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 Leo Strauss Disenchantment

 with Secular Society

 Leora Batnitzky

 In 1941, a German-Jewish 6migr6 teaching at the New School for
 Social Research, Leo Strauss, published his programmatic essay, "Perse-
 cution and the Art of Writing." In it, he sought to describe what he
 would later term "a forgotten type of writing." Strauss is of course now
 famous (or infamous) for his claims that the writers of the past wrote
 with a double intention, one meant for the masses and one meant for the
 intellectual elite. The former, Strauss claims, reflects the "exoteric"
 meaning of the great philosophical texts of the past, while the latter
 reflects the deeper, "esoteric" meaning. Often, Strauss's analysis is read
 as an attempt to show that the great religious figures of the past were
 actually atheists and not true religious believers. In this light, esoteric
 writing enables the authors of the past to conceal their atheism and
 Strauss to conceal his own atheism and disdain for the masses who can-
 not reach the ultimate truth of atheism.1 Paradoxically, however, Ameri-
 can neo-conservative Christian thinkers also believe that Strauss offers a

 defense of Christian civilization.2 While the atheistic reading of Strauss
 embraces Strauss's exoteric contention that reason and revelation are

 1. For a strong reading of this position, see Shadia B. Drury, The Political Ideas of
 Leo Strauss (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1988).

 2. See, for instance, Douglas Kries, "On Leo Strauss's Understanding of the Natu-
 ral Law Theory of Thomas Aquinas," The Thomist 57.2 (1993): 216 as well as John Fin-
 nis, Natural Law and Natural Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980) 8. More generally,
 see Ernest L. Fortin, The Birth of Philosophic Christianity (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Lit-
 tlefield, 1996). An important exception to this reading of Strauss is Clark A. Merrill's
 "Leo Strauss's Indictment of Christian Philosophy," Review of Politics 62.1 (Winter
 2000): 77-105, that is discussed below.

 106
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 Leora Batnitzky 107

 fundamentally incommensurable as masking an "esoteric" atheistic posi-
 tion, the Christian conservative reading of Strauss believes that his
 claim about the incommensurability of reason and revelation ultimately
 points to the achievement of a productive synthesis between reason and
 revelation in America that modern Europe failed to produce.3

 Pace both of these readings of Strauss, I argue that Strauss's intellec-
 tual concern is not a defense of atheism or Christian civilization, but
 rather, a critique of so-called "secular" society. While one school of
 thought puts Strauss in the service of defending Christian civilization,
 another school attempts to vilify or glorify Strauss as a more politically
 astute Nietzsche. These contradictory approaches miss what is important
 for understanding Strauss as a modern thinker, which is his philosophi-
 cally agnostic, yet morally motivated critique of the atheistic presupposi-
 tion of secular society. Beyond the biographical questions that preoccupy
 those who wish to claim Strauss in the service of various ideological posi-
 tions (conservative and liberal alike), Strauss's thought contains an impor-
 tant critique of secular society. It should be considered by those who wish
 to better understand the complicated historical and theological relation-
 ships between Jewish, Christian, and Islamic thought, which continue to
 contribute to the complex political-theological conundrums of modern life.

 I suggest that Strauss's problem is like the paradox of the atheist's dis-
 enchantment with atheism. But unlike Max Weber who concludes that

 the disenchanted atheist has no way out of the iron cage of reason except
 perhaps through arbitrary decisionism, Strauss's atheistic dis-enchant-
 ment is also a religiously partisan argument for the superiority of one
 form of religious life over another. By suggesting that there is a broad
 affinity between Jewish and Islamic medieval rationalism, Strauss
 defends a conception of Jewish monotheism while criticizing what he
 understands as the secular after-effects of Christian civilization. Strauss's

 defense of Judaism and his implicit criticism of Christian civilization
 and its "secular" after-effects are triangulated in his arguments about the
 unacknowledged cultural contribution of Islam to western culture.

 Strauss was not the first German-Jewish thinker to use arguments
 about Islam to criticize Christian culture. Nineteenth-century figures
 like Abraham Geiger and Salomon Munk were pioneers in the aca-
 demic study of Islam whose claims about Islam elevated the status of
 Judaism within German culture. But whereas Strauss's German-Jewish

 3. For the specific claim about the American founding see Harry Jaffa, Crisis of the
 House Divided (Chicago: U Chicago P, 1959).
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 108 Strauss Disenchantment

 predecessors had emphasized an affinity between Jewish and Islamic
 thought in order to assert the confluence between Judaism and rational
 culture, and hence, the possibility of a "contemporary" German-Jewish
 symbiosis, Strauss takes the rational confluence between Judaism and
 Islam one step further by using arguments about Islamic rationalism to
 implicate Christian theology in the rise of so-called "secularism" and
 what Strauss claims is the coterminous collapse of rational culture.
 Essentially, the nineteenth-century German-Jewish "discovery of Islam"
 propelled arguments for the possibility of a German-Jewish symbiosis
 and a universal, rational culture, while Strauss's twentieth-century
 claims about Islam support his view that such aspirations are not only
 delusional but are symptomatic of what he claims is the rational decay
 intrinsic to modernity's intellectual commitment to secularism.

 However, before turning to Strauss's specific arguments, it is important
 to note that Strauss rarely uses the term "secularism" and even when he
 does, he often criticizes it as a term.4 Strauss's ambivalence about the term

 "secular" provides an important clue into what I call his disenchantment
 with secular society. For Strauss, the term "secular" implies the extinguish-

 ment of the possibility of revelation because it is premised on the under-
 standing that the truth claims of religion are no longer valid. In contrast,
 Strauss contends that "secularism" more properly reflects a "revolution [..
 .] on the plane of rational thought" that denies this philosophic possibility
 and not an end to the possibility of the truth of divine revelation.5 In this
 context, Strauss challenges secular intellectuals to consider whether the
 atheism intrinsic to secular society is philosophically coherent, not only for

 religious believers, but also, perhaps paradoxically, for atheists themselves.

 Part I: The German-Jewish Discovery of Islam
 In his now classic study Orientalism, Edward Said documented the

 nineteenth-century Europeans' attempt to objectify Islam.6 However, as
 Martin Kramer recently noted in the important collection he edited, The
 Jewish Discovery of Islam, "Said [. . .] made no reference at all to the
 emergence or role of Jewish scholars" in his effort to understand the

 4. See for instance Strauss's long footnote in his chapter on Weber in Natural Right
 and History (Chicago: U Chicago P, 1953) 60-61; note 22. I discuss this note in the con-
 clusion. See also Leo Strauss, "The Three Waves of Modernity," in An Introduction to
 Political Philosophy (Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1989) 81-98. Strauss speaks more loosely
 about "secularism" in some of his late lectures on Judaism. See Jewish Philosophy and the
 Crisis ofModernity, ed. Kenneth Hart Green (New York: State UP, 1997).

 5. This quotation is from Strauss's comments about Weber in Natural Right and
 History 61. They will be discussed further.

 6. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).
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 Leora Batnitzky 109
 development of Western views of Islam.7 Kramer, along with a number
 of his contributors, complicate Said's story by claiming that the Jewish
 interest in Islam does not represent a cultural conspiracy to discredit Islam
 and its environs, rather, it is a complex way in which Jews tried to inte-
 grate themselves into German society. As Kramer states, "the message was
 straightforward: Jews had helped to bring the civilization of medieval
 Islam to its apex. Given the chance, they could do the same for the civili-
 zation of modern Europe."8 Students of German-Jewish thought will rec-
 ognize the rhetorical strategy that Kramer suggests German-Jewish
 "Orientalists" used to make arguments about Islam that reflected their con-

 temporary cultural and political concerns. Much of the German-Jewish
 thinking from Moses Mendelssohn onwards attempted to answer the ques-
 tion concerning the historical contribution of Judaism to western civiliza-
 tion in general and German culture in particular and therefore what could
 be done in the "present." Setting aside the question of how Said's concep-
 tion of "orientalism" might be rethought in the German-Jewish study of
 Islam, I would like to suggest that the German context, in which the Jew-
 ish "Orientalists" worked, should not be viewed simply as "European," as
 might be implied by Said's analysis. Instead, "Europe" as a construct, is
 entangled in, among other things, its Christian historical and political set-

 tings, and it is also made more complex by its relation to Judaism.

 Abraham Geiger, the father of the German-Jewish Reform move-
 ment, developed a view of Islam that can help us to appreciate the
 knots in this entanglement. Geiger's approach to Islam set the agenda
 for the German-Jewish study of Islam and consequently, a number of
 German-Jewish "Orientalists," who are of particular importance to
 Strauss, such as Moritz Steinschneider, Salomon Munk, Harry Wolf-
 son, and especially Paul Kraus, Strauss's brother-in-law.9 Geiger

 7. Martin Kramer, The Jewish Discovery of Islam (Tel Aviv: The Moshe Dayan
 Center, 1999) 2. Bernard Lewis first made the point about the Jewish interest in Islam in
 an article from 1969, "The Pro-Islamic Jews," that can be found in Bernard Lewis, Islam
 in History: Ideas, People, and Events in the Middle East (Chicago: Open Court, 1993).

 8. Kramer 5.

 9. Here I do not discuss Strauss's philological claims about these figures, nor do I
 analyze or even acknowledge fully the depth and breadth of Geiger's and Strauss's study
 of Islam. For the former, see Jacob Lassner's very helpful "Abraham Geiger: A Nine-
 teenth-Century Jewish Reformer on the Origins of Islam," The Jewish Discovery of Islam,
 103-135. For the depth of Strauss's interest and knowledge, see Joel L. Kraemer, "The
 Death of an Orientalist: Paul Kraus from Prague to Cairo," The Jewish Discovery ofl slam
 181-223. Special attention should be given to appendix 2, "The Kraus Papers and Library"
 208-210 where Kraemer recounts Strauss's attempt to retrieve a German translation of
 Alfarabi, dictated to him by Kraus, after Kraus's suicide in 1944. Kraus was one of the
 most gifted 20th-century scholars of Islam. Strauss also published significant essays on
 medieval Islamic philosophy in 1936, 1937, 1945, 1953, 1954, 1957, and 1975. I mention
 briefly his 1936 essay but I only discuss the most basic point of his interpretation of medi-
 eval Islamic philosophy as it relates to his own German-Jewish background.
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 110 Strauss's Disenchantment

 regarded medieval Spain as a golden age where Jews and Judaism
 flourished precisely because of their Islamic environment.l0 But Gei-
 ger's interest in Islam was more than historical. His prize-winning dis-
 sertation at the University of Marburg, What did Muhammad borrow
 from Judaism?11, attempted to prove the simple claim that Islam
 derives from Judaism. It follows that it is an obvious fact (although it is
 often denied by Geiger's Christian colleagues) that Christianity and
 Jesus in particular, borrowed a great deal from Judaism.12 Geiger's
 claims about Judaism's influence on Islam and Christianity are concep-
 tually related to his commitment to a functional German-Jewish symbi-
 osis. Geiger contends that the study of the science of Judaism can only
 be a history of "spiritual achievements" because "it is precisely to its
 independence from political status that Judaism owes its survival." Thus
 Geiger links his non-political view of Judaism with a commitment to
 the German national cause:

 the Germans were able to give birth to the greatest discoveries [...]
 to the free spirit of the Reformation and to the glory of a literature of
 world-wide import. It is our wish that the new united Reich, led by
 its imperial dynasty, may be able to record similar achievements.13

 Geiger's understanding of Judaism's spiritual accomplishments went
 hand in hand with his efforts to rid his contemporary Judaism of any
 notion of collective politics or messianic hope. Geiger correctly recog-
 nized that from the perspectives of Judaism and Jewish history, only the
 existence of a synagogue state could undermine the German state. His
 assertions about Judaism's "spiritual achievement" are directly con-
 nected to his affirmation of German political liberalism - as defined

 10. For a discussion of the German-Jewish historiographical interest in a golden age
 of Spain, see Ismar Schorsch, From Text to Context (Hanover, NH: UP New England,
 1985) 71-92.

 11. Was hat Mohammed aus dem judenthume aufgenommen? (Bonn: F. Baaden,
 1833), translated as Judaism and Islam, trans. F.M. Young (Madras: Printed at the
 M.D.C.S.P.C.K. Press, 1898) and reprinted (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1970).

 12. See Susannah Heschel, Abraham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus (Chicago: U Chi-
 cago P, 1998).

 13. "A General Introduction to the Science of Judaism," Abraham Geiger and Lib-
 eral Judaism: The Challenge of the Nineteenth Century, ed. Max Weiner (Philadelphia:
 The Jewish Publication Society, 1962) 155. These lectures were originally delivered by
 Geiger at the Academy for the Science of Judaism in Berlin between 1872 and 1874. They
 are published in full in Abraham Geiger, Nachgelassene Schriften, ed. Ludwig Geiger
 (Hildesheim; New York: G. Olms, 1999).
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 Leora Batnitzky 111

 by the privatization of religious faith within a neutral political order -
 for Jews and Germans alike.

 Although he would become a defender of specific American liberal,
 political institutions,14 Strauss was a critic of the philosophical, theolog-
 ical, and political premises of the liberalism that Geiger championed.
 Specifically, Strauss questioned the German-Jewish liberal assumption
 that "the German state (to say nothing of German society or culture)
 was or ought to be neutral to the difference between Christians and

 Jews or between non-Jews and Jews."15 In spite of this striking differ-
 ence between Strauss and Geiger that I will pursue further, the impor-
 tance of Islam as a placeholder in Strauss's academic and political
 thought parallels the importance of Islam as a placeholder in Geiger's
 thought. While a number of nineteenth-century German-Jewish "Orien-
 talists" followed Geiger and utilized the study of Islam for the contem-
 porary purposes of the Jewish-liberal agenda, Strauss utilized the study
 of Islam for analyzing what was wrong in and what went wrong with
 both German culture in general and German-Jewish notions of Judaism
 in particular. Strauss's implicit criticism of the Spanish golden age as a
 model for a nineteenth century is by no means merely an academic
 argument, German-Jewish symbiosis is linked to his political judgment
 about the fate of both German Jewry and the German society. As
 Strauss states in his preface to the English translation of his 1930 edi-

 tion of Spinoza s Critique of Religion in 1962:

 While the German Jews were politically in a more precarious situation
 than the Jews in any other Western country, they originated 'the sci-
 ence of Judaism,' the historical-critical study by Jews of the Jewish
 heritage. The emancipation of the Jews in Germany coincided with the
 greatest epoch of German thought and poetry, with the epoch in which
 Germany was the foremost country in thought and poetry. One cannot
 help comparing the period of German Jewry with the period of Spanish
 Jewry. The greatest achievements of Jews during the Spanish period
 were partly rendered possible by the fact that Jews became open to the
 influx of Greek thought, which was understood to be Greek only acci-
 dentally. During the German period, however, the Jews became open
 to the influx of German thought, of the thought of the particular nation
 in the midst of which they lived - of a thought which was understood

 14. See, for instance, Strauss's introduction to The City and Man (Chicago: U Chi-
 cago P, 1978).

 15. "Preface," Spinoza s Critique of Religion, trans. E. M. Sinclair (Chicago: U Chi-
 cago P, 1965) 4.
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 112 Strauss s Disenchantment

 to be German essentially: the political dependence was also spiritual
 dependence. This was the core of the predicament of German Jewry.16

 Strauss's understanding of the predicament of German Jewry extends to
 what he calls "the weakness of liberal democracy in Germany" which
 led to "the only regime [...] which had no other clear principle except
 murderous hatred of the Jews." 17

 While describing a summary of his mature philosophy, as well as its
 subsequent and contradictory interpretations, Strauss states that Weimar
 Germany was "the sorry spectacle of justice without a sword or of jus-

 tice unable to use the sword."'18 Liberal critics and illiberal admirers of
 Strauss might read this statement as a testament to Strauss's
 Nietzschean or Machievellian motives, while American neo-conserva-
 tives might take the statement as an indication of Strauss's abiding
 interest in resurrecting a notion of natural law and the theories of just
 war that accompany it. However, in light of the fact that the preface to

 Spinoza 's Critique of Religion is certainly Strauss's most autobiograph-
 ical text, it would behoove us to ascribe more significance to Strauss's
 characterization of Weimar for the context of his description of the aca-
 demic commitments and political predicament of German Jewry.
 Strauss's description of Weimar as the "sorry spectacle of justice with-
 out a sword" is neither an affirmation of a Nietzschean will to power,
 nor an avowal of the Catholic tradition of natural law; instead, it con-
 cerns what he claims is the intellectual weakness of German and Jew-

 ish liberalism with regard to law. Within his philosophical framework,
 Strauss contrasts Weimar's problematic relation to law with medieval
 Islamic philosophy, which, he suggests, presents a superlative model of
 a rational approach to law. Strauss maintains that liberal-German, athe-
 istic notions of culture have no concept of law and that this flaw is
 connected to what he contends is the demise of rational thought in the
 modern world. Strauss's contention is based upon his critique of atheis-
 tic, secular society, in which he not only criticizes atheism as a cul-
 tural assumption, but he also claims that Christian theology is the
 intellectual root of secular atheism. Like those of his nineteenth-cen-

 tury German-Jewish predecessors, Strauss's contentions about Islam are
 the key to unraveling his implicit claims about Christian civilization

 16. "Preface," Spinoza 's Critique 3.
 17. "Preface," Spinoza s Critique 6.
 18. "Preface," Spinoza 's Critique 1.
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 Leora Batnitzky 113

 and post-Christian Germany. We now turn to them.

 Part II: Strauss's Discovery oflslam
 Looking back on Strauss's work in Germany, France, England, and

 then the U.S. throughout the 1930s and the 1940s, it is easy to con-
 clude that there were at least two very different scholarly personae: one
 was concerned with medieval Jewish philosophy, and the other was
 occupied by the history of western political thought. Indeed, most
 scholars have embraced this two-personae view of Strauss. Further-
 more, most have been interested in the latter persona of Strauss and rel-
 egated the former persona to Strauss's seemingly quaint, if not
 provincial origins as a German-Jew.19 However, Strauss's early "Ger-
 man" concern with medieval Jewish philosophy and his mature "Ameri-
 can" contention that secular modernity is symptomatic of a rational,
 moral, and political decay are of a piece and they are connected by the

 political implications of Strauss 's interest in medieval Islamic philoso-
 phy. This connection becomes evident in one of Strauss's first lectures

 in United States that he gave as a German-Jewish 6migr6.
 Strauss began his American career at the New School for Social

 Research where he tried to account for the intellectual roots to the rise

 of National Socialism. In 1941, he delivered a lecture entitled "German
 Nihilism" to his colleagues at the New School. In it, Strauss described
 this intellectual starting point as the "depreciation and contempt of rea-
 son." Strauss claimed that this "contempt of reason" stems from the
 atheism intrinsic to modemrn society. For Strauss, so-called "secularism"
 is far from the pinnacle of reason; instead, it fractures the critical func-
 tion of reason itself. Cleverly, Strauss's description of "German Nihil-

 ism" also functioned as a subtle critique of his German-Jewish 6migr6
 colleagues' competing theories of National Socialism. Strauss contends
 that leftist and liberal critics of National Socialism assume that they can

 19. Recent exceptions to this approach are Leo Strauss: the Early Writings (1921-
 1932), trans. and ed. Michael Zank (Albany, NY: SUNY P, 2002) and Jewish Philosophy
 and the Crisis of Modernity, ed. and intro. Kenneth Hart Green (Albany, NY: SUNY P,
 1997) as well as Green's seminal 1993 study Jew and Philosopher: The Return to Mai-
 monides in the Jewish Thought of Leo Strauss (Albany, NY: SUNY P, 1993). The most
 promising book on the relation between Strauss's Jewish and political thought is the forth-
 coming study by Eugene R. Sheppard of Brandeis University. Sheppard's dissertation,
 "Leo Strauss and the Politics of Exile" (PhD Diss., Univ. California, Los Angeles, 2001) is
 an extremely illuminating discussion of Strauss's intellectual development from his early
 years in Germany to his arrival in New York.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.219.134 on Sat, 02 Jan 2021 20:48:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 114 Strauss's Disenchantment

 refute something without completely understanding it. As he puts it,
 "one cannot refute what one has not thoroughly understood."20 What
 needs to be understood about National Socialism and the strand of

 thought that Strauss calls "German Nihilism" is its moral motive. Thus,
 Strauss repeats a claim that he made in his 1932 review of Carl
 Schmitt's The Concept of the Political. Strauss alleged that Schmitt
 hadn't understood the moral motive of his own work and consequently,
 Strauss found Schmitt to be too liberal - a claim that Strauss's subse-

 quent liberal critics continue to find particularly audacious. 21

 In spite of the abundant rhetoric that accompanies the discussion of
 Strauss's intellectual relationship to Schmitt, one cannot fully under-
 stand Strauss's moral criticism of "German nihilists" without refer-

 ring to his alternative notion of politics and morality that is based on
 Strauss's unique reading of medieval Islamic philosophy. In the lec-
 ture, "German Nihilism," Strauss does not mention Islam, but the
 interpretation of medieval Islamic philosophy that he developed in
 Weimar corresponds directly to the concept of "civilization" that
 appears in this lecture. He claims "German Nihilism" rejects civiliza-
 tion as "the conscious culture of human reason, i.e. science and mor-
 als."22 For Strauss, the relation between "science and morals"
 concerns the relation between philosophy and law, which is the sub-
 ject of his second major book that was published in 1935 under that
 very same title. In Philosophy and Law, Strauss argued for the impor-
 tance of Islamic philosophy for recovering medieval Jewish philoso-
 phy.23 It is important to note that Philosophy and Law is a transitional
 work for Strauss. Spinoza 's Critique of Religion was Strauss's first
 major book and Philosophy and Law his second. They are also the
 only two books that Strauss originally published in Germany (of
 course, in German). In the latter book, Strauss argues that philosophy
 and revelation are fundamentally irreconcilable, although they can be

 20. "German Nihilism," Interpretation 26.3 (Spring 1999): 362.
 21. "Anmerkungen zu Carl Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen." Archivfiir Sozial-

 wissenschaft und Sozialpolitik 67.6 (Aug.-Sept. 1932): 732-749. Stephen Holmes's The
 Anatomy ofAntiliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1993) is perhaps the most blatant exam-
 ple of a political critique of Strauss for his intellectual consideration of Schmitt's thought.

 22. "German Nihilism" 364-365.

 23. Philosophie und Gesetz: Beitrage zum Verstaindnis Maimunis und seiner Vor-
 laufer (Berlin: Schocken, 1935), also in Leo Strauss Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Heinrich
 Meier, Band 2, Philosophie und Gesetz Friihe Schriften (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1997), hereaf-
 ter cited as GS 2.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.219.134 on Sat, 02 Jan 2021 20:48:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Leora Batnitzky 115

 properly coordinated once this irreconcilability is recognized.24
 Strauss suggests that the recovery of medieval Jewish philosophy via
 Islamic philosophy would have important implications for the self-per-
 ception of Jews living in Germany in the 1930s.

 The first three essays of Philosophy and Law specifically target Julius
 Guttmann's The Philosophy of Judaism.25 It is not incidental that Gutt-
 mann was Strauss's supervisor at the Academy for the Science of Juda-

 ism [Akademie fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums], where Strauss
 edited Moses Mendelssohn's papers, while writing Philosophy and Law.
 I want to suggest that Strauss's criticism of Guttmann should be read as
 a critique of the enterprise of "the science of Judaism." While he was
 deeply committed to the philological methods of Wissenschaft [sci-
 ence], Strauss was increasingly critical of the German philosophical
 assumptions embedded within the enterprise of Wissenschaft des Juden-
 tums [the science of Judaism]. For Strauss, a re-reading of medieval
 Islamic philosophy was the antidote to specifically these faulty German
 philosophical assumptions.26

 The first and third essays from Philosophy and Law implicitly link
 Guttmann's account of medieval Jewish philosophy and nineteenth-cen-
 tury Jewish interpretations of Islam.27 Drawing on the unpublished
 work of his brother-in-law, Paul Kraus, Strauss claims that the study of
 Alfarabi and Averroes makes possible a different and truer reading of
 medieval Jewish philosophy than Guttmann presents.28 Strauss equates
 Guttmann's liberal assumptions about "culture" with his philosophical

 24. In Philosophy and Law, Strauss still had not made his mature claims about eso-
 teric writing. They are found in his 1941 essay, "Persecution and the Art of Writing." As I
 have suggested, this claim is accompanied by an even stronger argument for the impor-
 tance of medieval Islamic philosophy, to which we will turn in the next section. Strauss
 anticipates parts of his arguments in "Persecution and the Art of Writing" in an essay that
 was written in 1939 but published posthumously. See "Exoteric Teaching," ed. Kenneth
 Hart Green Interpretation: A Journal ofPolitical Philosophy 14.1 (1986): 51-59.

 25. Julius Guttmann, Die Philosophie des Judentums (Munich: E. Reinhardt, 1933).
 26. Perhaps it is significant that in spite of his emphasis on medieval Spain, Geiger

 does not explore medieval Jewish philosophy in depth. At the same time, however, Gei-
 ger's close associate, Salomon Munk (1805-1867), made his career in France and became
 the leading nineteenth-century interpreter of medieval Jewish philosophy.

 27. See, in particular Strauss's comments about Moritz Steinschneider in the notes
 of the third essay. In "Quelques remarques sur la science politique de Ma'monide et de
 Farabi," from 1936, Strauss extensively discusses the implications of Munk's translation
 of Maimonides, as well as the work of Steinschneider and Kraus.

 28. Philosophie und Gesetz in GS 2: 58, emphasis in the original, trans, by Eve
 Adler in Philosophy and Law (New York: SUNY P, 1995) 68 and 141.
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 116 Strauss s Disenchantment

 assumption that philosophy and revelation at bottom reflect that same
 "field of culture." Against this view, Strauss argues that the medieval
 Islamic and Jewish philosophers did not understand "religion" as "a
 'field of validity,' nor as a 'turn of consciousness,' least of all as a
 'field of culture,' but as law."29 For Strauss, civilization is defined as
 the "the conscious culture of human reason, i.e. science and morals,"
 and is the conscious culture of the relation between philosophy and law.
 In his seemingly archaic study of "the understanding of Maimonides
 and his Predecessors," which is the subtitle of Philosophy and Law,
 Strauss sought to point out what he considered the intellectual roots of
 what he later called the "sorry spectacle" of Weimar Germany.

 When he came to the United States, Strauss related these early claims
 about Islam, "German nihilism," and Jewish thought to a broader the-
 ory and critique of the after-effects of secular modernity. But before
 turning to Strauss's full-fledged criticism of atheistic, secular society, it
 is important to note that in Germany during the 1930s, Strauss joined
 his contentions about medieval Islamic philosophy to his commitment
 to political Zionism. Although he qualified his intellectual relationship
 to Zionism later,30 Strauss's early writing on Zionism expresses not
 only his political judgment of German Jewry but also the seeds of his
 more abstract analyses of medieval Islamic philosophy and the secular
 after-effects of medieval Christendom.

 It is noteworthy that Strauss's one published explicit reference to Gei-
 ger is in an early Zionist writing, published in Martin Buber's journal
 Der Jude in 1924, on the Orientalist and famous anti-Semite, Paul de
 Lagarde.31 Strauss begins this article by stating that "The Jew is in need
 of an extraordinary measure of reflectiveness [Reflektiertheit]," a reflec-
 tiveness that Strauss maintains liberal Judaism does not possess. Antici-
 pating his claim in "German Nihilism" that "one cannot refute what one
 has not thoroughly understood," Strauss attempts to understand rather
 than to dismiss Lagarde's anti-Semitic contentions. Referring specifi-
 cally to Geiger, Strauss summarizes Lagarde's view of the historical
 methods of liberal Jewish thinkers. Strauss agrees with Lagarde that
 Geiger's methods display a "political-apologetic tendency," which is "a

 29. Philosophie und Gesetz 47, emphasis in the original, Philosophy and Law 60.
 30. For Strauss's later qualifications, see the preface to Spinoza s Critique ofReligion.
 31. "Paul de Lagarde," Der Jude: Eine Monatsschrift (Berlin) 8.1 (Jan. 1924): 8-15;

 GS 2:323-331.
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 sign of a lack of seriousness."32 But Strauss does differentiate himself
 from Lagarde at the end of the article by stating that: "No sooner do
 they almost touch than they move apart - the radical moralism of the
 German hailing from Fichte, and the radical moralism of the Zionist
 writers and politicians who stand under entirely different influences."33
 The conclusion of Strauss's musings on Lagarde implies that the moral-
 ism of anti-Semitism must be met with the moralism of Zionism. And

 Strauss implies that when these two systems of morality meet, the moral
 underpinning of Zionism would have the upper hand.

 Why is political Zionism morally superior to German nationalism
 according to Strauss? Strauss once again takes a clue from Lagarde,
 whose position he summarizes as follows:

 The characteristic features of Judaism are its being devoid of reality
 [Entwirklichtheit] and its 'materialism.' What Lagarde understands as
 Jewish materialism is the putting of the law before spirit, of the fin-
 ished matter before process, and of culturedness [Gebildetheit] before
 the acquisition of culture [Bildung]. In the community that is material-
 istic and devoid of reality, and as its antithesis, there arises in the line
 of the prophets Jesus; he contrasts the election of Israel with the divine
 sonship of all human beings, the synagogue-state with the kingdom of
 God, descent from Abraham with spiritual rebirth. There is no recon-
 ciliation between Judaism and Christianity; Judaism is the anti-Chris-
 tian principle pure and simple.4

 Strauss accepts the dichotomy between Judaism and Christianity that
 Lagarde posits, but he transvalues Lagarde's valuation of it and sug-
 gests that in its very "materialism" and commitment to the priority of
 law Judaism is in fact superior to Christianity. In Philosophy and Law,
 Strauss makes the connection between his reading of the materialism in
 Jewish law and his claims about Islamic philosophy. Strauss writes:

 the Islamic and Jewish philosophers of the Middle Ages are 'more
 primitive' than the modern philosophers because they are guided not,
 like them, by the derived idea of natural right, but by the primary,
 ancient idea of law as a unified, total regimen of human life; in other

 words, because they are pupils of Plato and not pupils of Christians.35

 32. GS 2: 329, translated in Leo Strauss: The Early Writings 95. As in his criticism
 of Schmitt in 1932, Strauss agrees in 1924 with Lagarde's criticism of the neutrality of lib-
 eralism and "secularism," as expressed most clearly in its principle of tolerance.

 33. GS 2: 331; Leo Strauss: The Early Writings 97.
 34. GS 2: 327-28; Leo Strauss: The Early Writings 94.
 35. Philosophie und Gesetz 61; Philosophy and Law 73 and 141.
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 118 Strauss s Disenchantment

 Citing Georges de Lagarde's Recherches sur l'esprit politique de la
 Reforme in a footnote to this statement,36 Strauss highlights the difference

 between "primitive" Islamic and Jewish philosophy, on the one hand, and
 Christian philosophy, on the other, thereby anticipating his more mature

 contrast between ancient and modem political theory.37 Reversing the
 evaluations of both Paul de Lagarde and Georges de Lagarde, Strauss sug-
 gests that Islamic, Jewish, and ancient philosophy all properly respect the
 primacy of law for society and morality. In contrast, Strauss contends that
 Christianity and the modem state share a lack of concern for the central-
 ity of law within religion and society.38 It is by way of this disregard for
 law that Strauss connects Christianity and secularism.

 Part III: Strauss's Disenchantment with Secular Society
 Judaism's relation to the modern world remained a central question

 for Strauss. However, in his mature work Strauss extended what he ini-
 tially considered a Jewish problem into the problem of modernity
 itself. As he was no longer engaged with the politics of Zionism,
 Strauss also came to understand the problem of the modern state as the
 problem of atheistic secularism. In this context, we can appreciate the
 claims of Strauss's seminal essay from 1941, "Persecution and the Art
 of Writing," in which he discusses medieval Islamic philosophy.
 Although Strauss's essay on esoteric writing might appear archaic
 when compared to his lecture on the roots of National Socialism, they
 are, in fact, intellectually related. Their common theme is a criticism of
 atheistic society that is animated by Strauss's claims about the differ-
 ences between Judaism and Islam, on the one hand, and Christianity,
 on the other hand.

 In "Persecution and the Art of Writing" Strauss describes what he
 calls a "sociology of philosophy."39 Against prevailing notions of a

 36. Strauss cites Georges de Lagarde, Recherches sur l'esprit politique de la
 Reforme, (Paris: Editions A. Picard,1926) 52 ff. and 81 ff.

 37. See, in particular, Leo Strauss, Liberalism Ancient and Modern (New York:
 Basic Books, 1968).

 38. As Strauss puts it, "A confirmation of this is furnished by the way Averroism
 was received in the Christian world. One may with a certain right describe Christian Aver-
 roism as the forerunner of the modern conception of the state, but the original Averroism's
 conception of the state is ancient throughout." Strauss cites Legarde, Recherches sur
 l 'espiritpolitique de la Reforme 52 ff. and 81 ff.

 39. The term "sociology of knowledge" does not appear in the 1941 essay, but only
 in the 1952 book, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, 1952).
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 sociology of knowledge, Strauss attempts to rethink what he contends is
 the basic philosophical question, from Plato onward. This question is:
 what is the relationship between thought and society? In answering this
 question, Strauss distinguishes between Judaism and Islam on the one
 hand, and Christianity on the other. It is worth quoting Strauss at length:

 In most of the current reflections on the relation between philosophy
 and society, it is somehow taken for granted that philosophy always
 possessed political or social status [. . .] Here, we are touching on what,
 from the point of view of the sociology of philosophy, is the most
 important difference between Christianity on the one hand, and Islam
 as well as Judaism on the other. For the Christian, the sacred doctrine is
 revealed theology; for the Jew and the Muslim, the sacred doctrine is,
 at least primarily the legal interpretation of the Divine Law (talmud or
 fiqh). The sacred doctrine in the latter sense has, to say the least, much
 less in common with philosophy than the sacred doctrine in the former
 sense. It is ultimately for this reason that the status of philosophy was,
 as a matter of principle, much more precarious in Judaism and in Islam
 than in Christianity: in Christianity philosophy became an integral part
 of the officially recognized and even required training of the student of
 the sacred doctrine. This difference explains partly the eventual col-
 lapse of philosophic inquiry in the Islamic and in the Jewish world, a
 collapse which has no parallel in the Western Christian world.40

 Read out of context, one might think that Strauss's claim regarding the
 eventual collapse of philosophical inquiry in the Islamic and Jewish
 worlds is an accolade of Christianity and a critique Judaism and Islam.
 But the opposite is in fact the case. Strauss insists in this essay, as well
 as all the others in the book entitled Persecution and the Art of Writing,
 that the profundity of the Islamic and Jewish medieval philosophical tra-
 ditions resides in their assertion that reason and revelation are funda-

 mentally irreconcilable. In other words, for both traditions, philosophy
 as a way of life is fundamentally opposed to revelation as a way of life.
 By acknowledging the essential incommensurability of philosophy and
 revelation, medieval Islamic and Jewish philosophy also recognize the
 need to coordinate them politically. For Strauss, the eventual demise of
 philosophical inquiry in the Islamic and Jewish world, while regretta-
 ble, is not nearly as troubling as the fusion of revelation and philosophy
 in the medieval Christian world, and in the theology of Thomas Aquinas

 40. "Persecution and the Art of Writing," in Persecution and the Art of Writing
 (Chicago: U Chicago P, 1988) 18-19.
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 in particular. The demise of philosophy leaves Islamic and Jewish reve-
 lation intact. But equally important is that this demise also leaves the
 possibility of philosophy intact. As Strauss puts it:

 The precarious state of philosophy in Judaism as well as in Islam was
 not in every respect a misfortune for philosophy. The official recognition
 of philosophy in the Christian world made philosophy subject to ecclesi-
 astical supervision. The precarious position of philosophy in the Islamic-
 Jewish world guaranteed its private character and therewith its inner-
 freedom from supervision. The status of philosophy in the Islamic-Jew-
 ish world resembled in this respect its status in classical Greece.41

 In contrast to the Islamic-Jewish world, Strauss claims, the melding of
 revelation and philosophy in medieval Christendom destroyed the
 meanings of both revelation and philosophy.

 Strauss locates the invention of the possibility of an atheistic, secular
 society with Thomas Aquinas.42 To be sure, this is an odd claim at first
 glance, both as a general contention and as an interpretation of Strauss.
 Strauss is generally understood to consider Machiavelli's "anti-theologi-
 cal ire" as the intellectual source of modernity.43 Yet while Strauss
 strongly criticizes Machiavelli's thought, he also suggests that Machia-
 velli was correct in understanding the political weakness of Christian
 thought. As one recent commentator writes, Strauss "quietly agreed
 with Machiavelli's criticism of Christian scholasticism for having
 openly promulgated a teaching [. . .] that led men to aspire to transcend

 their need for law.'"44 And it is Aquinas's Christian scholasticism that
 first attempts to transcend the need for law, according to Strauss. Sim-
 ply put, Strauss's contention is that because Aquinas made philosophy
 the handmaiden of theology in his understanding of natural law, the
 Enlightenment followed Machiavelli's instrumentalization of philoso-
 phy and was eventually able to make theology the handmaiden of phi-
 losophy. Strauss maintains that in contrast to the medieval Christian

 41. "Persecution" 21.

 42. See Strauss's curious statement about Aquinas, Aristotle, and Heidegger in this
 connection, in "An Unspoken Prologue," now in Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of
 Modernity 450.

 43. "What is Political Philosophy," in What is Political Philosophy: And Other
 Studies (Chicago: U Chicago P, 1988) 44.

 44. "Leo Strauss's Indictment of Christian Philosophy" 98. Although he does not
 discuss Strauss's long term interest in Islam, Merrill rightly notes that "Strauss would
 probably have had no quarrel with Machiavelli or Hobbes had they been good Averroists
 or good Epicureans, but they were not." See footnote 37 above.
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 scholastics, the greatness of the Jewish and Islamic medieval philoso-
 phers was their recognition that revelation and philosophy can neither
 be synthesized (as in the Christian scholastic view of natural law) nor
 can they refute one another. Reason and revelation are therefore incom-
 mensurable. Revelation simply cannot be proven philosophically (and
 hence revelation cannot trump philosophy on its own terms) but revela-
 tion can also not be disproved philosophically (and hence philosophy
 cannot trump revelation on its own terms). By claiming that philosophy
 can and does lend philosophical support to revelation, medieval Chris-
 tian scholasticism opened up the door for the Enlightenment concep-
 tion of a far too overreaching "philosophy." As Strauss succinctly states,
 "modern philosophy emerged by way of transformation of, if in opposi-
 tion to, Latin or Christian scholasticism."45

 Due to the limited space, the questions concerning generalization in
 Strauss's historical account must be passed over in order to address the
 philosophical point that Strauss attempts to make. Strauss's main argu-
 ment is that medieval Christian theology replaced the Jewish under-
 standing of revelation as divine law with a synthesis of revelation and
 philosophy. In this sense, Christian scholasticism made revelation a
 matter of knowledge and not legislation.46 The overblown political and
 social status of philosophy in the modern period was made conceptu-
 ally possible, Strauss contends, by the initial Christian synthesis of
 reason and revelation, which disregarded the precarious relation
 between philosophy and law. This disregard ultimately led to the
 decline of philosophy in twentieth-century historicism that resulted

 45. "Preface to Isaac Husik, Philosophical Essays," Jewish Philosophy and the Cri-
 sis of Modernity 252.

 46. Whether this is an accurate description of Aquinas's position is open to debate.
 Strauss's view, however, does accord with Martin Luther's understanding of scholasti-
 cism. For a fascinating discussion of how Luther's view related to his attempt to rid the
 German university of the study of metaphysics, see lan Hunter Rival Enlightenments
 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001). Luther did not replace scholasticism with an alterna-
 tive understanding of law but instead with his view of Christian theology. Strauss also crit-
 icizes the Reformation because the Reformation moves even further from any concept of
 law. See for example Strauss's comment, "For there is a profound agreement between
 Jewish and Muslim thought on the one hand and ancient thought on the other: it is not the
 Bible and the Koran, but perhaps the New Testament, and certainly the Reformation and
 modern philosophy, which brought about the break with ancient thought." "Some
 Remarks on the Political Science of Maimonides and Farabi," trans. Robert Bartlett, Inter-
 pretation 18.1 (Fall 1990): 4-5. This essay was originally published in 1936, in French as
 "Quelques remarques sur la science politique de Malmonide et de Farabi," Revue des
 Etudes Juives 100: 1-37; now in GS 2:125-158.
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 from the inability of reason to meet the unrealistic standards set by
 Enlightenment thinkers. Again, leaving aside Strauss's historical
 account of this development, let us notice that philosophically Strauss
 accepts what he calls "radical historicism" as the logical consequence
 of modern philosophy.

 In the context of his claim that modern philosophy has imploded upon
 itself, Strauss attempts to rethink the possibility of a philosophical ratio-
 nalism. At the basis of Strauss's criticism of modern rationalism and

 what he asserts are its historicist after-effects is his contention that a

 fully philosophically justified law is unavailable. The perhaps negative
 insight that philosophy is necessarily limited when it comes to found-
 ing universal laws is for Strauss the basis of a true philosophical ratio-
 nalism.47 Philosophy can only play a critical role steering society by
 acknowledging its limited use for providing a foundation for law.
 Strauss suggests that modem atheism does not acknowledge the limita-
 tions of philosophy when it comes to founding (though not explicating)
 universal truths for all people. Philosophical atheism rests on, to use

 Strauss's words, "an unevident, arbitrary, or blind decision,"48 one that
 Strauss may have been happy to affirm in his personal life. However,
 because of this "blind decision," the atheist cannot philosophically
 claim a universalizable, rational ground for atheism and must therefore
 grant the possibility, if not for herself, than surely for others, of divine
 revelation. One might, in fact, understand this as Strauss's intellectual,
 as opposed to his personal position.

 The philosophical caution which Strauss counsels the atheist is also a
 moral one. The morality of "civilization" (of science and morality, phi-
 losophy and law, philosophy and society) is one of prudence: its aim is
 to forestall catastrophe. Against both Christian scholasticism and mod-
 ern Kantian claims, Strauss maintains that it is not possible to ascertain
 a morality and law whose foundations can be rationally grounded.
 Much to the consternation of his liberal critics, Strauss credits Carl
 Schmitt and those whom he calls "German nihilists" with implicitly,
 though not explicitly, recognizing the moral vacuum of secular society.
 But Strauss's point is that "German nihilism" does not have the intellec-
 tual or spiritual resources with which to respond to its own moral needs.

 47. Strauss makes this argument in many places, perhaps most significantly in Natu-
 ral Right and History and "The Law of Reason in the Kuzari," in Persecution and the Art
 of Writing.

 48. Natural Right and History 75.
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 Strauss's contention that the Enlightenment's notion of reason led to
 the fracture of reason is not unlike his more leftist colleagues' view at
 the New School in 1941. Strauss's position is different in his insis-
 tence that so-called "secularism" and indeed atheism are the roots for

 the demise of reason. As Strauss told Schmitt, his inability to recog-
 nize his own moral claim with regard to politics keeps him within the
 horizon of liberal modernity, by which Strauss means the atheistic, sec-
 ular worldview. Strauss prescribes a rethinking of the relation between
 philosophy and law (of science and morals, of philosophy and society)
 that requires both his leftist colleagues as well as the "German nihil-
 ists" to move away from what he claims are the Christian sources of
 modernity and toward what he maintains is a more "originary" Jew-
 ish, Islamic, and classical philosophical view of the relation between
 philosophy and law.

 Conclusion: Historical and Philosophical Implications
 It still remains to be determined what to make of Strauss's disenchant-

 ment with secular society and his corresponding interpretation of Islamic
 philosophy. Should Strauss's claims about Islam and secular society be
 understood as another act in the German-Jewish discovery of Islam
 since the bankruptcy of the original assimilationist telos? Was Strauss's
 insight into Islam (as well as Geiger's) a product of his complex Ger-
 man-Jewish historical context? Or, does Strauss's criticism of secular
 society have any critical value outside of its German-Jewish historical
 context? I would tentatively answer "yes" to all of these questions.

 As I have attempted to show, Strauss's academic interest in Islam, as
 well as the interest of his German-Jewish predecessors has particular
 political implications. It begins with his early work in Germany, contin-
 ues with his affirmation of political Zionism, and progresses into his
 mature, American career and his more developed criticism of secular
 modernity. Despite the important differences in political content,
 Strauss's suggestion in the 1930s that Christian civilization needs to be
 reconnected with its Jewish roots for the sake of both Christianity and
 world civilization has an important affinity with the goals of the nine-
 teenth-century proponents of the "science of Judaism." Like Geiger's
 experience, Strauss's discovery of Islam provides a contemporary cri-
 tique of Christian civilization as well as an argument about the true
 meaning of Judaism. Just as Geiger's discovery of Islam served to per-
 petuate his Jewish reformist agenda and its philological and historicist
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 commitments, Strauss's discovery of Islam also encouraged rethinking
 the historical sources and contemporary meaning of Judaism in the con-
 text of Strauss's disillusionment with German-Jewish liberalism.

 In order to appreciate Strauss as a thinker of modernity (regardless of
 one's ideological commitments), it is important to accord more author-
 ity to Strauss's intellectual associations and indebtedness to German-
 Jewish thought. In this context, Strauss is clearly not an intellectual
 defender of atheism, at least according to the ordinary claim that God
 does not exist. Instead, as I suggest, Strauss offers a critique of so-
 called secularism by defending medieval Jewish and Islamic philoso-
 phy and giving a not so unsubtle critique of Christianity and its secular
 aftereffects. The importance of the German-Jewish context for Strauss's
 concern with Islam allows us to question the contradictory receptions of
 Strauss as an advocate of either atheism or Christian conservatism. Both

 of these interpretations ignore the German-Jewish context of Strauss's
 work and assume a particularly Christian framework for thinking about
 Strauss. Indeed, the historical, as well as philosophical implication of
 Strauss's own analysis is that the strict dichotomy between atheist and
 believer (the two most dominant and contradictory interpretations of
 Strauss) is an after-effect of Christian civilization.

 Strauss criticizes the modern notion of atheism and suggests that "true
 atheism" is only possible in the context of theism. Strauss actually makes
 this argument against the other disenchanted atheist mentioned at the
 beginning of this essay, Max Weber. He makes this argument in what is
 considered his most American book, Natural Right and History. The
 reception of this book is beyond the scope of this essay, but I will con-
 clude by pointing out that while Strauss does not mention "Judaism" in
 Natural Right and History, his argument against Weber is the very same
 argument he makes for the importance of Jewish monotheism via his
 claims about medieval Islamic philosophy and for western civilization.

 The context for Strauss's discussion of Weber in Natural Right and

 History is the critique of Weber's view of social science. Written soon
 after joining the faculty at the University of Chicago, Strauss's discus-
 sion of Weber in Natural Right and History is not a throwback to his
 German past, rather, it is an argument against the dominant forces in the
 field of political science in the United States in the 1950s. As was the
 case with "Persecution and the Art of Writing," Strauss means to make
 a very contemporary point. Weber's problem, for Strauss, is that his
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 atheism is too comprehensive and subsequently less critical. This false
 comprehensiveness originates in Weber's inability to take the possibil-
 ity of revelation seriously. As Strauss puts it:

 Philosophy has to grant that revelation is possible. But to grant that
 revelation is possible means to grant that the philosophic life is not
 necessarily, not evidently, the right life. Philosophy, the life devoted to
 the quest for evident knowledge available to man as man, would rest
 on an unevident, arbitrary, or blind decision. This would merely con-
 firm the thesis of faith, that there is no possibility of consistency, of a
 consistent and thoroughly sincere life, without belief in revelation.
 The mere fact that philosophy and revelation cannot refute each other
 would constitute the refutation of philosophy by revelation.

 It was the conflict between revelation and philosophy or science in the
 full sense of the term and the implications of that conflict that led
 Weber to assert that the idea of science or philosophy suffers from a
 fatal weakness. He tried to remain faithful to the cause of autonomous

 insight, but he despaired when he felt that the sacrifice of the intellect,

 which is abhorred by science and philosophy, is at the bottom of sci-
 ence or philosophy.9

 From Strauss's perspective, Weber's atheistic disenchantment with secu-
 lar society is fundamentally flawed because of the post-Christian philo-
 sophical assumption upon which it is built. As Strauss puts it, "Weber
 overestimated the importance of the revolution that had taken place on
 the plane of theology, and he underestimated the importance of the revo-
 lution that had taken place on the plane of rational thought."50 Once
 again, in claiming a universal, rational status for itself modern atheism is

 for Strauss symptomatic of the demise of reason. Paradoxically, Strauss
 suggests that the atheist must acknowledge the possible truth of theism
 for "atheism" to be an intellectually rigorous and critical position.

 Strauss illustrates what he claims to be the pitfall of modem atheism
 in his analysis of Weber. Weber's response to his own despair at the
 possibility of autonomous insight was to develop his neo-Kantian meth-
 odology. Strauss maintains that, ironically, this methodology was unable
 to offer an account of the "social world," which was the goal of Weber's
 analysis. This fundamental weakness in Weber's thought stems from his
 inheritance of a modem school of thought that denies precisely the

 49. Natural Right and History 75-76.
 50. Natural Right and History 61; n. 22.
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 philosophical relevance of pre-philosophical forms of life. "In the spirit
 of a tradition of three centuries, Weber would have rejected the sugges-
 tion that social science must be based on an analysis of social reality as
 it is experienced in social life or known to 'common sense."'51 Let us
 recall, briefly, Strauss's revaluation of Lagarde's anti-Semitic view of
 Judaism. As Strauss puts it, "What Lagarde understands as Jewish mate-
 rialism is the putting of the law before spirit, of the finished matter
 before process, and of culturedness [Gebildetheit] before the acquisi-
 tion of culture [Bildung]." It is precisely the putting of the law before
 the spirit, the putting of common sense before philosophy, which
 involves acknowledging the possibility of theism that Strauss recom-
 mends as an antidote to a Weberian view of social science.

 As we have seen, Strauss's route to his "American" questions
 about natural rights is one of a piece with his earlier German-Jewish
 discovery of medieval Islamic philosophy. Strauss's claim is that the
 medieval Jewish philosophers, Maimonides, in particular, under-
 stood the true power and limits of atheism in a way that Thomas
 Aquinas did not. Strauss seems to propose the possibility of a kind
 of Maimonidean agnosticism as a rational antidote to modern secu-
 larism.52 What this may mean practically remains an open question.
 Once again, we come up against a particular interpretative irony with
 regard to Strauss. Despite the contradictory appropriations of Strauss
 as a problem solver of various sorts (conservative or otherwise),
 Strauss's enduring intellectual legacy may be better understood as
 one of posing questions about the vexing theological-political puz-
 zles of modern life, rather than one of providing solutions. Indeed,
 this is the philosophical problem of atheism for Strauss: it purports
 to answer a question that simply cannot be answered.53

 51. Natural Right and History 78.
 52. For more on Strauss's relation to Maimonides, see Kenneth Hart Green, Jew and

 Philosopher: The Return to Maimonides in the Jewish Thought of Leo Strauss (Albany:
 SUNY P, 1993).

 53. My thanks to Peter Gordon, Olga Litvak, Sam Moyn, Jonathan Skolnik, Steven
 B. Smith and an anonymous reviewer for their helpful suggestions in writing this essay.
 Thanks also to Shaun Marmon for discussions and direction about "the Jewish discovery
 of Islam."
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