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Preface 

The writings included in this volume are unfamiliar, if not completely un
known, even to the growing number of American students of the work of 
Leo Strauss, nor is the relation of these early writings to Strauss's later work 
immediately evident or easily understood. The present volume is therefore 
intended as a contribution to the study of the origins of the political philoso
phy of Leo Strauss. 

Not only are the writings themselves quite foreign to most readers of 
Strauss, but we are largely unacquainted with the intricacies of their original 
setting in the intellectual and political climate of the German Jewish commu
nity of the 1920s. The purpose of the introduction and of the notes to the 
translations is to provide the early writings with the necessary background 
and context. 

Within the German Jewish community ofhis time Strauss relates to two 
seemingly opposite trends, namely, to the academic institutions of the liberal 
European Wissenschaft des Judentums and to the Zionist youth movement 
calling for an exodus from Europe. His affiliation with the elite ofEuropean 
Jewish scholarship is evident from the context of his first scholarly works. 
Strauss submitted his 1921 dissertation to Ernst Cassirer, who, at the time, 
was known as the foremost student of the Jewish neo-Kantian philosopher 
Hermann Cohen; in the years 1925 to 1928 Strauss produced a monograph 
on Spinoza as a fellow of the Akademie fur die Wissenschaft desJudentums; 
and in 1935 he applied for a position in Jewish philosophy of religion at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, to which he submitted a set of studies on 
medieval Jewish philosophy under the tide Philosophy and Law, published by 
Schocken in Berlin. However, neither the affiliation with Cassirer, nor the 
relation with the director of the Berlin Akademie, Julius Guttmann, nor the 

ix 
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Jerusalem candidacy was easy and simple. Contrary to Cassirer's levelheaded 
interest in the "problem of knowledge," Strauss's dissertation celebrated 
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi's critique ofEnlightenment rationalism; the mono
graph on Spinoza focused on his critique of religion instead of, as the fellow
ship mandated, on his biblical scholarship; and the candidacy in Jerusalem 
was torpedoed by the introduction to Philosophy and Law, where Strauss dis
parages both Orthodox faith and the Zionist project and associates himself 
with the "honest atheism" ofHeidegger. While thus working in the midst of 
the synthesis of Jewish and humanist Bildung that was typical of nineteenth
century liberal German Jewish scholarship, the institutions of which contin
ued to operate until the 1930s, Strauss also distanced himself from this tradi
tion and, along with others, challenged its synthetic assumption on the basis 
of the experiences and concerns of a generation disenchanted by the failure of 
social integration and troubled by the universal crisis of values precipitated by 
the World War. To be sure, this uneasy bedfellow of the increasingly apolo
getic trend of German Jewish scholarship is not a naive proponent of the 
necromantic "renaissance" of German Judaism either. 

In his early political writings Strauss contributes to debates among the 
youngest generation of German Zionists on the spiritual orientation of their 
movement, which, to them, concerns the future ofJudaism as a whole. Pub
lishing in major Zionist venues and speaking to federal assemblies of mid
stream youths associated strongly neither with the Left nor with the Right, 
Strauss carried his theoretical concern with the post-Enlightenment fate of 
religion onto the platform of discussions on the post-Balfour state of political 
Zionism. His theoretical insights compelled him to reject the two most ac
cepted combinations of the political secularism of Herzlian Zionism with 
traditional Judaism, namely the cultural Zionism associated with Ahad Ha'am 
and Martin Buber and the religious Zionism of Mizrahi. While the sophisti
cation of his essays initially attracted the attention and support of the leader
ship of the mainstream Zionist students' organization, his outspokenly nega
tive analysis of both cultural and religious Zionism was eventually rejected as 
politically inopportune when the forging of practical alliances began to take 
precedence over the "honesty" of the intellectual stance. 

A study of a major figure in the differentiated world of the German 
Jewish renaissance of the 1920s would be incomplete without a consider
ation of the outside forces at play in his intellectual and political choices. It 
goes without saying that these outside forces were as complex in themselves 
and as driven by unresolved conflicts as those experienced by the Jewish 
minority. The scholarship of early-twentieth-century cultural Protestantism 
(Kulturprotestantismus), for example, was itself an uneasy amalgamation of clas-
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sicist, humanist, and Teutonic sources. The peak of the achievements of this 
tradition impressed itself on the mind of the young Strauss in the work of 
Max Weber, Ernst Troeltsch, Rudolf Otto, and Edmund Husser!. But there 
were also such cultural pessimists as Friedrich Nietzsche, Paul de Lagarde, 
and Oswald Spengler whose perspective on politics, religion, and society was 
in fact much more congenial to the cultural analysis of Zionism than the new 
social, religious, and philosophical approaches developed in the schools of 
Gottingen, Heidelberg, and Freiburg. Furthermore, the influence of the es
tablished masters was gradually eclipsed by Martin Heidegger, the rising star 
of the younger generation who, all dressed in black, was to declare the death 
ofWilhelminian bourgeois philosophy in a single theatrical stroke taken ut
terly seriously not only by himself but by his otherwise perfectly reasonable 
admirers, among them the circle of Strauss's philosophical intimates: Hans
Georg Gadamer, Karl Lowith, Gerhard Kruger, and Jacob Klein. 

To be sure, it would be overly simplistic if we assumed that Heidegger's 
gesture affected only the outside and not also the inside of the German Jew. 
The very dichotomization between such an "outside" and an "inside" was 
perpetually in question: in fact, it was the essence of the German Jewish 
question. Strauss certainly perceived any distinction between a solidly Jewish 
and a solidly German context-whereby if one lived in a land between two 
rivers, one could choose one's spiritual nourishment from either and mix it 
according to taste-as unrealistic, and any premature claim to authenticity as 
inauthentic. He was not alone in this perception. The creativity of the small 
elite of German-) ewish renaissance intellectuals was driven by the realization 
of the utterly hybrid nature of each and every aspect of their lives. Put in the 
terms of Zionism, the question was this: How was a return to Judaism pos
sible if the world of the ghetto was irretrievably lost, while modem Judaism 
(even if transported to Palestine) was inextricably European? This question is 
the point of departure for the early writings of Leo Strauss. 

* * * 

For the purpose of orientation, the following bibliography lists the texts in
cluded in this volume1 (indicated in boldface) in the context of the larger 
body of Strauss's early writings. The titles appear in the order of their date of 
composition, when that is known, or else in the order of their date of publi
cation.2 The list includes all known publications and manuscripts,3 covering 
the years 1921 to 1932, including two previously unknown essays, first pub
lished, respectively, in 1925 and 1928 in Der judische Student. 4 Not listed, for 
reasons of simplification and clarity, are eight brief introductions to volumes 
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2 and 3, pt. 1, of Mendelssohn's philosophical and aesthetic writings, which 
Strauss produced in 1931 and 1932 for the Mendelssohn ]ubiliiumsausgabe of 
the Akademie ftir die Wissenschaft des J udentums. 5 

I. Philosophical dissertation (1921) 
"The Problem of Knowledge in the Philosophical Doctrine of Friedrich 
Heinrich Jacobi." Inaugural dissertation. University ofHamburg, 1921. 

The Problem ofKnowledge in the Philosophical Doctrine of Friedrich 
Heinrich Jacobi. 
Extract from the inaugural dissertation, originally published in 1921. 

II. Zionist writings (1923-25) 
Response to Frankfurt's "Word of Principle" 
Originally in judische Rundschau (Berlin) 28, no. 9 (30 January 1923): 45-
46. 

The Holy 
Originally in Der Jude: Eine Monatsschrifi (Berlin) 7, no. 4 (April 1923): 
240-42. 

A Note on the Discussion on "Zionism and Anti-Semitism" 
Originally in]iidische Rundscltau 28, nos. 83/84 (28 September 1923): 501. 

The Zionism of Nordau 
Originally in Der Jude: Eine Monatsschrift, vol. 7, no. 10/11 (Oct./Nov.), 
Berlin: 1923, pp. 657-60. 

Paul de Lagarde 
Originally in Der jude: Eine Monatsschrifi, vol. 8, no. 1 Qanuary), Berlin: 
1924, pp. 8-15. 

Sociological Historiography? 
Originally in Der jude: Eine Monatsschrifi, vol. 8, no. 3 (March), Berlin: 
1924, pp. 190-92. 

Review of Albert Levkowitz, Contemporary Religious Thinkers: On Changes 
in the Modern Views of Life 
Originally in Der jude: Eine Monatsschrifi 8, no. 7 Ouly 1924): 432. 

On the Argument with European Science 
Originally in Der]ude. Eine Monatsschrift 8, no. 10 (October 1924): 613-17. 



9780791488829.pdf   14 2/19/2011   11:00:12 PM

Preface 

Comment on Weinberg's Critique 
Originally in Der judische Student 22, nos. 1 and 2 (February 1925): 15-18 

Ecclesia militans 
Originally in]udische Rundschau 30, no. 36 (8 May 1925): 334. 

Biblical History and Science 
Originally in]udische Rundschau 30, no. 88 (10 November 1925): 744-45. 

III. Historical-philological writings on Spinoza (1924, 1925-28) 
Cohen's Analysis of Spinoza's Bible Science 
Originally in Der Jude: Eine Monatsschrift, 8, nos. 5 and 6 (May/June 1924): 
295-314. 

On the Bible Science of Spinoza and His Precursors 
Originally in Ko"espondenzblatt des Vereins zur Griindung und Erhaltung einer 
Akademie fur die Wissenschaft des ]udentums 7 (1926): 1-22. 

Die Religionskritik Spinozas als Grundlage seiner Bibelwissensch'!fi: Untersuchungen 
zu Spinozas Theologisch Politischem Traktat. Series: Veroffentlichungen der 
Akadernie fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums, Philosophische Sektion, 
Zweiter Band. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1930. 

IV. Reorientation (1928-32) 
Sigmund Freud, The Future of an nlusion 
Originally in Der judische Student 25, no. 4 (August 1928): 16-22. 

"Der Konspektivismus" (1929). First published by Heinrich Meier in GS, 
2:365-75. A review ofKarl Mannheim,Ideologie und Utopie. 

Franz Rosenzweig and the Academy for the Science of Judaism 
Originally in]udische Wochenzeitungfor Kassel, Hessen, und Waldeck 6, no. 49 
(13 December 1929). 

"Religiose Lage der Gegenwart" (1930). First published in GS, 2:377-91. 
A "lecture, to be held on Dec. 21, 1930 at the federal camp of Kadimah in 
Brieselang, near Berlin." 

"Cohen und Maimuni" (1931). First published in GS, 2:393-436. 
Draft of a lecture, 4 May 1931, at the Hochschule flir die Wissenschaft des 
Judenturns in Berlin. 

Xlll 
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"Maimunis Lehre von der Prophetie und ihre Quellen" (1931) = "Die 
philosophische Begriindung des Gesetzes," in Philosophie und Gesetz: Beitriige 
zum Verstiindnis Maimunis und seiner Vorliiufer, 87-122. Berlin: Schocken, 
1935. The manuscript for this essay was completed in July 1931 and was 
supposed to be published in the Korrespondenzblatt for die Akademie des 
]udentums, which was, however, discontinued in 1931.6 

Review of Julius Ebbinghaus, On the Progress of Metaphysics 
Originally in Deutsche Literaturzeitung 52 (27 December 1931): 2451-53. 

"Die geistige Lage der Gegenwart" (1932). First published in GS, 2:441-
64. The original is a twelve-page lecture manuscript, dated 6 February 1932. 

"Anmerkungen zu Carl Schmitt, Der Begrilf des Politischen." Archiv for 
Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik (Tlibingen) 67, no. 6 (August-September 
1932): 732-49. 

The Testament of Spinoza 
Originally in Bayerische Israelitische Gemeindezeitung 8, no. 21 (1 November 
1932): 322-26. 

The early writings may be divided into four phases coinciding with four 
distinct but related preoccupations, namely, 

I. the dissertation on Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1921), 
II. Zionist writings (1923-25), 

III. work on Spinoza's critique of religion (1924, 1925-28), and 
IV. writings from a phase of reorientation (1928-32). 

This division shows a predominance of scholarly preoccupations for the en
tire decade (I and III; also IV, especially if one adds the Mendelssohn intro
ductions), with the exception of the years 1923-25 when Strauss wrote mostly 
on political Zionism (II, aside from the 1924 essay on Cohen and Spinoza, 
which, for thematic reasons, is here listed under III). The years 1928-32 (IV) 
are distinguished by a mixture of pursuits and venues, as well as by the fact 
that much of what Strauss wrote during these years was not published imme
diately.7 Some of the essays written during this period (IV) were eventually 
combined into what became one of the best-known works ofStrauss, namely, 
Philosophie und Gesetz: Beitriige zum Verstiindnis Maimunis und seiner Vorlaufer, 
published in 1935, a work whose interpretation has been notoriously elusive. 
It is thus a further purpose of the introduction to examine what we can learn 
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from the early writings about the character of this crucial phase in the work 
of Leo Strauss. 

NOTES 

1. The scope of this volume is limited to the shorter early publications from 1921 
to 1932, excluding the full text of the dissertation and the Spinoza monograph, as well 
as manuscripts not published during this period. Also excluded is the 1932 review of 
Carl Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen, which has been available in Heinrich Meier, Carl 
Schmitt and Leo Strauss: The Hidden Dialogue. Including Strauss's Notes on Schmitt's Concept 
of the Political and Three Letters from Strauss to Schmitt, trans.]. Harvey Lomax, foreword 
by Joseph Cropsey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). 

2. The texts translated in this volume are given with English tides. For the origi
nal titles and further bibliographic information see the unnumbered source notes to the 
translations at the beginning of the endnotes. 

3. A number of hitherto unknown manuscripts from the early period as well as 
the full text of the 1921 dissertation of Jacobi have been made available by Heinrich 
Meier, with the editorial assistance ofWiebke Meier, in Leo Strauss, Gesammelte &hriften, 
vol. 1: Die Religionskritik Spinozas und zugehiirige Schriften (Stuttgart and Weimar, 1996), 
J. B. Metzler, and vol. 2: Plrilosopltie und Gesetz: Frnhe Schriften (Stuttgart and Weimar Q'. B. 
Metzler, 1997). These important texts are extensively referenced below, and an English 
translation is in planning. 

4. "Comment on Weinberg's Critique" (t 925) and a t 928 review of Freud's The 
Future of an fllusion were brought to my attention by Professor Eugene Sheppard, who 
discovered copies of the original publications in the Scholem archive at the National 
and University Library Givat Ram, in Jerusalem. The texts were included among notes 
Scholem put together upon receiving notice ofStrauss's death, preswnably for an obituary. 
I am grateful to Professor Sheppard for sharing this material with me so generously. 

5. For a complete listing of these introductions and Strauss's important later con
tributions to the Mendelssohn edition, see the notes below. 

6. Cf. GS, 2:xiif. 
7. The lectures are, of course, a form of public utterance. Not unlike other politi

cal movements of the time, however, the Zionist students' movement had a policy of 
secrecy and ctistinguished between publications restricted to its membership and publi
cations open to the public. This policy of secrecy, first introduced during World War I, 
seems to have been suspended for most of the t 920s, but was reintroduced in the early 
1930s, that is, exactly at the time when Strauss, the Zionist, spoke to Zionist audiences 
without publishing his lectures, and when Strauss, the philosopher, rediscovered the 
principle of the exoteric! More on this in the introduction, below. 
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A GERMAN JEWISH YOUTH 

When Leo Strauss died in 1973, he did not leave an autobiography, and a 
scholarly biography on this major political philosopher has as yet to be writ
ten.1 But Strauss left us with a number of autobiographic fragments, and what 
else we need to know in order to approach the writings assembled in this 
volume is easy enough to ascertain. 2 

Strauss was born 20 September 1899, to an Orthodox Jewish family liv
ing in the rural town of Kirchhain (Hesse), just ten kilometers northeast of 
the university town ofMarburg. He shared this rural rather than urban back
ground with the majority of German Jewry; in fact, he shared it with most 
Germans of the time. Strauss grew up, as he once described it, in an atmo
sphere of strict observance yet with "very litde Jewish knowledge. "3 Lnflu
enced by the typical humanistic Gymnasium education ofhis day, he "formed 
the plan, or the wish, to spend [his] life reading Plato and breeding rabbits 
while earning [his] livelihood as a rural postmaster." He describes the es
trangement from his Orthodox home as a gradual and nonrebellious move
ment that culminated in his "conversion," at the age of seventeen, "to simple, 
straightforward political Zionism." The group he joined was the Jiidischer 
Wanderbund Blau-Weiss.4 

While the history ofBlau-Weiss as an independent organization was rela
tively short-lived, it exerted a significant influence on the German Zionist 
youth movement as a whole.5 A group by this name was first constituted in 
Breslau in 1907, as a Jewish counterpart to the influential German Wander
vogel. The W andervogel movement had existed since the 1890s when a 
group of youngsters came together in Steglitz under the leadership of Karl 

3 
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Fischer.6 What united these youths was their contempt for modernity, for 
urban civilization, and for the materialism of adult society. The early 
Wandervogel was inspired by the Teutonic mysticism of Friedrich Ludwig 
Jahn/ Paul de Lagarde,8 and Julius Langbehn,9 and its majority espoused a 
more or less de-Christianized Lutheran spirituality. Only a minority em
braced the neopaganism of the Far Right or the radical utopianism of the Far 
Left. Clad in short pants and open-neck shirts, such bands of"perpetual ado
lescents"10 would hike through the German countryside, singing folk songs 
and debating the inspired poetry and social criticism of the day (such as the 
writings of Stefan George, Rainer Maria Rilke, and Hermann Hesse). Al
though the youngsters were not committed to any party or any ideology, 
they were unanimous in the assumption that Jews could not well or sincerely 
be part of their movement. 11 Lagarde and other favorite authors associated 
the Jews with the urban materialism so viscerally rejected by this new genera
tion, and it seemed doubtful to them that Germans and Jews could share the 
real inner communion and feeling of commonality that was the hallmark of 
this movement. Most constituents of the Wandervogel considered them
selves "a-Semitic" rather than anti-Semitic, regarding the alienness between 
the two nationalities as a fact of nature and life. The nonchalance by which 
they were excluded from this German vOlkisch renewal precipitated a quest 
among young Jews to experience the irrational grounds of commonality among 
their own. To them the most appropriate and dignified answer to this experi
ence of exclusion presented itself in a German-Jewish Zionist youth movement.12 

Blau-Weiss established itself as an alternative to the German youth move
ment, and it modeled itself on its ideals and practices. 13 Its rhetoric was a form 
of heightened speech that, in hindsight, may appear quaint and makes all 
analysis of its content rather difficult.14 The membership consisted of high
school-age children and university students (i.e., ages fifteen to twenty) 15 

who acted without adult supervision16 and who rejected anything on principle 
that smacked of politics and political organization. Countering the Protestant 
Germanism of the Wandervogel with a corresponding "German Jewish" ori
entation, Blau-Weiss provided a haven for the assimilated and alienated Jew
ish youths who enjoyed the sense of belonging provided by the uniforms and 
pins and who thrived on the ritual of marching through the streets, returning 
the German "Heil!" with a self-assured Jewish "Shalom!"17 Hiking across the 
German countryside was a novel expression ofJewish communal life, and it 
was perceived as such. The Wanderbund provided "instant movement and 
action ... in the course of which they hoped to achieve their human and 
Jewish substance. " 18 Like its German counterpart, Blau-Weiss was decidedly 
middle-class19 and hence recruited more successfully among those who were 
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like themselves, that is, among assimilated Western Jews, and much less suc
cessfully among the Eastern European Jewish proletarians who were more 
strongly attracted by the socialist haluts movement (which, of course, also had 
its German counterpart in the socialist Arbeiterjugend). As in the case of their 
German peers who, at the 1913 Hohe Meissner meeting, called for "inner 
truthfulness" as the hallmark of their volkisch renewal,20 the enthusiastic rhetoric 
of Blau-Weiss often covered up for a pervasive lack of concrete content. In 
the case ofBlau-Weiss with its highly educated, liberal, and assimilated con
stituency, this meant most often a pervasive lack ofJewish knowledge. Affili
ation with a Zionist youth organization meant for many to find a place where 
they could study Jewish history (from a Zionist perspective) and Hebrew for 
the first time in their lives. 

In contrast to the haluts movement and the association of Zionist frater
nities-the Kartell jiidischer V erbindungen, or K.J. V .- the Wanderbund Blau
W eiss was initially rather lukewarm when it came to the question of settling 
in Palestine.21 This changed under the post-World War I leadership ofWalter 
Moses (1922-26), who completely reorganized Blau-Weiss, briefly united it 
with K.J.V., and managed to establish a German-speaking settlement in Pal
estine.22 When this experiment collapsed, however, the Wanderbund was 
dissolved (1926), a setback that affected the entire German Zionist youth 
movement. 23 

Leo Strauss had first joined Blau-Weiss with the enthusiasm of a convert 
to a movement whose very purpose was the encounter (Erlebnis) of a deep 
commonality between its members. Yet this enthusiasm gave way to a "spirit 
of sobriety." In his very first Zionist essay, "Response to Frankfurt's 'Word 
ofPrinciple"' (1923), Strauss admits to his earlier "confusion" in a phrase that 
echoes Nietzsche's confession of having temporarily been afflicted with the 
disease of anti-Semitism. 24 

It was thought that by heaping upon us for years, to the point of nausea, 
"personal encounters" [Erlebnisse] and "confessions" [Bekenntnisse] one could 
make us forget that there is such a thing as critique. We ourselves were tempo
rarily confused, but now we unambiguously profess the spirit of sobriety as 
opposed to that of pathetic declamation. "Belief' may still be decisive, yet 
belief is no oracle but is subject to the comrol of historical reasoning. (See 
below, p. 66. Emphasis added.) 

By invoking the "spirit of sobriety as opposed to that of pathetic decla
mation," Strauss distanced himself not only from his earlier self but also from 
a new Blau-Weiss, whose covenant had been issued in 1922 by Walter Moses 


