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Abstract

For Strauss, no synthesis is possible between the competing claims of Athens and Jerusalem. Every alleged synthesis is, in fact, a victory for one of the rivals. In the case of the modern West, Strauss sees the triumph of the biblical perspective over that of the classical tradition. Since Strauss is well known as a critic of modernity, the question arises whether his criticism of modernity is also an implicit criticism of the Bible and its influence. This leads to the central question - according to Strauss, what is the relationship of the Bible to modernity? 

Several possibilities present themselves. While Strauss understands the Jewish Bible largely in terms of restraint and prohibition (and hence an ally in dealing with the modern liberation of the passions), there is also some evidence that he sees the biblical tradition as contributing to modernity's emancipation of desire. In other instances, Strauss highlights the “moderation” of the classical tradition as compared to the “extremes” of the more biblically inspired moderns. In the moral realm, the prevalence of the “extreme” virtue of charity in modern society can be traced to the influence of the Bible; while in the intellectual sphere the “final atheism” characteristic of late modernity is the offspring of an “intellectual probity” that has its roots in the biblical devotion to truth. Strauss also believes that biblical influence is evident in modern notions of progress. 

In some important respects, Girard's understanding of relationship between the Bible and modernity resembles that of Strauss. Both men would agree that the biblical message has undermined earlier social, political, and cultural structures, and both acknowledge the role of the Bible in the constitution of the modern world. The two thinkers also identify the problem of desire as central to modernity. In the final analysis, however, Strauss opts for a recovery of classical wisdom as the antidote to the excesses of modernity. As no synthesis between Athens and Jerusalem can be devised, the revival of classical wisdom will be at the expense of the biblical component in modern civilization. While acknowledging the effectiveness of previous cultural forms (including the classical) to preserve order by sacrificial means, and as acutely aware as Strauss is of the important role of prohibitions in restraining desire, Girard does not advocate a return to classical sources. The biblical breakthrough can not and should not be arrested or reversed. What is required is an authentic recovery of the biblical roots of modernity; a recovery that distinguishes between the genuine achievements of the modern world in light of the biblical teaching, and those aspects of modernity that are distortions of biblical truth.

The Bible and Modernity:
Girardian Reflections on Leo Strauss

Responding to the criticisms made by Eric Voegelin and Alexandre Kojeve of his book On Tyranny, Leo Strauss wonders whether the attempt to restore classical social science is not, perhaps, utopian, “since it implies that the classical orientation has not been made obsolete by the triumph of the biblical orientation.”
 In similar fashion Strauss remarks to Karl Lowith how “there can be no doubt that our usual way of feeling is conditioned by the biblical tradition;” even if he refuses to rule out the possibility of correcting that feeling.
 This “triumph of the biblical orientation” concerns Strauss, since he believes no synthesis is possible between the competing claims of Athens and Jerusalem. The cultural predominance of one of these cities would jeopardize the vitality of western civilization, which depends upon the tension between them for its dynamism and life.
 To speak of the triumph of the biblical in the modern West is to call attention to a disruptive imbalance. Strauss’s overall project of reviving the classical orientation in politics can be understood as an attempt to restore a sense of equilibrium.  

If the modern world reflects a victory of the biblical orientation, it is relevant to ask just how Strauss conceives the relationship between modernity and the Bible. Given Strauss’s is well known criticism of modernity, we may wonder whether this criticism is also an implicit criticism of the Bible and its influence.  Answering this question is not an easy task. For someone who considered the opposition between Athens and Jerusalem to be the central issue confronting western civilization, Strauss devotes a relatively meager amount of space to analysis of the Bible.
 With rare exception we find nowhere near the amount of detailed commentary on biblical texts that we find in his treatment of the classics. What are we to make of an author who writes three books on Xenophon’s Socrates, while limiting his only detailed biblical commentary to the first two chapters of Genesis? This discrepancy would pose no problem, but for the fact that Strauss repeatedly emphasizes the importance of keeping alive the question of the relationship between Greek and biblical traditions. By comparison, a thinker like Heidegger simply tends to dismiss or ignore the relevance of the Bible in addressing what he would take to be the contemporary crisis of western civilization. But Strauss insists that we cannot understand the modern world without a serious consideration of the claims of Athens and Jerusalem. His reticence, then, in treating biblical texts (especially the New Testament) with the same degree of probity as he employs when considering the texts of classical Greece, is puzzling. We are left wondering whether his own observation about Machiavelli is applicable to himself: “The silence of the wise man is always meaningful. It cannot be explained by forgetfulness.”

Strauss’s silence may be significant, but arguments based upon an author’s omissions are always more precarious than those which rely on written or spoken evidence. In the case of Strauss, there are in fact sufficient statements and hints in his work to enable us to recognize ways in which he construed the relationship between the Bible and modernity. Three themes stand out. The first is the notion that the eschatological vision of the Bible survives in modern times in transfigured and distorted form as the idea of progress. The second is Strauss’s contention that the “final atheism” characteristic of late modernity is the child of an “intellectual probity” that has its roots in the biblical devotion to truth. The third is his understanding of the role biblical charity has played in the modern world. It is Strauss’s treatment of biblical charity or love that will be the focus of this essay.

While it would be inaccurate to claim Strauss as an advocate of the secularization thesis with regard to modernity, he never denies the thesis outright, and he acknowledges that the modern project may, in fact, owe part of its inspiration to biblical teaching.
 Although what is particularly distinctive about modern thought is the desire for human control over nature, Strauss is quite clear that “Biblical-Scholastic motives” contribute to this enterprise. He does not believe the issue can be settled by simply claiming that the Enlightenment is “Christianly motivated,” because, in his view, any alleged Christian inspiration is inseparable from the Enlightenment’s tendency to accommodate itself to Christianity for political reasons. Nonetheless, Strauss notes how the anti-Christian animus of many of the eighteenth century believers in progress disguises the true conflict playing itself out in modernity, which is the quarrel between Christianity and antiquity.
 However, while Strauss tends to associate the worst excesses of modernity with the legacy of Christianity, he is certainly aware of how the messianic strain in Judaism has likewise contributed to modern developments.
 

In a rather lengthy footnote to the first chapter of his early work Philosophy and Law, Strauss makes a reference to the effects of the biblical tradition on modernity:

The Enlightenment’s aim was the rehabilitation of the natural through the denial (or limitation) of the supernatural, but what it accomplished was the discovery of a new “natural” foundation which, so far from being natural, is rather the residue, as it were, of the “supernatural.” The extreme possibilities and claims discovered by the founders of the religious as well as the philosophical tradition by starting from the natural and the typical became, at the outset of modernity, self-evident and in this sense “natural”; hence they are no longer regarded as extremes requiring a radical demonstration, but themselves serve as a ”natural” foundation for the negation or re-interpretation not only of the supernatural but also and precisely of the natural, the typical: in contrast to ancient and medieval philosophy, which understand the extreme by starting from the typical, modern philosophy, in its origin and in all cases where it is not restoring older teachings, understands the typical from the extreme. Thus, by leaving out of account the “trivial” question about the essence and teachability of virtue, the extreme (“theological”) virtue of charity becomes the “natural” (“philosophic”) virtue; thus the critique of the natural ideal of courage…is now “radicalized” in such a way that the character of virtue in courage as such is denied outright…
 
I have quoted this passage at some length because it captures the essentials of Strauss’s understanding of charity and its role in constituting the modern horizon. Before commenting on the passage, it may be helpful to say something about its context, which is a discussion of the effects of the Enlightenment on Judaism. For Strauss, “the present situation of Judaism…is determined by the Enlightenment.” Further, if “the foundation of the Jewish tradition is belief in creation of the world, in the reality of the Biblical miracles, in the absolutely binding character and essential immutability of the Law, resting on the revelation at Sinai, then one must say that the Enlightenment has undermined the foundation of the Jewish tradition.”
 Strauss then distinguishes between what he describes as the radical Enlightenment (exemplified by figures such as Spinoza, Hobbes, Voltaire), which intentionally and purposefully set out to undermine the tradition, and the moderate Enlightenment, which tried to “mediate between orthodoxy and radical enlightenment, between belief in revelation and belief in the self-sufficiency of reason” (e.g., Moses Mendelssohn). Believing the position of the moderate Enlightenment to have been declared untenable by the judgment of history, Strauss focuses his attention on those later Jewish thinkers, who, acknowledging the untenability of the moderate view, and conceding that the battle between enlightenment and orthodoxy cannot be won at the level on which it has been previously fought, take the debate to a “higher” level wherein the foundation of the tradition can be reestablished through a synthesis of Enlightenment and orthodoxy.
 What occurs in this process is the “internalization” of traditional doctrines concerning creation, miracles, and revelation. For Strauss, however, this attempted defense of orthodoxy is, in fact, a disavowal of the tradition, a disavowal resting upon two serious errors. The first consists in explaining “external” orthodox beliefs (such as the literal belief in miracles, creation, and audible revelation) as belonging to an undeveloped stage of the tradition and considering later developments (like prophetic messianism) as an advance; the second error appeals against orthodoxy to the more “extreme” statements that have arisen within the tradition. The passage quoted earlier refers to this second error. In Strauss’s view, the peak of the pyramid has been made into the foundation. This distortion is but one more capitulation to the Enlightenment, in that the “extremes of the tradition” have been rendered as “the foundation of a position that is actually completely incompatible with the tradition.”

What is striking in both the passage cited above and in Strauss’s discussion of these issues is the frequent use of the word “extreme.” This usage is crucial in understanding Strauss’s position, since, as we shall see later, the way of classical philosophy is held up as a model of “moderation.” Central also to Strauss’s approach is his choice of example; “the extreme (‘theological’) virtue of charity” has become the “’natural’ (‘philosophic’) virtue.” Strauss faults the Enlightenment for presenting charity (traditionally understood as a supernatural virtue) as a natural virtue. For our purposes what is interesting here is Strauss’s rendering of the traditional distinction between the natural and the supernatural in terms of a distinction between the natural (or typical) and the extreme. In developing and employing the terminology of natural and supernatural, the Christian theological tradition wished to say something about how human nature can achieve its highest potential only when brought to completion and animated by the love of God, which is itself disproportionate to “mere” nature. The traditional emphasis is on the supernatural as the perfection of the natural. It would be most unlikely in this context, to refer to charity as an “extreme” in relationship to nature. In Strauss’s formulation, this is precisely what happens. Rather than the supreme fulfillment of human nature, charity is contrasted with the natural as a conceptual possibility arising within the tradition, which taken from its original setting, easily leads to the kinds of distortions Strauss sees as culminating in modernity. Yet one could also make the case that, contrary to Strauss’s account, from a biblical perspective the supernatural is not arrived at by starting from the natural, but rather the reverse; the human is understand first in relationship to God, and the natural is only understood in that light.
 

Strauss’s observations about the “naturalization” of charity in the Enlightenment are not dissimilar to comments made by some students of Rene Girard. Gil Bailie notes how:

Participants in Western culture have lived for so long under the influence of the biblical ethos that it is difficult for us to fully appreciate its uniqueness. So pervasive is the concern for victims it arouses that there is a tendency for us to think of it as either a natural, universal emotion or a personal moral achievement for which the individual can take credit.

As with Strauss, we find acknowledgment of the modern tendency to mistake a theological, biblically- inspired virtue for a natural human inclination. Nor would Strauss be apt to disagree with the judgment that “both the secularizing and rationalizing impulses it espoused were products of the Judeo-Christian tradition that the Enlightenment came into existence by underestimating and repudiating.”
 

What is absent from Strauss’s account of these modern developments is that which is central for Girard – the gradual recognition of the victim within the biblical text. Girard is very much aware of the link between the Bible and modernity, and he insists that it is impossible to “conceal the true origin of our modern concern for victims; it is quite obviously Christian. Humanism and humanitarianism develop first on Christian soil.”
 With this reference to the gospels, Girard points to the source of that “residue of ‘supernatural’” Strauss finds at the root of modern claims about the naturalness of charity. A focus on the biblical concern for victims also enables Girard to explain how and why the supernatural has become transfigured into the natural virtue of the Enlightenment, something Strauss describes but does not explain. When the truth about the victim is revealed, it becomes increasingly difficult to defend the self- justifying myths that have, until then, sustained society. Societies under the influence of the Bible begin to lose their ability to generate lasting, convincing myths. It should come as no surprise then, that when these societies look back at their own histories they find it difficult to understand how anyone could have ever believed such tales. As a case in point, Girard calls attention to the modern capacity to decode medieval and early modern persecution texts. Modern interpreters see through these texts to the acts of scapegoating violence behind them. If the Enlightenment takes this ability to recognize victims as a manifestation of natural benevolence, tolerance, and charity, this is because of the increasing pervasiveness of biblical revelation. The biblical insight concerning victimization has, in fact, become “second nature.” The Enlightenment’s blind spot is to confuse the sins of the institutional bearers of this revelation with the revelation itself. Thus in Girard’s reading, it is not the case (as it is for Strauss) of modernity seizing upon “extremes” within the tradition and taking these to excessive lengths; rather it is a matter of the legitimate development of the tradition in a direction already implicit within the tradition. In the case of the Enlightenment we have a culture wrestling with the implications of its own best, inherited insights. For Girard, biblical faith is responsible for what is best in the modern world, and the excesses of modernity are distortions of the biblical truth at its core.
 Despite these excesses, the Enlightenment’s embrace of charity, tolerance, and compassion are part of the historical unfolding of the primary and central thrust of biblical revelation. Strauss does not deny the biblical origins of the Enlightenment’s appropriation of charity; but he interprets this as the uprooting of one of the “extreme possibilities and claims” of the biblical tradition from its original context. Without the balancing weight of the broader tradition, charity easily becomes a force of disorder in the modern world. Where Girard sees continuity, Strauss sees discontinuity.

II

What are the specific effects of charity on the modern horizon? Strauss indicates some possibilities:

According to classical philosophy the end of the philosophers is radically different from the end or ends actually pursued by the nonphilosophers. Modern philosophy comes into being when the end of philosophy is identified with the end which is capable of being actually pursued by all men. More precisely, philosophy is now asserted to be essentially subservient to the end which is capable of being actually pursued by all men…In this respect, the modern conception of philosophy is fundamentally democratic. The end of philosophy is now no longer what one may call disinterested contemplation of the eternal, but the relief of man’s estate. Philosophy thus understood could be presented with some plausibility as inspired by biblical charity, and accordingly philosophy in the classic sense could be disparaged as pagan and as sustained by sinful pride. One may doubt whether the claim to biblical inspiration was justified and even whether it was always raised in entire sincerity…Philosophy or science was no longer an end in itself, but in the service of human power, of a power to be used for making human life longer, healthier, and more abundant.

At the same time as he raises the possibility of doubt about the influence of biblical charity on modern philosophy, Strauss grants some plausibility to the view that modern philosophy takes its inspiration from this source. This caution is typical of Strauss. He almost never criticizes the Bible directly; instead he raises questions, suggests possibilities and creates associations in the minds of his readers.
  Elsewhere, however, he is less reticent in making explicit the connection between modern philosophy and biblical morality.
 What is clear in any case is Strauss’s linking of charity with the modern concern for the “relief of man’s estate.” This leads, in his view, to a subordination of philosophy to extra-philosophical goals, in the interest of serving human needs. From the perspective of classical philosophy, this is a deflection of philosophy from its true path. Strauss cites Francis Bacon to the effect that unlike Greek philosophy, biblical religion makes the human person rather than the cosmos the true image of God.
  In his reflections on Genesis, Strauss repeatedly calls attention to the Bible’s depreciation of the heavens and its overriding concern for the earthly life of human beings. And even though the biblical authors were not familiar with philosophy in its classical form, they were sufficiently cognizant of Babylonian cosmological reflection (which for Strauss, is a prototype of philosophy) to be able to make the quite intentional choice to question its importance.
 This turning toward the human is an implicit criticism of the “superhuman” contemplative ideal of the philosophers. Likewise, there is a significant lowering of the horizon as the highest type of human life is relegated to a position of lesser rank when compared to the biblical call for moral virtue.
 

The Bible’s focus on human affairs at the expense of contemplation paves the way for modern philosophy:

The shifting of interest from the eternal order to man, and thus to application, had as we have seen, found expression earlier in the turning of philosophy to history. Carried to its logical conclusion, it leads to Hobbes’s political philosophy.

In the philosophy of Hobbes, the classical, aristocratic virtues are denigrated, replaced by the virtues of justice and charity:

In place of the triad ‘honour, justice, and equity’, we have more and more the two concepts ‘justice and charity’. Thus the more Hobbes elaborated his political philosophy, the further he departed from his original recognition of honour as virtue, from the original recognition of aristocratic virtue.

We must be careful, though, not to misunderstand Strauss’s point about the influence of biblical charity on modern thought. It would be highly misleading to depict Strauss as a postmodern Scrooge, frowning at the sight of human acts of benevolence. It would be more accurate to say that he worries about the unintended consequences of granting charity a dominant position among the virtues that order society. For example, in the first quotation cited in this paragraph, he remarks how the shift of interest “from the eternal order to man” is, in fact, a move toward a focus on “application.” Strauss believes a focus on application (in other words, practicality) can easily deteriorate into the manipulation and domination of human life. He suggests as much when he notes how:

According to the modern project, philosophy or science was no longer to be understood as essentially contemplative and proud but as active and charitable; it was to be of service of man’s estate; it was to enable man to become the master and owner of nature through the intellectual conquest of nature.

When Strauss criticizes Hobbes for allowing “justice and charity” to supplant the aristocratic virtues, it is because in so doing, Hobbes removes the necessary forces of prudence and moderation that would prevent practicality (in the interest of charity), from degenerating into manipulative oppression. Hobbes may consider charity along with justice to be the cardinal virtues, but that does not prevent him from devising a political philosophy that is hardly the embodiment of charity in any recognizably biblical sense. Hobbes may have been motivated by a desire to foster the well being of the members of the commonwealth, but the society he envisions creates and sustains itself by means that are anything but charitable. Strauss does not fault Hobbes for being too kind and compassionate in devising his political philosophy; his point is that charity, insofar as it a virtue directed toward human need rather than human excellence, has the effect of deflecting human life from its highest aspirations. It is certainly not a question of Strauss having mistaken Hobbes for Francis of Assisi. 

With this in mind, we can better appreciate the following passage, in which Strauss describes some of the consequences of allowing charity to acquire dominance in society:

By Machiavelli’s time the classical tradition had undergone profound changes. The contemplative life had found its home in monasteries. Moral virtue had been transfigured into Christian charity. Through this, man’s responsibility to his fellow men and for his fellow men, his fellow creatures, had been infinitely increased. Concern with the salvation of men’s immortal souls seemed to permit, nay, to require courses of action which would have appeared to the classics, and which did appear to Machiavelli, to be inhuman and cruel…He seems to have diagnosed the great evils of religious persecution as a necessary consequence of the Christian principle, and ultimately of the Biblical principle. He tended to believe that a considerable increase in man’s inhumanity was the unintended but not surprising consequence of man’s aiming too high. Let us lower our goals so that we shall not be forced to commit any bestialities which are not evidently required for the preservation of society and of freedom. Let us replace charity by calculation, by a kind of utilitarianism avant la lettre. Let us revise all traditional goals from this point of view. I would then suggest that the narrowing of the horizon which Machiavelli was the first to effect, was caused, or at least facilitated, by anti-theological ire – a passion which we can understand but of which we cannot approve.

Some of Strauss’s most ardent defenders have been troubled by these observations, because they imply that “the elevation of human expectations due to charity ‘caused,’ indirectly at least, a sort of fanaticism in modernity.”
 Strauss makes an explicit contrast between the classical tradition, which would have recoiled at the thought of committing atrocities in the interest of saving souls, and the biblical tradition, whose sense of responsibility for the wellbeing of others leads necessarily to persecution. Nor should Strauss’s criticism of the modern “narrowing of the horizon” inaugurated by Machiavelli lead us to conclude that Strauss is criticizing Machiavelli’s insight into the connection between the biblical charity and religious intolerance. Strauss never says Machiavelli is mistaken in his judgment about the effects of charity; rather he faults Machiavelli’s reaction to these effects. Confronted with the social disruption wrought by charitable intentions gone awry, Machiavelli opts for the way of “calculation” to bring peace through a more judicious and effective use of violence. But calculation is but another word for the preoccupation with practicality Strauss associates with the influence of charity on the modern society.  In Machiavelli, Strauss sees a political thinker who turns to calculation in order to stem the violence that results from persecutory zeal. Machiavelli’s remedy may be wrong, but his diagnosis is correct. To block the dangerous effects of aiming too high, Machiavelli lowers the horizon. Strauss believes this to be a mistake, and he looks to the classics for models of society that aim high, while remaining free of the harshness that all too frequently accompanies the reign of charity. 

This may help to explain Strauss’s comment about the narrowing of the horizon by Machiavelli being caused by “anti-theological ire” - “a passion which we can understand but of which we cannot approve.” Strauss understands Machiavelli’s “anti-theological ire” because he believes there is good reason for it – the Bible is to blame, however indirectly, for the crimes of which it stands accused. But Strauss cannot approve of this passion. He cannot approve of it because it has so consumed Machiavelli as to lead him to adopt the wrong solutions to religiously inspired problems. Machiavelli’s turn to “calculation” is ill conceived, and contributes r to the further subordination of the contemplative life to politics. He thereby accelerates the biblical revolution against the classical aristocratic tradition.
 In addition, Strauss recognizes that anti-theological passions need to be kept hidden. Society needs religion; to undermine it overtly is counterproductive for those who wish to serve lasting social goals. The classics understand this better than does Machiavelli. In Strauss’s eyes, Machiavelli’s teaching contains nothing unfamiliar to the classical authors. The primary difference is that Machiavelli states boldly and in his own name what the classical writers would only suggest indirectly through the mouths of their characters.
 This is his fundamental error. By addressing himself so directly to his readers, he makes philosophy a public phenomenon. Strauss sees this as Machiavelli’s resort to “propaganda,” which in Strauss’s opinion is yet another feature of the biblical legacy. Machiavelli follows in the footsteps of Jesus, the greatest of the “unarmed prophets” (since Machiavelli sees himself as an unarmed prophet as well), who used propaganda to achieve victory for Christianity.  Machiavelli “attempted to destroy Christianity by the same means by which Christianity was originally established.
 The public nature of the Christian proclamation stands in stark contrast to the subtlety of “Socratic rhetoric:”

Its purpose is to lead potential philosophers to philosophy both by training them and by liberating them from the charms which obstruct the philosophic effort, as well as to prevent the access to philosophy of those who are not fit for it. Socratic rhetoric is emphatically just. It is animated by the spirit of social responsibility. It is based  on the premise that there is a disproportion between the intransigent quest for truth and the requirements of society, or that not all truths are always harmless. Society will always try to tyrannize thought. Socratic rhetoric is the classic means for ever again frustrating these attempts.

An author like Xenophon understood how best to influence politics: 

[He does so] not by protesting that he does not fear hell nor the devil, nor by expressing immoral principles, but by simply failing to take notice of the moral principles. He has to reveal his alleged or real freedom from morality, not by speech but by silence. For by doing so - by disregarding morality “by deed” rather than by attacking it “by speech” – he reveals at the same time his understanding of political things. Xenophon, or his Simonides, is more “politic” than Machiavelli; he refuses to separate “moderation” (prudence) from “wisdom” (insight).

Machiavelli’s teaching, as public and as outspoken has more in common with biblical prophecy than with the subtle wisdom of the classics. Machiavelli forgets what classical thinkers never lost sight of – “the end of the philosophers is radically different from the end or ends actually pursued by the nonphilosophers.” If, as Strauss maintains, the Bible is responsible for the erosion of this all-important distinction, then Machiavelli has unwittingly succumbed to its influence. Even the great Florentine thinker remains tainted by the “extreme” virtues he opposes.

To summarize, Strauss understands the effects of biblical charity on modernity in the following fashion: because the impulse of charity results in an overriding concern for the well-being of others, philosophy is now forced to take its bearings from the ends pursued by the multitude and to work toward the alleviation of their suffering. But along with this heightened sense of responsibility for human welfare comes a temptation toward social engineering and religious persecution. This combination of the advance of charity as the dominant social virtue in conjunction with an increased threat of coercion and violence has some similarities to what Girard would describe as the apocalyptic situation in which modern men and women find themselves.
 The modern world benefits from the revelation of the victimage mechanism and the “unveiling” (apocalypse) of its culture-generating violence. But this revelation does not result in an immediate embrace of the biblical message; in fact, the unwillingness to adopt the biblical solution can lead to worse violence (at least in the short term). As sacrificial mechanisms lose their effectiveness under the pressure of biblical revelation, they “will be tempted to restore the lost effectiveness of the traditional remedy by forever increasing the dosage, immolating more and more victims in holocausts that are meant to be sacrificial but that are progressively less so.”
  Thus the culture that does more than any other to call attention to victims and to do more on their behalf is also the culture in which the number of victims may swiftly increase. On one level this seems to correspond to the tendencies Strauss criticizes about modernity, with its concern for the “relief of man’s estate” and its zeal for persecution. 

In fact Strauss and Girard differ considerably in their explanation for the simultaneous increase in both violence and concern for human welfare. Girard attributes the increase in violence to the disorder accompanying the breakdown of failing sacrificial structures under pressure from Judeao-Christian revelation. Strauss draws a much more direct connection between the sense of responsibility for others generated by biblical charity, and the tendency for this sense of responsibility to result in the coercion of those deemed to be in need of enlightenment or reform. In addition, Strauss sees the impact of charity as contributing to a lowering of the horizon he associates with modernity; for Girard the increased concern for victims, which is part of the Bible’s legacy to the modern world, represents perhaps the greatest advance ever in human culture. Girard is as attentive as is Strauss to the danger inherent in modern Western civilization’s combination of concern for human welfare joined to unprecedented technological and economic might. But from Girard’s perspective, Strauss’s account of modernity appears to provide only half of the story:

In our perpetual comparisons between our world and the others of the past, we always use two weights and two measures. We do everything possible to conceal the overwhelming superiority of our world, which in any case, is in competition only with itself as it takes in the entire planet. Whether we examine the matter attentively or not, we easily see that everything people say about our world is true: it is by far the worst of all worlds. They say repeatedly – and this is not false – that no world has made more victims than it has. But the opposite proposition is equally true: our world is also and by far the best of all worlds, the one that saves more victims then any other.

What Girard enables us to do is to recognize how much Strauss’s own position emerges from within a cultural horizon already formed by the biblical critique of victimization. It is quite clear that Strauss is concerned with persecution; it is one of his indictments of charity’s effect on modernity that it leads to greater violence against victims. But the ability to make this critique is itself a result of the Bible’s influence. Strauss decries religious persecution, and he is well aware of the Christianity’s historical sins in this regard. He therefore draws the conclusion that it is ultimately the Bible (especially the New Testament) that is to blame. In doing so, he allows the scandal of religious persecution as it has existed in the West to prevent his insight into the revelation of the victim. Here Girard’s distinction between sacrificial, historical Christianity and the gospel is helpful. By distinguishing between the Bible’s unmasking of the sacrificial structures at the basis of culture, and the fact that it takes even the recipients of this revelation centuries and centuries to be weaned away from a reliance on these structures, Girard can help explain the paradox of a religious tradition simultaneously being the cause of the disintegration of the victimage mechanism and the perpetuator of that mechanism. In Strauss’s case his clear-sightedness about persecution does not translate into the explicit recognition of the victim as manifest in the biblical text. Associating the roots of persecution with biblical charity, he sees in classical wisdom the source of his critical perspective; a source that, he assures us, would have viewed such persecution as “inhuman and cruel.” It is ironic how, in his criticism of religious persecution, Strauss, the vociferous critic of modernity, resorts to the very same kind of argument employed by Enlightenment thinkers in their attacks against institutional religion. Perhaps just as Machiavelli was unable to free himself from the Christianity he opposed, Strauss is and remains more of a modern than he is willing to admit.

III

 With this juxtaposition of modern cruelty and classical moderation we return to the question posed by Strauss in On Tyranny as to whether “the classical orientation has not been made obsolete by the triumph of the biblical orientation.”
 If the triumph of the biblical tradition has led to the modern impasse, then there is some urgency in discovering non-biblical sources for renewal. Although there are other places in his writings where Strauss takes up the issue of Athens and Jerusalem, nowhere does he address the issue with as great a degree of subtlety as in On Tyranny. Apart from his mention of the “triumph of the biblical orientation,” the contrast between Athens and Jerusalem is rarely made explicit in this work, yet the entire volume is permeated with the tension, and, I would argue, with Strauss’s preference for Athens over Jerusalem. On Tyranny is also interesting from the point of view of mimetic theory, for here, in his encounter with Kojeve, Strauss comes closest to dealing with the problem of mimetic desire and its social/political implications. As has been the case throughout this essay, the point of reference will be Strauss’s understanding of the role of charity.

In On Tyranny, the term “charity” (specifying the biblical notion of love) is not used; instead Strauss employs the term “love” throughout his discussion, regardless of the Greek word to which he is referring. This allows him to discuss love in a generic way, calling attention to what its several meanings have in common. Strauss’s discussion of love occurs in the context of his analysis of Xenophon’s dialogue, Hiero (or Tyrannicus). The topic of love is brought up as Simonides the poet and Hiero the tyrant converse about the relative merits of love versus admiration. Strauss takes the view that admiration is superior to love. Love is too concerned with the opinions of others; the wise person is indifferent to being loved but relishes the admiration of the few who are similar in excellence.
 The range of love is also more limited than that of admiration; one can be admired, but hardly loved by one’s enemies. Strauss goes on to point out further instances of love’s deficiencies in comparison to admiration:

Each man loves what is somehow his own, his private possession; admiration or praise is concerned with the excellent regardless of whether it is one’s own or not. Love as distinguished from admiration requires proximity. The range of love is limited not only in regard to space, but likewise…in regard to time. A man may be admired many generations after his death whereas he will cease to be loved once those who knew him well are dead. Desire for “inextinguishable fame,” as distinguished from desire for love, enables a man to liberate himself from the shackles of the Here and Now.

Strauss then concludes, “Admiration seems less mercenary than love.” “It also follows that “Admiration is as much superior to love as the man of excellence is to one’s benefactor as such.” Strauss expresses this same insight in other words when he notes how “love has no criterion of relevance outside itself, but admiration has.” Those who wish to rule are driven by the desire to be loved, whereas:

The wise man is as self-sufficient as is humanly possible; the admiration which he gains is essentially a tribute to his perfection, and not a reward for any services. The desire for praise and admiration as distinguished and divorced from the desire for love is the natural foundation for the predominance of the desire for one’s own perfection.

This passage can help us to understand the distinction Strauss draws between admiration and honor. The person who is admired or who seeks to be admired desires to possess those qualities that embody human excellence. Those who wish to be honored may be interested simply in the acclaim of the crowd, whether or not they are actually virtuous. I use the conditional “may” because someone who is indeed excellent may be honored as well, and he or she may actually desire to be recognized for possessing such excellence. But Strauss’s point is that external acclaim is secondary; the excellent or admirable person is interested in his or her perfection in virtue, not in being honored. By comparison, someone motivated by the desire to be loved, will be far more likely to seek to be honored, since love, in Strauss’s view is dependent on the response of others. In the course of his analysis it becomes increasingly clear how the desire for love and the desire for admiration are virtually antithetical.

Of course this contrast between love and admiration only works if we accept Strauss’s account of love as essentially self-seeking. We love those who benefit us and we benefit others in order to gain their love. On Strauss’s reading one can readily admire someone for his or her excellent qualities independently of any benefit one might derive from him or her. But in the case of love, Strauss excludes the possibility of loving another purely for his or her own sake or because it is the nature of love to do so without thinking of oneself.
 In other words, the biblical notion of charity as unconditional is not seriously entertained in Strauss’s account of the nature of love. Yet Strauss seems sufficiently aware of the challenge posed to his understanding by the biblical tradition that he includes a brief reference to the New Testament in a footnote to his commentary. In the text, the footnote falls immediately after Strauss observes how love, unlike admiration, requires proximity in space and time. The relevant part of the footnote reads: “Cf. 1 Peter 1.8 and Cardinal Newman’s comment: ‘St. Peter makes it almost a description of the Christian, that he loves whom he has not seen.’”
 Obviously the passages cited contradict the idea that love requires nearness in space and time. But is this really the primary difference between the New Testament’s teaching on love and the classical tradition’s teaching on admiration? Certainly there are numerous passages from both the Jewish Bible and the New Testament that speak with greater directness and force to the significant differences between biblical teaching on love and the aristocratic ethic of classical Greece. But neither in On Tyranny or elsewhere in his writings does Strauss treat this theme with any degree of probity. His silence with regard to the New Testament is particularly deafening. In the passage under consideration it may be well to note that the Greek word for love in the passage from 1 Peter is derived from agape rather than from philia. Strauss is too sensitive a reader of texts not to have noticed this difference. Yet he excludes any consideration of love as selfless regard for another, independently of whether or not that other is seen or unseen. What, then, are we to conclude? By relegating to a footnote the insights of the religious tradition most responsible for Western civilization’s discourse about love, and by reducing the difference between the biblical and classical traditions on this issue to a matter of the spatial/temporal proximity required by love, Strauss conveys much about his attitude toward the biblical perspective. By ignoring the difference between agape and philia he subsumes the biblical notion within his overall understanding of love, depriving it of its force and distinctiveness. This might not be noteworthy, except for the fact that, as we have already seen, Strauss himself frames the issue under consideration in On Tyranny as a question of how best to make a case for classical social science in the face of the “triumph of the biblical orientation.” One would think, under these circumstances, the biblical orientation would be given due consideration.

Kojeve, as part of his response to Strauss, identifies precisely what it is about the biblical tradition that Strauss excludes from his consideration of love. He argues that “man is loved solely because he is, and independently of what he does (a mother loves her son in spite of his faults),” and “love is specifically characterized by the fact that it attributes a positive value to the beloved or to the being of the beloved without reason.” Strauss answers by pointing to the fact that a mother loves her son because he is her own, thus reiterating his claim that we only tend to love what is in some sense ours. While Strauss may have found the weakness in Kojeve’s example, he has not necessarily disproved Kojeve’s broader point. The primary focus of Kojeve’s example is not on the fact that the son “belongs” to the mother, but on the character of maternal love as regard for the other “independently of what he does.” In other words, Kojeve’s point (as distinguished from his example) would be entirely reconcilable with the notion of love of one’s enemies, an example that would not be open to Strauss’s objection, unless of course we love our enemies because they are our own.

If anything, Kojeve argues, Strauss has gotten the relationship between love and admiration exactly backwards. It is love that acts without regard for the qualities or the response of the other. Genuine love is, in this sense, indifferent to receiving benefits. By contrast, the person who wishes to be admired wants “the recognition of his perfection and not the love of his being; he would like to be recognized for his perfection and therefore desires his perfection.” This desire is actualized through action, hence, Kojeve concludes, the one who seeks admiration does so by performing those actions that will win him the esteem of others. In drawing out the importance of “recognition,” Kojeve obviously come close to Girard’s insight into mimetic desire. Essentially Kojeve questions Strauss’s depiction of the pursuer of admiration as free of mimetic desire. He challenges Strauss’s contention that “love has no criterion of relevance outside itself, but admiration has.” For Strauss, it is love rather than admiration that must constantly be looking toward others to know the best way to please them and to know how to benefit them in order to be loved in return. Admiration, on the other hand, is granted on the basis of a set of independent criteria for human excellence, so the admired person is worthy of honor whether he benefits anyone or not – “wise man is as self-sufficient as is humanly possible; the admiration which he gains is essentially a tribute to his perfection, and not a reward for any services.” Kojeve brings out the questionable character of this depiction of self-sufficiency by showing how the one wishing to be admired needs to have his perfection recognized as such. The standards for human perfection are human standards that depend on others for their formulation and recognition. The person who desires this perfection must look to others to know what qualities he or she needs to possess in order to be admired. In Girardian terms, the desire for admiration is intensely mimetic, and mimetic in a way that can easily lead to an endless, empty rivalry for prestige. The way of love (as the biblical tradition understands it) also involves taking others as our models, but in a manner devoid of mimetic rivalry. Yet Strauss draws nearly the opposite conclusion. Without using Girard’s terminology, Strauss would draw the distinction between admiration and love by claiming for the former a non-mimetic desire for one’s self-perfection, and for the latter an entirely mimetic yet fundamentally self-centered dynamism.

The comparison of admiration and love is not incidental to the central argument of On Tyranny, or for that matter to the central themes of Strauss’s work as a whole. It is, in the final analysis, an embodiment of the problematic relationship between philosophy and politics, the ancients and the moderns, or Athens and Jerusalem. In On Tyranny the real issue is the political implications of love versus admiration.  Formulated differently, what we have here is an exploration of the consequences for political life of the “extreme” virtue of biblical love and the way of philosophical moderation. 

At the root of the moderation characteristic of the philosophical way of life is a marvelous detachment from “human things.” The philosopher’s dominating passion is the desire to know the eternal order and the eternal causes of that order. But “as he looks up in search for the eternal order, all human things and all human concerns reveal themselves to him in all clarity as paltry and ephemeral.”
 As a result, the philosopher is relatively indifferent to human weal or woe; his attachment to human beings is weakened by his attachment to eternal beings.
 This is not, however, a fault on the part of the seeker of wisdom. Strauss emphasizes how the philosopher’s detachment makes him immune to those greedy and rivalrous passions that drive communities apart. Because of this the philosopher will not be inclined to hurt anyone; indeed he will go beyond the negative responsibility to do no harm, and will try to mitigate, as much as he can, the evils that are part of the human condition. Given his detachment, though, it is not at all clear why the philosopher would be inclined to do this.
 The philosopher helps the city by giving advice to those who hold political power. No better advice could received by political leaders, because conscious of his progress in the quest for the eternal order, the philosopher is entirely without ambition in the realm of human affairs; his self-admiration “does not need to be confirmed by the admiration of others in order to be reasonable.”
 Despite this self-sufficiency, the philosopher cannot help being attracted to those well-ordered souls who reflect the eternal order he seeks. And since the well-ordered soul would be one that is inclined toward philosophizing, “the philosopher therefore has the urge to educate potential philosophers.” Here is where the philosopher invites conflict with the city. Compelled to go into the marketplace in search of potential philosophers, this lover of wisdom will be viewed with suspicion by the many who have no aptitude for philosophy, and who resent what they view as the philosopher’s corruption of their most promising young people. The philosopher is forced then, to defend philosophy before the city by influencing its rulers. This is done through the practice of “philosophic politics,” designed to prove to the doubtful that philosophers are good citizens who are in no way subversive and that they reverence and hold sacred the laws and traditions of the city. The moderation of the philosopher consists in performing this task of mediation well. The city must be placated and the philosophical life must be preserved.  

Compared to the healthy influence exercised on politics by the admirably disinterested philosopher, the motivation of the political leader seems positively selfish. Of the political man in contrast to the philosopher, Strauss writes:

He could not devote himself to his work with all his heart or without reservation if he did not attach absolute importance to man and to human things. He must “care” for human beings as such. He is essentially attached to human beings. This attachment is at the bottom of his desire to rule human beings, or of his ambition. But to rule human beings means to serve them. Certainly an attachment to beings which prompts one to serve them may well be called love of them. Attachment to human beings is not peculiar to the ruler; it is characteristic of all men as mere men. The difference between the political man and the private man is that in the case of the former, the attachment enervates all private concerns; the political man is consumed by erotic desire, not for this or that human being…but for the large multitude, for the demos, and in principle for all human beings. But erotic desire craves reciprocity: the political man desires to be loved by all his subjects. The political man is characterized by the concern with being loved by all human beings regardless of their quality.

Attachment to human beings is at the root of the political man’s ambition, rather than ambition being seen as the cause of this attachment. This is important, because when Strauss then goes on to say the political man’s attachment to people may be described as love, it follows that love would be at the root of this ambition. Strauss then rather easily glides from calling this attachment “love” to referring to it as an erotic desire, a “craving” for recognition from the crowd. Of course, this is perfectly consistent with what he says about the nature of love as inherently self-seeking and as driven to benefit others by the need to receive benefits in return.  The philosopher, entirely free of mimetic rivalry, stands in stark contrast to the political man consumed by the desire for recognition, a desire that will not rest until all, no matter how insignificant, have granted their recognition. The love characteristic of the political man is fundamentally mercenary and self-centered.
 If Strauss’s analysis of love is correct, it is easy to understand why the line separating the greatest benefactors from the greatest tyrants is very thin. Failing to win recognition by providing benefits, the political man may resort to whatever means are necessary to achieve his ends. What began with acts of charity designed to win the people’s praise may eventually lead to actions that are anything but charitable. 

This may help to explain Strauss’s horror at the thought of modernity’s culmination in the realization of the “universal and homogeneous state,” an end he sees as inevitable given the forces propelling the modern project.  “We are now brought face to face,” Strauss writes, “with a tyranny which holds out the threat of becoming, thanks to ‘the conquest of nature’ and in particular of human nature, what no earlier tyranny ever became: perpetual and universal.”
 Strauss has in mind here the vision of the contemporary world articulated by Kojeve. Drawing on Hegel, Kojeve argues that, given the limitless nature of the desire for recognition, a human being wishes “to be effectively ‘recognized’ by all of those whom he considers capable and hence worthy of ‘recognizing’ him.” In the case of a political leader this will include the leaders and peoples of other states, who, by their very ability to maintain their independence from him, demonstrate their worthiness. Those who submit to him already grant him recognition; but over those who resist he will try to extend his authority in order to force their recognition. In the final analysis, “the head of State will be fully ‘satisfied’ only when his State encompasses the whole of mankind.”
  But once the universal state is achieved, the leader will be interested in gaining genuine recognition from all rather than servile obedience. He will therefore attempt to raise the economic, social, cultural, and even political levels of participation of the people to the highest degree possible. This leads Kojeve to the following conclusion:

The political man, acting consciously in terms of the desire for “recognition”…will be fully “satisfied” only when he is at the head of a State that is not only universal but also politically and socially homogeneous…that is to say of a State that is the goal and the outcome of the collective labor of all and of each.

 For Kojeve the universal character of the state is due to the historical influence of both classical philosophy and the Bible; but its homogeneous character is attributable to the Bible alone, especially as mediated historically through the Hebrew prophets and Paul.

My purpose in describing Kojeve’s position is not to take sides with him against Strauss. It is quite possible to share Strauss’s resistance to Kojeve’s vision of the end of history and to disagree with Strauss’s reasons for doing so or with the alternatives he proposes. The point I wish to make is that despite his strenuous disagreement with Kojeve as to the desirability of and justification for the universal and homogeneous state, Strauss does not disagree that such is the outcome of modernity. Nor does he oppose Kojeve on the issue of the biblical origin of the modern horizon. Strauss criticizes Kojeve on other grounds. First, he notes how Kojeve assumes the universal and homogeneous state to be the best social order. He questions whether the best society is one in which every human being is fully satisfied in having his human dignity universally recognized, and one in which there is equality of opportunity for all. In Kojeve’s vision, citizens of this state will work as little as possible because nature will have been conquered, and war will cease because all are now members of one political community. Strauss wonders whether this is a desirable goal, since by Kojeve’s own admission it is genuine work and participation in bloody political struggle that raises humans above other animals. The end of history means the loss of our humanity; “It is the state of Nietzsche’s ‘last man’.”

But perhaps this condition of ease and placidity will provide people with the opportunity to devote more time to the exercise of their capacity to think. Both Kojeve and Strauss agree human beings are rational creatures. Free of other concerns, they would be able to give themselves more fully to the life of the mind. Strauss, however, is not convinced. In the final analysis, he finds the universal and homogeneous state to be contrary to nature:

If the final state is to satisfy the deepest longing of the human soul, every human being must be capable of becoming wise. The most relevant difference among human beings must have practically disappeared. We understand now why Kojeve is so anxious to refute the classical view according to which only a minority of men are capable of the quest for wisdom.
 

By nature, not all are capable of becoming wise, so the coming state will never be able to fully satisfy its people. It is therefore impossible to recognize others as equal with regard to the highest human activity. But where this recognition is lacking, inequality persists, and the state is no longer truly universal and homogeneous. The modern solution has been to create the conditions for universal recognition by lowering the standards on which recognition is based – “The classical solution supplies a stable standard by which to judge of any actual order. The modern solution eventually destroys the very idea of a standard that is independent of actual situations.”
 

 The consequences Strauss draws from this scenario are bleak. In the universal and homogeneous state few, if any, will be wise, and neither they nor the philosophers will desire to rule. The leader of the state will, therefore, not be wise. To retain power, this “Universal and Final Tyrant” will suppress any movement or any kind of thought which calls into question the validity and goodness of the universal and homogeneous state. Of course the life of inquiry that is philosophy will be a particular target of criticism, so philosophers will, as they have throughout history, be forced to defend themselves before the political community by acting upon the tyrant. But this attempt takes place in a context shaped by the modern abolition of relevant differences. By making philosophy a matter for public consumption and by placing it in the service of propaganda, Machiavelli’s revolution has created the conditions where anyone can claim the mantle of a philosopher. The Final Tyrant styles himself a philosopher, and claims to be persecuting, not philosophy, but only false philosophies. In the past, philosophers were able to survive by going underground, and by writing in a way that appeared to accommodate itself to the ruler’s concerns while simultaneously conveying its true teaching to those few capable of understanding. But there is no escape in the universal and homogeneous state:

Thanks to the conquest of nature and to the completely unabashed substitution of suspicion and terror for law, the Universal and Final Tyrant has at his disposal practically unlimited means for ferreting out, and for extinguishing, the most modest efforts in the direction of thought. Kojeve would seem to be right although for the wrong reason: the coming of the universal and homogeneous state will be the end of philosophy on earth.
 

With this chilling vision of society we may appear to have wandered from our discussion of the Bible and modernity. But such is not the case. Strauss’s indictment of the universal and homogeneous state is the capstone of his indictment of modernity, and indirectly, of those elements out of which the modern world has been formed. And the Bible figures significantly as a source of the modern. Strauss speaks of the differences between classical and modern tyranny: “Present day tyranny, in contradistinction to classical tyranny, is based on the unlimited progress in the ‘conquest of nature’ which is made possible by modern science, as well as the popularization or diffusion of philosophic or scientific knowledge.”
 The classical authors were aware of these possibilities, but rejected them as unnatural. Modernity, then, adopts an unnatural posture. If we recall our earlier discussion, it is easy enough to remember the source of this aberration. Is it not the priority given to the extreme, unnatural virtue of charity? And is not the conquest of nature (including human nature in the universal and homogeneous state) primarily undertaken with an eye toward the “relief of man’s estate”? One of Strauss’s most sympathetic readers calls attention to his rather lopsided view of technological advance, and his tendency to ignore those aspects which do, in fact lead to the alleviation of human suffering.
 Despite the misuse to which technology has been put, there is no question that a good part of its development and use in the modern West can be traced to the biblical turn to the “human things,” i.e., the recognition of victims and the responsibility to address their plight. Yet Strauss is unable or unwilling to consider this attachment to the human as anything more than a form of need. He equates love with neediness, and in so doing he blurs the distinction between selfishness and what the Bible would understand as compassion. Strauss never accuses the Bible directly, but the cumulative effect of his presentation in On Tyranny and elsewhere is to establish a strong association, if not a relationship of direct causation, between the Bible’s teaching and the worst features of the modern world. 

IV

It remains to consider possible reasons for Strauss’s fears concerning modernity. Two comments in On Tyranny suggest much about the source of his concern. Criticizing Kojeve’s overly optimistic depiction of the universal and homogeneous state, Strauss observes how Kojeve’s vision of harmony presupposes a society in which all behave reasonably. Strauss finds this assumption highly questionable, and he asks whether Kojeve has underestimated the power of the passions.
 The other comment occurs in the context of Strauss’s criticism of Kojeve for his uncritical appropriation of Hegel. In Strauss’s view, Hegel radicalized the modern tradition ushered in by Machiavelli and Hobbes, and thereby further emancipated the passions. All three of these modern thinkers “construct human society by starting from the untrue assumption that man as man is thinkable as a being that lacks awareness of sacred restraints or as a being that is guided by nothing but a desire for recognition.”
 Without employing the language of mimetic theory, Strauss’s awareness of the possible dangers associated with the modern emancipation of the passions resonates with Girard’s cautions about mimetic escalation in modern society. With his reference to a “necessary awareness of sacred restraints” Strauss identifies the role played by religion in setting limits to the passions, and with the mention of the “desire for recognition,” he indicates something of the centrality of mimetic desire. In this case both Strauss and Girard are more conscious than is Kojeve of the potential for conflict contained within the desire for recognition.
 

However, because in Strauss’s view modernity is so tainted by the influence of the Bible, he does not look to biblical wisdom when faced with modern dilemmas. Instead he turns to the classics for inspiration and guidance. There he discovers the figure of the philosopher, a being entirely free of the dangerous passions that afflict modern society. It is striking how Strauss’s description of modernity practically demands such a savior figure. The only apparent hope for the contemporary world as he depicts it would be a being who is able to take a stand apart from that world; someone who is detached yet benign. It must be someone whose moderation and intelligence are able to influence those who rule with an eye toward establishing and maintaining a similarly moderate regime where philosophy would be allowed to exist peacefully. There is an invented quality to Strauss’s philosopher, a quality that leads one to wonder whether Strauss has not followed in the footsteps of Plato in perpetuating his own version of philosophy’s myth about itself.  He shares with Heidegger a tendency to romanticize the “Greek beginning” of Western civilization. Heidegger’s version, with its valorization of the Greeks and its focus on the role of strife or polemos, has the merit of identifying the importance of the issue of violence in Greek culture. Strauss, by comparison, continues the tradition of accepting Greek civilization (especially the philosophical tradition) as the embodiment of reason, balance, and moderation. Preoccupied with the disinterested pursuit of wisdom, supremely moderate in thought and deed, and incapable of harming others, philosophy is never in the wrong. In Girard’s view this has been the delusion of philosophy from the very beginning. Appalled by the violence of “primitive” myths, philosophers found a new culture, “no longer truly mythological but ‘rational’ and ‘philosophical,’ forming the very text of philosophy.”
 To the extent they deny their complicity in their culture’s violence, philosophers remain ensnared in its myths. Such is the case with Leo Strauss.

Related to Strauss’s worries about the power of the passions in modern society is his deep unease about the loss of social differentiation. According to Strauss, “It is a demand of justice that there should be a reasonable correspondence between the social hierarchy and the natural hierarchy.”
 Some critics dismiss his elitism and his emphasis on natural distinctions among human beings as either snobbery or, even worse, as an argument for tyrannical rule by the wise.
 In fact, what Strauss understands (as Girard does) is the relationship between the breakdown of “natural” hierarchies and the consequent increase in mimetic rivalry. Where all are considered politically equal, there is no longer any need to defer to one’s “superiors.” Each person in society is now a potential rival, and mimetic conflict can flourish. Strauss also understands how biblical ideas about charity contribute to this result. By eroding important distinctions, such as those between philosophers and non-philosophers, biblical ideas about the equality of all before God and the moral stance which flows from these ideas blur the difference between the wise and the unwise. When this distinction is lost, society suffers as a result of its being deprived of guidance from those devoted to the pursuit of wisdom. In addition, when ideas about equality permeate a culture it may lead, as it has in the modern West, to the popularization of philosophy. In either case, whether political power is deprived of philosophical guidance or the people believe themselves to be wise, Strauss sees cause for alarm in a situation where passions have been liberated and the masses rule.

With this mind we can better understand Strauss’s apparent preference for what he refers to as the classical idea of the “closed society”:

Classical political philosophy opposes to the universal and homogeneous state a substantive principle. It asserts that the society natural to man is the city, that is, a closed society that can well be taken in in one view or that corresponds to man’s natural…power of perception. Less literally and more importantly, it asserts that every political society that ever has been or ever will be rests on a particular fundamental opinion which cannot be replaced by knowledge and hence is of necessity a particular or particularist society. This state of things imposes duties on the philosopher’s public speech or writing which would not be duties if a rational society were actual or emerging; it thus gives rise to a specific art of writing.

This is a remarkable passage, which should certainly give pause to those who believe Strauss embraces some transcendent standard as a guide in political life. Society depends on a fundamental opinion, which Strauss insists cannot be replaced by knowledge. Essentially, society requires a myth by which to live, and the critical task of the philosopher is to publicly support this myth, while writing in such a way as to keep the spirit of philosophy alive among those few capable of understanding. Once again we are reminded of Strauss’s extolling of “Socratic rhetoric” over and against the “propaganda” that is part of the biblical legacy. Also striking is how Strauss explicitly juxtaposes this classical vision to that ghastly descendent of the Bible, the “universal and homogeneous state.”
 He surely means to contrast unfavorably the global vision of humanity made possible by the Bible with the closed society as conceived by classical thought. In the process, he also, without intending to do so, illuminates the difference between a society in the process of dispensing with myths under the pressure of Judeo-Christian revelation, and one that still requires myths to strengthen its unity. Certainly Girard has this difference in mind when he writes:

If we interpret the gospel doctrine in the light of our own observations about violence, we can see that it explains, in the most clear and concise fashion, all that people must do in order to break with the circularity of closed societies, whether they be tribal national, philosophical or religious.

To the extent that social and cultural distinctions are ultimately traceable to differences emerging from society’s founding violence, biblical revelation will, of course, further the erosion of these distinctions. While Girard would certainly not welcome the universal and homogeneous state as described by Strauss, he would agree that the undermining of distinctions taking place in the modern world is largely due to biblical influence. Of course for Girard, this influence has been salutary and its effects are most clearly seen in the modern attention to victims:

The gradual loosening of various centers of cultural isolation began in the Middle Ages and has now led into what we call “globalization,” which in my view is only secondarily an economic phenomenon. The true engine of progress is the slow decomposition of the closed worlds rooted in victim mechanisms. This is the force that destroyed archaic societies and henceforth dismantles the ones replacing them, the nations we call “modern.”

Here it may be well to emphasize what it is that actually distinguishes Girard and Strauss. Both men understand that biblical revelation has brought about a crisis in western civilization. Both recognize how disruptive this revelation has been and continues to be. But confronted with this crisis, Strauss draws back from the Bible. He apparently holds to the hope that its adverse effects on modernity can be mitigated, if not reversed, through a restoration of classical thought. For Girard, however, this is neither realistic nor desirable. Rather, the crisis of western civilization presents us with a situation in which we must learn to live with the irreversible consequences of the “triumph of the biblical orientation.” The great insights of the Bible may have led to the current crisis, but they have done so by unmasking the lie by which humanity has lived for centuries. Strauss sees only the disruption caused by biblical revelation, so consequently he does not find in the biblical message a source of hope for the future. Ultimately, his is the path chosen by all those who live or who have lived without the guidance of biblical teaching, i.e., the way of myth, ritual, and prohibition.

This is why Strauss defends the option for belief in the modern world. He believes those aspects of biblical morality that focus on law and prohibitions are to be preserved and fostered as a guide for those who are not capable of the philosophical life. In the dangerous situation in which we find ourselves, any belief that helps men and women refrain from violence and follow the stabilizing customs and traditions of society should not be explicitly undermined. But those aspects of the biblical tradition that have helped to constitute modernity must be challenged and contained. A direct attack on the Bible would, of course, be counterproductive, since it is the source of the major religious narratives of the modern West, and the weakening of religious belief among the many is detrimental to the stability of society. With this observation we return to where we began, with Strauss’s emphatic rejection of any synthesis between Athens and Jerusalem. Hopefully, some of the reasons for his reaction have now become clear. A synthesis of the classical and the biblical would poison the classical well and lead to the destruction of philosophy.
 Strauss insists on preserving the tension between Athens and Jerusalem not because he sees them as possessing equally valid claims to guide civilization, but because modernity represents the triumph of Jerusalem, a triumph that must be offset as much as possible by the revival of classical wisdom. If the biblical message is not countered, it will spell the end of philosophy and hasten the arrival of the universal and homogeneous state. The teaching of Athens, then, must be restored to prevent the total triumph of the biblical. On the other hand, philosophy must never appear to contradict the Bible’s teaching, because, whether or not that teaching is true, the city requires deeply held “opinions” to guide and unify the people. Hence, the option for Jerusalem must be defended.

The life-giving tension at the heart of Western civilization is constituted, then, on one side by a life governed by law, prohibition, and submission to the inscrutable will of God, and on the other by a life of inquiry, freedom of thought, and moderation. Within this account, biblical charity, biblical love, biblical compassion are either relegated to the category of “extreme” virtues, understood as a form of need, or identified as the not very remote cause of religious persecution. It is certainly legitimate to ask whether, in marginalizing the Bible’s teaching on charity, Strauss has lost sight of what is most distinctive about the biblical voice. But there seems little doubt that his interpretation of the Bible’s effect on modernity retains its plausibility just so long as the voices of victims are not taken into account. 
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