be committed. The grossest indecencies are permitted in 
the name of sincerity. And the wisdom of the ages must be 
forgotten in order to avoid alienating a growing self. 77 

Bloom's perception of the danger of liberal education's acceptance of emphasizing 

authenticity of the self becomes clearer. By transforming individuals to "gods to whom 

nothing can be compared," it has now become socially acceptable to engage in indulgent 

and nihilistic behaviour. Bloom fears that there are now no limits to individual behaviour 

75 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 183-84. 
76 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 386. 
77 Ibid. 386. 
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as long as such behaviour is sincerely motivated from the self. What makes matters worse 

is the fact that under the egalitarian ethic of liberal society, everybody gets a tum to 

engage in such behaviour. As a result, political moderation yields to "ugly fanaticism" so 

that each individual receives "the chance to be committed." 

American culture has taken this emphasis on the authencity of self one step 

further by making nihilism more pleasant. According to Bloom, Americans cannot 

appreciate the despair of the thought of German scholars such as Nietzsche or Martin 

Heidegger. American culture has accepted the goal to be "inner-directed" without having 

any anxiety over the terrifying consequences.78 A perfect example of American culture's 

tendency to be content with a state of "nihilism with a happy ending" is the 1983 movie, 

Zelig, directed by Woody Allen. 79 In the film, Allen plays the title character who has the 

ability to metamoiphisize into any person he wants to be or comes into contact with. By 

the film's end, Zelig realizes that it is better to be "inner-directed" and to be his own man 

than to be directed by others. What Bloom finds distressing about Zelig is that Allen 

cannot answer the question of what kinds of choices and decisions a person should make 

when one becomes inner-directed. 80 Zelig, in Bloom's estimation, just seems to justify 

decisions or behaviour strictly on whether the decision or behaviour comes strictly from 

within.81 The profound despair of being nihilistic and the inability to distinguish what is 

right from wrong is thus ignored by gentle irony. Woody Allen is an example of the 

78 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 144. 
79 Ibid. 147. 
80 Ibid. 144-45 . 
81 Maurice Yacowar, Loser Take All: The Comic Art of Woody Allen, New Expanded edition ed. (Oxford: 
Roundhouse Publishing ltd. , 1991). 240. For an alternative interpretation of Zelig, Maurice Yacowar offers 
that the film "reveals a continuum from American conformity to Hitler's brownshirts." In other words, 
rather than justifying self-indulgent behaviour, Zelig is a commentary of the dangers of conformism, which 
makes us lose our sense of self-identity. Yacowar adds that it is "conformism that nourishes tyranny." 
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Americanization of Nihilism, which, according to Bloom, states, "I'm ok, thou art ok too, 

ifwe agree to be a bit haunted together."82 

Bloom argues that the New Left is oddly attracted to the fact/value distinction 

introduced by Max Weber in the 1920' s. Weber attempted to reform the study of the 

social sciences by distinguishing what could be measured by objective standards (facts) 

and the personal preferences of the social scientists (values). To this very day, the 

fact/value distinction has much prominence in liberal society and especially on campuses, 

which are held hostage by the New Left, according to Bloom. 83 In fact, Bloom argues that 

the New Left itself is schizophrenic when it comes to the fact/value distinction. Students 

who protested in the 1960's attacking the Weberian notion of a value-free social science 

also retained the fact/value distinction when they embraced an acceptance of drug use, 

sexual promiscuity, and a pluralist observance of eastern religion as being "values" 

determined by personal choice. 84 As a result, Bloom alleges that the New Left is inviting 

the cultural relativism that plagues western society. The New Left continues, in other 

words, to be unable to untangle itself from its preoccupation of the self and the need to 

classify certain behaviours as mere values or preferences. 

The danger of today's students unknowingly endorsing this form of relativism is 

that it disables western students' abilities to embrace certain regimes as being worthy. As 

a result, liberal democracy becomes 'just one value among many."85 This complaint by 

Bloom seems contradictory in light of his previous criticism that the demos' 

82 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 14 7. 
83 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 383. 
84 Ibid. 384. 
85 Ibid. 384. 
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unquestionable and blind loyalty to democracy makes it impossible to find new 

alternatives to democracy. Either these students should be able to be committed to liberal 

democracy or at least be willing to acknowledge the possibility that there may be new 

values yet to be discovered that may come to be placed above liberal democracy. Bloom 

ironically wants students to be able to argue for liberal democracy, but is afraid they may 

believe in it too much. 

Bloom's Own Nihilism 

In an address given at Harvard University on December 7, 1988, Bloom denied 

the charge by right-wing author Walker Percy that Bloom was a nihilist. 86 Bloom, in the 

same address, argued that since left-leaning critics saw him as being an absolutist, there 

was "equilibrium of criticism" between the Left and the Right, regarding his work that 

reassured him that his views on philosophy were correct. 87 However, it is precisely this 

ambiguity on whether Bloom is an absolutist or a secret admirer of the Nietzschean 

Supermen (who break the rules as they see fit) that makes Bloom vulnerable to the charge 

of being nihilistic. If nihilism is interpreted to mean the inability to discriminate between 

right and wrong and the inability to affirm any truth, then Bloom appears to be caught in 

his own inner turmoil of nihilism. 

I will now discuss five points of contention to show how Bloom is caught in such 

an inner turmoil. Firstly, I argue that, despite his denials to the contrary, Bloom does not 

86 Ibid. 18-19. 
87 Ibid. 19. 
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appear to want liberal democracy to be fully justified. Secondly, I submit that Bloom's 

dependence on the Rousseauian model of the legislator to be chiefly responsible for how 

a polity is to be led, increases the danger, as concerned Strauss, of a return to Weimar and 

a rise in nihilism. Then, I will focus on how Bloom's proposed reforms of liberal 

education are more likely to transform universities into irrelevant organs of dogma, rather 

than places where truth is sought out. Also, I intend to show how Bloom commits the 

same error as Strauss by embracing reverse historicism to interpret the classical texts. 

Finally, I will argue that Bloom's endorsement of Strauss' theory on esoteric writing 

inevitably disregards the truly human need to acquire truth in order to acquire happiness. 

Firstly, Bloom cannot decide whether an absoluteness of one's conviction of the 

usefulness of democracy is really a desirable goal to achieve. In the Introduction to The 

Closing of the American Mind, Bloom chastises American university education for trying 

to appear "open" by emphasizing study of non-western cultures, which he claims 

inevitably leads these students to believe that the American regime is superior to all other 

cultures. 88 Bloom argues that this is contrary to the intended purpose of studying these 

other cultures (namely, the ability for students to be tolerant and respectful of other 

cultures). Yet, earlier in the same introduction, Bloom laments that this new educational 

emphasis weakens students' capacity to justify the very reason why they should 

participate in the civil society in which they currently reside: 

It [ the new trend of openness] pays no attention to natural 
rights or the historical origins of our regime, which are now 
thought to have been essentially flawed and regressive. It is 
open to all kinds of men, all kinds of lifestyles, all 
ideologies. There is no enemy other than the man who is 

88 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 34, 41. 



not open to everything. But when there are no shared goals 
or vision of the public good, is the social contract any 
longer possible?89 
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One of the greatest fears that Bloom expresses is that such shared goals or a "vision of 

the public good" can be too strongly shared and stifle the independent thought of the 

great philosophers or creators of culture. It is plausible to claim that Bloom fancies 

himself as a modem-day Socrates. As such, Bloom sees himself as being aware that he 

must be careful as not to suffer the same fate as Socrates in his trial in ancient Athens. 

Bloom fears being executed, not literally, but symbolically by the ignorant demos of the 

polity. Unlike Kristol, Bloom regrets that the university has lost its academic neutrality in 

catering to political pressure. This view is not completely unsympathetic. The negative 

reaction of the general public to academic scholars critical of the Bush Administration 

after the events of September 11, 2001 , indicates that there can be great pressure applied 

to the academy by the general public when members of the academy express dissent from 

conventional wisdom.90 However, the resolve of the American public expressed in 

opinion polls supporting strongly the need to defend American democracy from 

terrorism, seems to weaken Bloom's own contradictory argument that Americans feel 

uncertain, and are therefore unable to use force to defend their republic. 91 The example of 

September 11 clearly illustrates Bloom's own conflict between the independence of the 

academy and the need to unite the country behind common goals or ends. 

89 Ibid. 27. 
90 Bill Carter and Felicity Barringer, "In Patriotic Time, Dissent Is Muted; Debate Grows over Balancing 
Security and Free Speech," New York Times 28 September 2001. A 1. Several university professors and 
journalists received disciplinary action for remarks made soon after the events of September 11 , 2001 
criticizing American foreign policy. 
91 Poll: Most Americans Back Using Ground Troops in War, 09/28/2001 2001 , Web Page, CNN, Available: 
http://www.cnn.com/200 l/US/09/28/ret.retaliation.poll/index.html, 03/10/2003 2003. Approximately two-
thirds of Americans polled, seventeen days after September 11 , 2001 , supported military action in 
Afghanistan as a suitable response to the World Trade Centre attacks. 
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Secondly, Bloom's admiration of Rousseau's model of the legislator as the 

"founder of a culture," can be problematic. The legislator appeals to Bloom because the 

legislator can act as the initiator of culture and call upon some sort of authority to keep a 

community, united towards a common end. As well, the legislator can act as a beacon of 

virtue and as a model for the community worthy of self-emulation. However, emulation 

will only be attained to some degree because not every citizen will be able to reach the 

lofty heights of achievement attained by the creators. In The Closing of the American 

Mind, Bloom repeats the similar complaint made by Strauss in Spinoza's Critique of 

Religion, that traditional conservatives neglect to remember that the traditions such 

conservatives claim to embrace and cherish were begun by charismatic leaders who were 

bold and daring in the public arena, to the point of being revolutionary. 92 Such 

charismatic leaders could possibly find a calling in the role of Rousseau's legislator. 

However, even Bloom concedes that such charismatic leaders can be dangerous. 

Bloom points out that Weber's endorsement of charismatic leaders over bureaucrats to 

single-handedly guide the ends of public policy in a polity was shown to be less than 

desirable with the emergence of Hitler and Nazi Germany. Rousseau's legislator, if 

carried to extremes, leads to a cult of personality. 93 Hannah Arendt devoted much of her 

writings to the concern that the lack of democratic participation and interaction by 

citizens in the polity (especially because of liberalism's tendency to atomize individuals) 

led great numbers of individuals within regimes such as the Weimar Republic to be 

92 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 212. 
93 Ibid. 212-14. 



138 

intellectually lazy and tolerant of extremism. 94 The admiration of the "creators" or the 

call for the new philosopher that Bloom embraces also appears to be capable of leading 

western society to what he most dreads: a return to Weimar. Citizens, if constantly 

trained to defer to the wisdom of a creator or new philosopher for guidance, they may 

also become unable to justify the merits of their own regime. This can be the case 

especially if citizens allow their reasoning skills and ability to independently come to 

their own critical judgments to atrophy by not being publicly engaged with their regime. 

Furthermore, citizens will become, over time, even more unable to refute political 

extremism such as fascism if they are to obediently follow a creator without 

contemplation over a long period. 

Defenders of Bloom could plausibly claim that Bloom neither believes in the 

feasibility of Rousseau's model of the legislator in today's age, nor does he fully favour 

Weber's endorsement of the charismatic leader. Bloom does express doubts that both can 

be achieved or are fully desirable. 95 However, if one considers Bloom's emphasis on the 

classical texts as being the sole source of salvation of western civilization, one can clearly 

see that Bloom cannot completely divorce himself from the charge of his critics that he 

wishes to have a more deferential western society that defers to some authoritative figure. 

After all, there will only be a small elite of individuals like Bloom himself who will be 

94 Hannah Arendt, Totalitarianism: Part Three of the Origins of Terrorism (San Diego: Harvest inc., 1968). 
14-15. Arendt suggested that Weimar's liberalism failed to encourage a sense of community and tolerance 
in public discourse. 
95 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 214. 
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properly trained to correctly interpret the classics and apply their teachings to 

contemporary politics. 96 

Thirdly, I want to comment on Bloom's view of universities. Bloom's complaint 

that the "multiversity" is not emphasizing the greater questions that life or philosophy 

poses is certainly not without merit. Many scholars who do not share Bloom's philosophy 

share the same concem.97 However, Bloom's insistence that the classical texts of the 

ancients are the only sources to remedy this need seems narrow and in contradiction to 

his pre-occupation that western society narrows its choices of alternative ideas in politics. 

Bloom claims that since the study of the ancients has been so repudiated by modem 

scholars, it has evolved into an introduction to new alternatives for students, who have 

been too caught up in the hegemony of democratic thought. This claim may be true. 

Academics surely must not confine these alternatives to a select few, however, if they 

still want to claim relevance in contributing to contemporary political discourse, 

especially in a pluralist liberal democracy such as the United States. 

If education is to have some meaning, the university cannot be strictly focused on 

Ancient Greece, but must retain some contemporary relevance to contemporary issues. 

John Stuart Mill wrote of the danger of education or knowledge becoming too dogmatic 

and thus, not being truly believed by individuals. Mill believed that the constant 

96 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990. 295. This claim of authority stating that only a select few 
can interpret the classical texts is best exemplified when Bloom writes: "Professors of political philosophy 
can ... be trained, and their function is to take advantage of genius and to help to make it accessible to others. 
They can also help the philosophers by preserving in the form of a tradition what was taught by the 
philosophers-thereby both serving the public good and keeping alive the matter on which potential 
philosophers must feed." 
97 Mittelman, "Opening the American Mind: International Political Science." 54. Mittleman concedes many 
scholars share Bloom's concern about the decline of quality in American education. However, Mittelman 
also argues that Bloom overlooks the importance of providing "historical and cultural context," to students 
in order "to understand concepts and theories in light of their changing concepts." 
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challenge of new and modern ideas ensures that previously held truths are verified 

personally by individuals as being true or not. 98 Dogmas were dangerous to Mill in the 

sense that people only believe in them in order to observe rituals and custom and not for 

their actual veracity. 99 It appears that Bloom is stifling the development of new ideas for 

the dogmatization of the ideas of the ancients. Bloom and his followers may very well be 

correct that social science departments may be neglecting the writings of Xenophon or 

Thucydides. If the teachings of the ancients withstand the test of time with their universal 

teachings, as Bloom claims they do, then campuses also can offer courses on western 

popular culture or eastern philosophy without necessarily weakening the merits of the 

knowledge of the ancients. Such diversity does not necessarily lead to relativism. 

Students could and should be able to judge equally certain ways of thinking and living, 

while making preferential choices about which alternatives they wish. However, students 

will only be able to make such choices if they have a sufficient knowledge of all the 

options. 100 

Fourthly, some remarks on Bloom's view of historicism are appropriate. One of 

the pillars of Bloom's critique of liberal education is that liberal education cannot fully 

escape historicism in today's studies. Bloom blames the historicism held by academics 

for labeling the ancients as irrelevant in today's studies. Too many of today's scholars do 

not read what the ancients wrote, but are instead busy with trying to place the ancients on 

98 Mill, On Liberty. 106-09. 
99 Ibid. 97. 
100 This argument is very similar to one put forward by Bloom critic, Richard Rorty. Rorty puts forward the 
suggestion that students, after their matriculation in a two year program studying ancient Greece, "should 
be left free to shop around in as large and noisy a bazaar as possible." see: Rorty, "Straussianism, 
Democracy and Allan Bloom I: That Old Time Philosophy." 101. 
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some historical timeline documenting the development of human epistemology. 101 Bloom 

remarks: 

How often I have heard men of high intelligence, goodwill 
and learning reject an obvious point, clearly stated in the 
text, with the remark "No man in the sixteenth century 
could have thought such a thing!"102 

The preceding quotation is 1romc. This is because Bloom, along with his Straussian 

colleagues, bases his theory (with its need for esoteric writing for philosophers) on the 

concept of reverse historicism. If the ancient philosophers needed to write esoterically to 

hide their views from tyrants or from an unwelcoming polity, proponents of the esoteric 

writing theory need to consider which views could safely be expressed openly in public 

during man's historical development, and which views were bound to be the subject of 

persecution. Straussians claim that they aspire to understand ancient philosophers as they 

saw themselves and not to be influenced by the biases of modem interpretation. 

Eventually, however, Straussians like Bloom need to refer to history to determine 

whether an omission within a text is actually a deliberate hidden message by the author to 

escape persecution or just a literary error. They must determine whether an author is 

actually serious about a proposed reform or just humouring the masses. This is precisely 

why Strauss himself thought that Socrates was not serious about promoting equality for 

the sexes in Plato's Republic, because it is difficult to believe that an ancient like Socrates 

or even Plato would be supportive of such a measure in his time and thus, was just 

concealing his beliefs with irony and comedy. 103 So it is ironic for Bloom to criticize the 

101 Bloom, Giants and Dwarfs : Essays 1960-1990. 300. 
102 Ibid. 308. 
103 Strauss, The City and Man. 116-17. 
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professors of today for dismissing what a man in the sixteenth century said based on their 

historical settings, when Bloom commits the very same act under Strauss' theory of 

esoteric writing. 

I now tum to my fifth point of contention with Bloom. The other half of the 

Straussian theory of esoteric writing is the premise that philosophers must conceal their 

true beliefs in order to protect society from the corrosive effects that philosophy can 

have. Bloom's affirmation of Nietzsche and the affirmation of the new philosopher, 

whose duty it is to fabricate myths, exposes the danger that esoteric writing leads to even 

more nihilism. It is possible that the new philosophers will see it fit to promote new 

interpretations of philosophical discourse not based on any truth. They will instead 

choose to create myths that intend to be passed down from generation to generations of 

obedient and uncritical citizens. Authors such as Bloom will applaud such men as the 

new "creators" who will save western civilization from its crisis and the decline that 

Nietzsche prophesized. 

However, there is a great danger in articulating a theory that only a select few 

should be responsible for maintaining myths or creating the new myths. A question that 

needs to be raised is: to what interest will the new philosophers answer? We know that 

the philosopher's primary interest will not be the pursuit of truth, because Bloom has 

conceded that the pursuit of truth is neither desirable nor can it be shared by all . 

Obviously, the greater interest to be found is by some articulation of a common good, but 

a common good conceived by only those who can truly handle the depths of great 

philosophical discussion or who merit to be in the special echelon of philosophers. 

Rousseau hoped that the legislator would work in a legislative assembly to guide the 



143 

citizenry to find a general will of the people. It is unclear however whether Bloom 

believes there needs to be a role for such an assembly. 

The adoption of Nietzschean thought ( or the perception of such an adoption) on 

the Left is so distressing to Bloom because it becomes difficult for the myths composed 

by a new philosopher class to be either maintained or imposed on society. If there truly is 

an emphasis on "inner-directedness," such myths need to be found to be in accordance 

with the individual needs and aspirations each citizen is encouraged to cultivate. Once 

members of the bourgeois start asking questions about life, culture, and politics, in their 

attempt to find self-awareness or as Bloom puts it, "of not being bourgeois," the myth-

makers face an enormous task in trying to satisfy all such needs that are unique to each 

individual. 104 The myths need to be constantly amended if they will continue to pacify the 

public. 

Even if there was no en masse adoption by the Left of a Nietzschean will to power 

in western society, as Bloom argues there is, there still would be a risk that western 

society would not be able to escape the threat of nihilism with Bloom's solutions. Just as 

Bloom accredits Weber's disillusionment with reason, because Weber found "reason is 

unreasonable because self-contradiction is inevitable."105 Bloom's new philosophers may 

find that self-contradiction is inevitable with their own myths. In today's age of mass 

media, there are more opportunities or mediums and people to access information. As a 

result, the new philosophers will be forced to compete with other sources of news and 

information to get their message across. As political situations are always in a state of 

104 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 183. 
105 Ibid. 209. 
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flux, the new philosophers must tailor their message to fit the political situation of the 

day, in order to appear relevant and authoritative within the discourse of current events. 

However, since it is certain that the new philosophers will need to revise their teachings 

as they are challenged by different sources in the marketplace of ideas, the new 

philosophers will inevitably be inconsistent as the demands from the body politic change; 

just as Weber observed about reason. If the new philosophers do not revise their 

teachings, they may lose political power and credibility as an authoritative voice. 

Loss of the credibility of the myth would be devastating for the following reason. 

People accept the beliefs they hold, whether they are fabricated myths or not, because 

they believe them to be true. Not too many people, except Straussians perhaps, willingly 

affirm that all of their beliefs exist to provide mere comfort of illusion. For those people 

who do, they would be rightly labelled as cynical and closer to nihilism than any member 

of the "empty" bourgeois that Bloom despises. 106 Further, if it were discovered that the 

new philosopher abused his authority by willingly misleading the citizenry, public trust in 

the new philosopher or any politician, already very low, would undoubtedly weaken. 

There is a certain intrinsic human need to commit one's self to a sense of purpose 

and meaning, in order to make life itself worthwhile. Political theorist John Gray argues 

that it is impossible for autonomous agents to cherish false beliefs. 107 An individual loses 

all claims to autonomy by doing so. Gray rightly points out that individuals must be 

confident in the validity of certain standards of knowledge in order to correctly 

discriminate or evaluate what is in their best interests in terms of politics or individual 

106 Ibid. 184. 
107 John Gray, Mill on Liberty: A Defence (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983). 105. 
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life planning. 108 If individuals discover that their basis of knowledge is an illusion, one 

cannot imagine the moral despair that these individuals may fall into with the realization 

that their entire faith that they invested, into figures they were taught to respect, has 

shattered completely. 

The longing for truth that theorists like Gray and Mill describe is captured in a 

soliloquy in another Woody Allen film, entitled "Crimes & Misdemeanors." 109 The film 

deals with the possibility that God does not exist. The protagonist, an ophthalmologist, 

successfully murders his blackmailing mistress. He then agonizes with guilt when he is 

not punished by either the legal authorities or by a God in this life. Bloom's supporters 

may argue that the film is another example of Allen's nihilism as the man eventually 

recovers from his guilt with the belief that there is no God to punish him for his crimes. 

But the film's ending is a narrated message by one of the secondary characters, which 

differs sharply against the film's apparent nihilistic ending, about human optimism and 

perseverance to find truth. The passage may act as a response to Bloom by Allen, since 

Allen wrote the film himself and released it just two years after the publication of The 

Closing of the American Mind. The message reads: 

108 Ibid. 105. 

Human happiness does not seem to have been included in 
the design of creation. It is only we, with our capacity to 
love, that give meaning to the indifferent universe. And yet, 
most human beings seem to have the ability to keep trying, 
even to find joy from simple things, their family, their 
work, and from the hope that future generations might 
understand more. 110 

109 "Crimes & Misdemeanors," ed. Woody Allen (Orion Pictures, 1989), vol. 
110 Stephen J. Spignesi, The Woody Allen Companion (Kansas City, Missouri: Andrew & McMeel, 1992). 
212. 
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The human characteristic of striving to understand the universe that Allen describes is 

evidence of how unsatisfying Bloom's theorem becomes. Individuals do not want second 

best to the truth. They want to find the actual truth if it is available. 111 To deny this need 

by substituting myth for truth is to deny individuals their humanity. 

The argument that society must retain confidence in the standards and points of 

knowledge collected over human history is not a liberal argument. Conservative authors 

such as Wilmoore Kendall argue for the need for an orthodoxy of knowledge to provide 

resistance and to challenge new ideas. A prime example for Kendall is the academic 

tradition; scholars need to be challenged by previously held theories and must follow an 

established framework of etiquette or academic discipline in order for the rest of their 

field to accept their new findings. 112 Only after new theories prove their merit through 

such resistance can they be truly accepted. It is the establishment of such protocols that 

maintains the integrity of the collection of knowledge, which is allegorically similar to 

the same protocols police forces must follow to protect the integrity of the chain of 

collecting evidence. To dismiss the existence of truth in a crass way as Bloom does, by 

openly advocating for the manipulation of knowledge that may disrupt a fixed agenda, 

only shows the disrespect Bloom has for the human appetite for truth and the secret 

longing Bloom has to be a Nietzschean Superman who does not need to follow truth but 

111 There is another Woody Allen film that underlines this point. In The Purple Rose of Cairo, a New Jersey 
waitress, during the Great Depression, falls in love with a movie character that is able to fantastically leave 
the movie he is in by coming off the screen and entering the real world. Eventually, the waitress must 
decide on whether to join the character in the illusionary world of the movie or pursue a real-world 
relationship with the actor who played the character. She decides the latter option. The movie ends on a 
bittersweet note, as the actor ends the relationship as soon as the character goes back to his role in the 
movie in defeat, not being able to win her heart. However, the lesson of the movie becomes clear: in the 
final analysis, it is part of the human condition to prefer dealing with imperfect realities than perfect 
illusions despite the costs of pain people might endure as a consequence. (See "The Purple Rose of Cairo." 
Dir. Woody Allen: Orion Pictures, 1983.) 
11 2 Wilmoore Kendall, "The Open Society and Its Fallacies," Limits of Liberty: Studies on Mill's on 
Liberty, ed. Peter Radcliff (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing co., 1996). 40-41. 
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is encouraged to disfigure and maim it at will. It also shows how the Straussians are more 

activist and revolutionary than traditionalists within the conservative movement. 
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CONCLUSION 

In his novel, 1984, George Orwell wrote of the notorious form of totalitarian 

government known as "Big Brother," which has become a famous term in the 

contemporary lexicon to describe any kind of government intrusion or dominance in the 

personal lives of its citizens. There is a running plot in Orwell's novel that seems 

appropriate to the study of Straussian political thought. Throughout the book, Big Brother 

tells the citizenry that the chocolate rations have increased. However, the reality is that 

after every announcement of the chocolate ration, the amount announced is lower than 

the preceding announcements. 1 The citizenry does not pick up on the fact that Big 

Brother actually lowers the chocolate ration. 

Straussian thought does not necessarily lead to a totalitarian regime such as 

Orwell's Big Brother. On the contrary, Strauss wrote in opposition to a totalitarian state.2 

However, what the story of the chocolate rations illustrates is the dangerous result of a 

completely deferential populace to authority figures. If people are not encouraged to 

question or engage their leaders, there is a great possibility for leaders to intentionally 

mislead the people about the benefits of public policy. Some people may suggest that 

intentional misleading already occurs in democratic societies, without the help of the 

Straussians. This is undeniable. However, what is striking about the Straussian school of 

thought is how frank it is in its assertion of the necessity to mislead the demos in order to 

1 George Orwell, 1984 (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1949). 27. Orwell ' s protagonist, Winston, 
is also tortured by the state into believing that that 2 + 2=5. (see: Orwell, 1984. 253-54.) 
2 Strauss, Liberalism: Ancient & Modem. 261. Strauss complains that American liberalism is following a 
trend of homogeneity. 
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ensure certain political ends. Deception is considered by Straussians to be an essential 

skill to practice politics in democratic regimes. 

All three of the authors studied in this thesis: Kristo 1, Bloom, and Strauss himself, 

demonstrate their shared belief that politics must be a continuing manipulation of 

illusions. Each author, to varying degrees, makes a distinction between those who can 

create and manipulate the illusions within political discourse and those who can only 

consume such illusions. Both Bloom and Strauss do not appear to be as warm as Kristal 

appears to be to democratic populism. However, Kristal's endorsement of populist 

politics is only conditional. Kristol' s brand of populist politics is not rooted in a belief 

that each voice must be heard or is entitled to affect government policy. Instead, Kristal 

cynically views populist politics as a means to give legitimacy to the political ends of a 

new conservative intellectual elite, which will determine what is to be and not to be asked 

of voters. Those political ends are to overturn the achievements of modem liberalism in 

the United States over the last three hundred years. 

What is implicit in the writings of the three Straussian authors is a sense of 

indulgent self-importance and a contempt for democracy. When one reads Bloom or 

Strauss, one gets the sense, as a reader, of being patronized. Both Bloom and Strauss 

imply that, somehow, their reading of Platonic political philosophy (and their mastering 

of it) has sheltered them from being duped by liberal democracy. If one dares to question 

their interpretation of the ancients, the Straussians label such criticism as simply a faulty 

misreading of the true intent of the ancients' statements. As a result, as Stephen Holmes 

argues, it becomes difficult for there to be any general consensus amongst scholars that 
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contradicts any Straussian interpretation of an ancient text. 3 Any time such consensus is 

to be found, Straussians can quickly dismiss it by claiming that the ancient author 

succeeded in his attempts to mislead his audience. By making such a quick dismissal, the 

Straussians inherently maintain an artificial hierarchy between those who are qualified to 

read the ancients and those who are not. This artificial hierarchy spills into how 

Straussians see fit to govern societies. Not only do the Straussians claim superiority over 

their scholarly colleagues, but they also claim to be the authority to best counsel the 

gentleman ruler, apart from the vulgar masses. This is why Straussians find democracy, 

in its current modem liberal context, to be so troublesome; it prevents them from 

asserting their rightful superiority over others. 

Strauss and his vision of a "mature philosopher" training his students as "puppies" 

underlines this tendency of Straussians to be radically hierarchical.4 The mature 

philosopher becomes a figure that is beyond approach. The use of the metaphor of 

"puppies" in order to describe students implies that students must be what good puppies 

ought to be: adoring of their masters and full of blind loyalty. One can easily see how 

potentially destructive the nature of this relationship can be on academic study and the 

pursuit of truth. The heroic worship of a scholar or philosopher is just as likely to be as 

mythical as any myths the Straussian philosopher can conjure. Such worship is also 

burdensome on its targeted philosopher, by making him a two-dimensional human being. 

Human beings only become third-dimensional when people recognize the faults of others, 

but can respect and admire them anyway. Students can still admire and respect their 

teachers without believing that their teachers are infallible. Strauss' articulation of the 

3 Holmes, The Anatomy of Illiberalism. 75. 
4 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing. 36. 
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mature philosopher appears to discount the possibility that the student might exceed the 

talents and wisdom of the master. 

This is not to suggest that Bloom or Kristol are Strauss' puppies, although 

Straussians are sensitive to the charge that they are their own cult. What the writings of 

Bloom and Kristol illustrate is how Strauss' theoretical articulation of the mature 

philosopher is to be both applied to contemporary politics and university campuses. 

Bloom and Kristol adopt similar positions on the need for the privileged philosophers to 

counsel the gentleman ruler. They also share similar goals in trying to transform 

university campuses into breeding grounds for a new conservative intellectual elite, ready 

to counsel the gentleman ruler. The consequences of Bloom and Kristol' s goals are 

inevitably undemocratic, because they aim to discount any input or meaningful 

participation from the majority of society's citizens. Their aim to make the United States 

more aristocratic has the potential of making the United States more mediocre. By 

drawing only on the talents of a chosen few, and actively excluding the many, Straussians 

hinder the chances of new possibilities being realized by future scholars and citizens. 

The view that the ownership of truth should be in the domain of a select few is 

one that all three authors endorse. All three authors warn their readers about western 

liberal society's current descent into nihilism, due to the cultural pluralism now inherent 

in liberal democracies such as the United States. If nihilism is defined as the degree to 

which individuals cannot genuinely discriminate between good and bad, right or wrong, 

then one must ask if individuals living under a Straussian schema of how society is to be 

constructed would be less likely to suffer such a nihilistic fate as the Straussians believe 

the West is destined to experience. I respectfully submit that the Straussians and their 
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solutions are not likely to reduce any threat of nihilism, if any risk does exist. Instead, 

the risk of nihilism is increased. Apparently, the three authors seem content with the 

notion that individuals decide what is good or bad by what the gentleman ruler tells them 

to think is good or bad. 

Certainly, political leadership is required from time to time in liberal democracies 

to give moral guidance on complex issues. However, the Straussians are wrong to suggest 

that political leadership on moral issues is best achieved with a top-down approach. The 

civil rights movement is a prime example of how people can be led and persuaded to 

adopt attitudes that are now defined as morally right in opposition to morally rephrensible 

views or policies such as racial segregation. But the success of the American civil rights 

movement was not achieved because a select few decreed to the citizenry that it is wrong 

to discriminate based on an individual's race. Rather, citizens became engaged with each 

other in an on-going dialogue about the moral implications of segregation. Individuals 

had to face their own prejudices, consider their merits, and come to a genuine conclusion 

that those prejudices needed to be withdrawn, in order for the civil rights movement to 

succeed. The ruling elites in Washington then responded to the citizenry's dialogue on 

race relations with the federal civil rights legislation of the 1960's.5 

It behooves the Straussian movement ( and the neoconservative movement that is 

associated with it) to portray liberal society as more nihilistic than it actually is or to even 

hope nihilism actually does crash liberal society. One must recall how Bloom openly 

5 Breckemidge, United States Govermnent and Politics. 72. Breckemidge accredits groups such as the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for putting the issue of civil rights 
for African-Americans onto the national stage, which led to Congress passing the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
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concedes, that "[ n ]ihilism is a dangerous but a necessary and a possibly salutary stage in 

human history."6 So rather than fearing nihilism, Straussians, such as Bloom, appear to 

hold an implicit faith that nihilism will flourish. One can only speculate on the motives 

behind the hopes of the Straussians on this matter. A possible hypothesis could be simply 

that if enough citizens come to believe that their society is in moral decay, the Straussians 

believe that the citizenry will have no other recourse but to look towards the new 

philosophers for guidance and leadership; then, the revitalization of classical natural right 

that Strauss argued for would be realized. 

Bloom is absolutely correct when he suggests that such a nihilistic phase may be 

dangerous. However, Bloom misses the point on what makes it so dangerous. It is 

dangerous because it can lead to unpredictable results, despite the hopes that such a phase 

may be salutary for humankind in the end. A student of Straussian thought can easily 

point to the one example, to which Strauss and Bloom constantly refer, as proof of how 

unpredictably dangerous a total breakdown of society can be: the Weimar Republic. 

What Straussians overlook is that the Germans of Weimar faced economic hardships and 

the decline of social conditions resulting from their defeat in the First World War. It is 

not solely (if at all) the liberal nature of the Weimar Republic and its freedoms that can 

be blamed for the rise of Nazism. The lesson of Weimar exemplifies how people can be 

driven to political extremism and irrationality, when faced with the possibility of total 

collapse. 

All three authors: Strauss, Bloom and Kristol, espouse the view that it is 

incumbent on a small elite of rulers or philosophers to provide illusions to avoid such a 

6 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind. 198. 
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total collapse. What the example of Weimar shows us is that political illusions do not 

necessarily prevent political extremism or irrationalism. Instead, such extremism feeds on 

such illusions. It is precisely why it is so striking how Strauss declares in Natural Right & 

History that states may need to define "subversive elements" within its own borders in 

order to survive.7 Liberal democracies, in the modem egalitarian sense, cannot survive if 

segments of its population are constantly at war with each other. Hierarchies of 

citizenship will begin to form. Some citizens will begin to enjoy more rights than others, 

under the guise or illusion of classic natural right. Meanwhile, the ruling elite will pick 

and choose out of new fabrications, to define the new threats that need to be conquered. 

Like Germany, it is very plausible that such a society will wake up from its illusionary 

dreams in order to find itself in a nightmarish reality of being destroyed both externally 

and internally. This is a possible consequence of pro-active conservatism. Eventually, the 

Straussian model may create the monstrous society it is supposed to repel. 

7 Strauss, Natural Right & History. 160. 
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