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				PREFACE

				2023 was the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Leo Strauss. He lived from 1899 to 1973. In his lifetime, he produced works—essays, book chapters, books—on important figures ancient, medieval, and modern. He wrote about Thucydides, Aristophanes, Plato, Aristotle, Xenophon, Alfarabi, Maimonides, Marsilius, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, Rousseau, Nietzsche and Heidegger. A Jew born in Germany who emigrated to the United States in 1938 and taught first at the New School for Social Research in New York and then at the University of Chicago, he has provoked ever-growing curiosity and controversy. Strauss challenged the widespread dogma, found on the right as well as the left, that atheism or earnest religious scepticism only became possible in the modern age, in the Renaissance, or even in the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, with the rise of modern, anti-teleological natural science and historical consciousness. Strauss regarded this dogma as a confused idea produced by historicism and standing in the way of our understanding of the past. From his pen, one finds the words, “no pre-modern atheist doubted that social life required belief in, and worship of, God or gods.” Many would claim that the phrase “pre-modern atheist” involves a contradictio in adjecto, even if they are unbelievers themselves; the historian Lucien Febvre even said that “to speak of rationalism and free thought” in the medieval period was “like giving Diogenes an umbrella and Mars a machine gun.” However, Strauss thought that it is impossible to understand the history of philosophy without considering this possibility. His student Stanley Rosen, author of many fine books himself, described Strauss as “one of the most hated men in the English-speaking academic world.” He also described Strauss as “an extraordinary scholar who knew so much more than his colleagues that they regarded him as incompetent.”

				Strauss has been accused of elitism (one of the worst sins) by the left, who sometimes blame followers of Strauss and even Strauss himself for the Iraq War of 2003, which took place three decades after his death; however, he has also been the object of perplexity and discomfort among many on the right due to his reading of many great books as secretly rationalist and due to the scepticism with which he regarded revealed religion. However, Strauss wanted above all to rescue philosophy from the oblivion into which he saw it had fallen. Strauss thought that historians of philosophy were often patronising, occasionally reverential, but nearly always unworthy of the great texts they claimed to explicate; he said that they played the role of “impresarios” or “lion-tamers.” He would have agreed with Nietzsche’s claim that modern scholarship operates on the principle that the man to whom a philosopher means nothing at all is the person most qualified to expound his thought. The meaning of Strauss for a particular individual will depend on his nature, circumstances, and education. To turn Strauss into an authority who cannot be questioned would be a violation of his own conception of the philosophical life as one devoted to the questioning of every authority; yet, whatever one’s religious or political beliefs, it is impossible to read Strauss with an open mind and not be struck by the realisation that he is capable of teaching important things that cannot, or that can only very rarely, be learned elsewhere.

				The European Center of Political Philosophy was founded in Budapest, Hungary at the Mathias Corvinus Collegium in March 2023 by András Lánczi, along with its co-founders Zbigniew Janowski, Andreas Kinneging, Ryszard Legutko, and William Wood. Our mission is to bring political philosophy back from its “exile” in the United States to its birthplace in Europe. Just as, in the nineteenth century, French grapevines put at risk by phylloxera were grafted onto healthy American rootstock resistant to this plague so that they might be saved from destruction and then brought back to Europe once it was safe, so in the twentieth century the tradition of political philosophy, uprooted from European soil by toxic homegrown ideologies such as communism and National Socialism, was taken to America by luminaries such as Leo Strauss, Eric Voegelin, and Hannah Arendt and transplanted onto the healthier rootstock of American democracy so that it could be preserved for another time. In saying that it is time for this tradition to return to Europe, we are not motivated by utopian fantasies about the condition of Europe today. Rather, we hope that the relative freedom of speech afforded to us in the present age (how exactly this kind of freedom relates to freedom of thought and whether it may threaten it in some ways are questions) will make possible a renaissance of the great books, which Strauss encouraged us to read and provided inestimable guidance in our so doing, as well as of political philosophy itself. Strauss said that even if we have become accustomed to speak, in a debased manner, of the so-called political “philosophies” of “vulgar impostors like Hitler,” authentic philosophising about politics is unusual and cannot be taken for granted.

				On 12th October 2023, we held a conference called Philosophy as Knowledge of the Whole to take note of the fiftieth anniversary of Strauss’s death and to introduce a new generation of students to his thought. The present volume contains proceedings from this conference, as well as three essays by András Lánczi, Jakub Jinek, and Mark Shiffman that were not presented at the conference but were inspired by its spirit. The conference was organised by András Lánczi and William Wood, along with our research assistant Robert Papp; Zbigniew Janowski and Andreas Kinneging gave presentations, which are included in the present volume. In the months since it took place, Laurence Lampert, a participant of the conference and one of the most important Nietzsche scholars of recent decades, as well as an important scholar of Plato and Strauss himself, died in Winnipeg, Canada. This volume includes the final work which he wrote and presented, just before his death.

				 

				William Wood, Budapest, 3rd July 2024

				  

				


	

1

				Introduction

				ANDRÁS LÁNCZI

				Leo Strauss died fifty years ago. Is it strange that a conference was held in Budapest to commemorate his enduring influence upon European culture and American academic life?[1] No, it is not, because Strauss invoked the fundamental issues of man in a language that had been neglected for a long time by the twentieth century. Strauss, in the shadow of Husserl, Heidegger and Carl Schmitt, not to mention a number of important Jewish thinkers, produced a real breakthrough in Western political thought. Strauss rediscovered the dormant legacy of classical political philosophy, kept alive the debate between the ancients and moderns, and revived man’s fundamental issues with respect to the meaning of life. Strauss’s achievement cannot be described in lesser terms: He became a classical thinker about politics, comparable to the greatest of all times. By classical, I mean that his ideas and works made a tremendous effort to focus on natural right as a real alternative to modernity, which he argued was based on historicism and positivism. Classical studies carried out by a classical author, this is what Strauss achieved. Since his death, there have been dozens of books written to assess his work. Generations of Straussians have contributed to the ever-deepening understanding of his ideas. Do we know enough of Strauss? A real classic has this status because we can never really fathom the profoundness of his thought and his lasting influence. A classic tacitly endorses Diogenes Laertius’s insight: “Time is the wisest of things, for it finds out everything.”[2] So it does in the case of Strauss.

				Political Philosophy in Exile

				It is a shared view that there was a renaissance of political philosophy in the twentieth century. A generation of philosophers born around the turn of the century had to face two world wars and several modern political developments that threw into question Enlightenment expectations and the concurrent progressive ideas that gained more and more impetus during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Owing to persecution, many of them were forced to leave their home countries. Some of them, like Strauss himself, Eric Voegelin, Hannah Arendt, Theodor Adorno, and others, settled down in America. Others, like F. A Hayek, Alexandre Kojève, or Isaiah Berlin moved from their home countries to a different one. The history of political philosophy in the twentieth century shows that the resurgence of political philosophy was a response to modern developments. These have been surrounded by two opposing views: progressivism on the one hand and the assertion of European decay or decline on the other. They surfaced in various forms in distinctively modern ideologies. Political philosophy, or philosophy as such, was replaced by these ideologies. This replacement meant that there was no need for political philosophy anymore.

				Heidegger admitted that there is no place left for philosophy, simply because in modernity everything works due to improved technology, which through its very improvement becomes threatening to human existence. Heidegger returned to pre-Socratic philosophy in order to restore the meaning of philosophy, i.e. the very first questions of philosophy, understood in its original sense as the love of wisdom. The return to ancient Greek philosophy was not rare in the history of European philosophy; however, to radicalise this approach was new and extremely appealing, but also in its way seductive, for many of Heidegger’s followers. Heidegger’s interpretation of philosophy was compelling for Strauss or Arendt, not to mention for later political thinkers all across Europe. Although Heidegger was not the only point of transmission between ancient and modern philosophy—one cannot deny the impact of Nietzsche and other German philosophers, whose conceptions of philosophy were connected to the revival of ancient studies—in political philosophy, it is obvious that the revival of political philosophy is to be related primarily to Strauss and to a lesser degree to Arendt and Voegelin. Strauss and Arendt were affected by the direct influence of Heidegger, but Voegelin was more critical of Heidegger. Yet the three political thinkers still represent a commitment to classical political philosophy.

				Since all three thinkers had to find a new home in the United States, we are entitled to say that classical European thought was exiled to America during the period leading up to the Second World War. In Europe, classical political thought slowly but steadily lost influence or was confined to narrow and sometimes persecuted circles. It was for a long time either in exile or doomed to oblivion. Ideologies of progress obtained mass support and were elevated to wield power through various political forms, such as fascism, communism, and liberal democracy. None of these forms of political thought ever thought to build on classical education or ancient political philosophy; instead, they tried to find their adequate political expressions by means of a new form of political philosophy that accorded with the idea of progress and promised to erase the conflict between equality and freedom. Finally, we have an overt conflict between the analytical, Anglo-Saxon political philosophy and the continental (European) philosophy, with the latter becoming less analytical in its methods and preserving a more rhetorical approach. The conflict has been obvious for a long time now.

				Strauss published his book What is Political Philosophy? in 1959; yet, after the publication of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice in 1971, most American commentators declared that modern political philosophy started with Rawls’s book. What is more, in the Oxford Handbook of Political Theory, published in 2006, one of the authors declared that 

				 

				In the mid-twentieth century John Rawls single-handedly revived Anglo-American political philosophy, which had not seen significant progress since the development and elaboration of utilitarianism in the nineteenth century. Rawls reinvented the discipline by revising the social contract tradition of Locke, Rousseau, and Kant.[3] 

				 

				It is meant to convey that there are at least two political philosophies: one is the Anglo-American and the other is the political philosophy of “the rest of the world.”

				Intellectually speaking, the American founding was decisively informed by classical political thought and the classical doctrine of natural right. In the early period of the American founding, the American scholar did not distance himself from classical thought. In his famous lecture in 1837, Ralph Waldo Emerson talked about the idea of the American scholar who should replace the outdated European scholar and would be the initiator of new ideas, be self-reliant, and create the American intellectual elite of a new generation. Emerson started his essay by claiming that “The first in time and the first in importance of the influences upon the mind is that of nature.” Nature and mind are the opposites, yet the soul cannot measure itself without nature: “Nature is the opposite of the soul, answering to it part for part. One is seal, and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind. Its laws are the laws of his own mind. Nature then becomes to him the measure of his attainments.”[4] The second influence on man’s mind is the past: “The next great influence on the spirit of the scholar, is, the mind of the Past, — in whatever form, whether of literature, of art, of institutions, that mind is inscribed. Books are the best type of influence of the past, and perhaps we shall get at the truth…”[5]

				Emerson proposes the concept of the “active soul” as the highest quality that needs to be inspired all the time—the best books are suitable for that purpose, but only the best books. Thus, American colleges have their sole aim determined: “Colleges, in like manner, have their indispensable office—to teach elements. But they can only highly serve us, when they aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every ray of various genius to their hospitable halls, and, by the concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame.”[6] The third element of education and colleges in general is “action”: “The scholar would be covetous of action”, and in his intention to act on it, exceeds even the relevance of books, because life and action precede the mind: “Colleges and books only copy the language which the field and the work-yard made.”[7] Two things are clear, independently of how we evaluate Emerson’s propositions: First, that Emerson reiterated earlier thoughts that Americans should be intellectually pragmatic and empirical, and second, that he nonetheless remained true to a Platonic concept of nature, which is backed by his essays like Plato, or, The Philosopher; or Fate; or Discipline, in which he declares that “every natural process is a version of a moral sentence.”[8] It sounds like a commitment to the thought that there is a natural right.

				According to Jeffrey E. Paul, in his recent book Winning America’s Second Civil War, the original stance in favour of natural right was given up in America because “the spirit of German philosophy conquered America’s universities at the end of the 1800s. Progressive philosophy did not emerge full-grown from the head of Woodrow Wilson. It was imported as American social scientists and educational reformers went to Prussia and Germany and institutionalised its ways in America.”[9] The author describes how Columbia or Hopkins came under the influence of German progressive social thought by representatives of these and other American universities who studied in German universities. Here is what happened at Hopkins: 

				 

				At Hopkins, a university established de novo in 1876, the year Reconstruction ended. Here three faculty members, including Richard T. Ely, helped disseminate German philosophy throughout the country and eventually into government. Hopkins trained John Dewey, and Woodrow Wilson, and those who eventually brought progressivism to University of Wisconsin and to Robert LaFollette’s Wisconsin. Ely went to Madison to establish a new School of Economics, Political Science, and History and he brought his students John R. Commons and Edward Alsworth Ross with him. Soon they were helping to staff the government. One-sixth of Wisconsin faculty served on government commissions.[10]

				 

				One devotee wrote, just as the First World War was about to break out: “Wisconsin is doing for America what Germany is doing for the world.”[11] No wonder that this new spirituality in all sciences culminated in “the progressive project” that “spread from universities to governments slowly and surely.”[12] A much better-known story is how the representatives of the Frankfurt School who had to leave Germany in the 1930s produced a further contribution to progressive, not to say Marxist, ideas through their ideas about culture.

				Those European scholars, like Strauss, Voegelin, or Arendt, who distanced themselves from the progressive directions mentioned above remained isolated both academically and politically. Although they had a variety of interests and ideas, all of them wished to build on classical political thought. Strauss went the farthest and claimed that for him the ancient answers to man’s fundamental questions were superior to the modern ones, thus taking a definitive stance in the debate between the ancients and moderns. He expounded his views on what political philosophy itself is explicitly. The followers of Strauss were named “Straussians” and politically and methodologically categorised as representing “soft right” and “traditionalist” methodologies. Gabriel A. Almond said, “The Straussians reject all ‘historicist’ and ‘sociology of knowledge’ interpretations of political theory. The true meaning of philosophical texts is contained in what has been written. The political philosopher must have the skill and insight necessary to explicate this original meaning. The ultimate truth can be located in the writings of the original classic philosophers, and in particularly in the writings of Plato–in his Socratic rationalism shorn of all contingencies. Truths transcend time, place, and context… The moral model regime for many Straussians is the Platonic aristocracy, or as second best, Aristotelian ‘mixed government.’ Their program of action is a call for an intellectual elite which will bring us back to first principles.”[13] The Straussian school has always remained a slightly alien sect among the many other schools in American political science. The European Straussians are scattered all over the continent, but they do not populate any particular school because there is no such school. Budapest would like to offer a home and a focus for the continental followers and students of classical political philosophy, but to realise this plan, classical political philosophy must return from America to Europe, hopefully with sincere support from the American Straussians.

				Why Do We Need Political Philosophy?

				It was Allan Bloom who immediately after Strauss’s death wrote an essay in which he urged us to evaluate Strauss with due respect, according to his tremendous achievements. This is what Bloom wrote:

				 

				On October 18 1873, Leo Strauss died in Annapolis, Maryland. He was one of the very small number of men whose thought has had seminal influence in political theory in our time. He published thirteen books during his life (with at least two more volumes to come) and over eighty articles, and he left behind several generations of unusually devoted students. It is particularly difficult to speak of him, for I know I cannot do him justice. Moreover, those of us who knew him saw in him such a power of mind, such a unity and purpose of life, such a rare mixture of the human elements resulting in a harmonious expression of the virtues, moral and intellectual, that our account of him is likely to evoke disbelief or ridicule from those who have never experienced a man of this quality.[14] 

				 

				Over the half-century that has elapsed since his death, appreciation for and acknowledgment of his achievements have grown undiminished. Thanks especially to the efforts of the members of his school, later called the “Straussians,” his name and fame spread in the international world of academia, and his books were translated into many languages, including Hungarian. As a young scholar, I first came across his name in a short article published in Newsweek on 3rd August 1987, where the author lamented about who Leo Strauss could be since many of his disciples had found positions in the Reagan administration. Strange as it may seem, sometimes the most talented authors are only talked about if they can be related to contemporary public issues. But modernity is the age of political redemption, i.e. most people expect redemption from politics and not from religion. Leo Strauss invoked in a Newsweek article! A philosopher who had hardly ever been involved with daily politics, yet he influenced American politics, although indirectly. This is characteristic of political philosophy: It does not want to interfere directly with politics, yet it may very well influence it indirectly and probably, as a result, for a longer period of time. This function of political philosophy shows how philosophy can provide a conceptual framework for the discussion of sound political issues. Without this function, man could hardly cope with his natural condition of being a communal animal (zoón politikon). Man in himself has only a poor self, as Strauss voices in his famous declaration: “The theme of political philosophy is mankind’s greatest objectives, freedom and government or empire—objectives which are capable of lifting all men beyond his poor selves. Political philosophy is that branch of philosophy which is closest to political life, to non-philosophic life, to human life.”[15] Strauss remained true to the ancient philosophers’ intention to educate man to set goals for himself other than those that serve his physical existence. Man is destined to live the good life (eudaimonia), which is represented in the highest degree by the philosophical life. Political philosophy endeavours to replace political opinion with political knowledge. This knowledge aims at the good because “All political action is… guided by some thought of better or worse. But thought of better or worse implies thought of the good.”[16] This can be regarded as the first principle of all political knowledge.
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