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Daniel Tanguay's book on the development of Leo Strauss's thought is the first of its kind.  It considers the whole of Strauss's work as the “subject of a comprehensive study” (p. 1).  Most works on Strauss focus either on his work as a political thinker and theorist or on his work as a Jewish scholar who studied Jewish thinkers. Tanguay brings together all of Strauss's major published works around the topic Strauss identified as “the theme” of his intellectual enterprise: the theologico-political problem.  “To discover the various meanings that Strauss attributes to the theological-political problem,” writes Tanguay, “one must follow the development of this theme over the course of his entire philosophic journey” (p. 5).  The author's location of an “internal coherence” within the whole of Strauss's writing marks a significant contribution to the study of an enigmatic figure.  


Countering claims made by some writers on Strauss (including some “Straussians”) that Strauss was not himself an esoteric writer, this book undertakes the task of reading Strauss “between the lines,” as Strauss insisted, by the 1940s, on reading a number of his subjects.  Unlike many scholars who have written on Strauss, Tanguay does not enter the conversation about the accuracy of Strauss's interpretations of writers; rather, he attempts to illuminate “the essential intuitions of Strauss's thought” in an attempt to “understand Strauss as he understood himself” (p. 2).  Tanguay argues that this is necessary if one is to gain a sense of Strauss's own ideas, since Strauss penned almost all of his major works as commentaries on philosophers through the ages—a practice that seemed to render him as one without ideas of his own.  The assertion that Strauss was an esoteric writer does not deter Tanguay, who argues that the the term “esoteric” does not mean “completely hidden,” but rather “veiled.”  And in fact, much of the essential meaning of Strauss may be found on the text's surface. 


Tanguay writes that Strauss's initial investigations in political theology arose during his early years as a Jew in Weimar Germany.  During that period, he focused on the Jewish problem more than on his study of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Husserl.  His study of Spinoza led him to assess the modern solutions to the problem as insufficient and made him aware of the many contradictions that stood against it.  Chief among these was the realization that liberalism left a gap between legal equality and persistent social inequality.  Additionally, liberalism prescribed assimilation, which negated Jewishness; even with the negation of Jewishness, nothing could effectively protect the Jew from social discrimination.     

 
During the 1930s, Strauss looked to medieval philosophers, including Maimonides and Farabi, for a solution to the tension between philosophy and religion.  Strauss's political interpretation of revelation developed during that decade, and by 1940, he claimed to have rediscovered the “art of esoteric writing.”  His turn to Farabi constituted a “radicalization of the political interpretation of prophetology and of the Law”; he determined that “[t]he wisdom that the prophet teaches is not theoretical wisdom, but practical wisdom.  Philosophic truths are not identical to those beliefs required by the Law” (p. 6).  This turn also “signifie[d] the definitive conversion of Strauss to the philosophic life understood in the Platonic sense.”  Tanguay argues that the essence of Strauss's philosophy derives from “the Platonic-Farabian tradition,” or zetetic philosophy.  This approach was at once an inquiry into the causes of the Whole and a quest for an answer to the question “What is the best way of life?”  Strauss was more lucid on the “good life” question than on the “Whole” component because at the center of his thought  stood the goal to ensure the possibility of philosophy while opposing its main opponent in modernity, radical historicism.  Strauss's Farabi upheld philosophy as “the necessary and sufficient condition of happiness”; it superseded the “moral and political life” (p. 200).  


Indeed, Strauss identifies only the philosopher with genuine natural right; the conventional idea of natural right does not constitute “a moral and universally valid imperative” (p. 204).  However, the philosopher's right becomes diluted by conventional right—exemplified by the natural law of theologians—in the name of civil right, thus becoming a political good.  The difference between “genuine” and “conventional” here pivots on Strauss's conception of authentic individuality, a trait Strauss grants only the philosopher, since he is truly open to the Whole.  Strauss opposed conventional individuality, which derived, through modern natural right, from the Christian notion of moral individuality.  Tanguay links this opposition to Strauss's study of both Spinoza and Hobbes.  


Ultimately, concerns about relativism, historicism, and nihilism do not form the core of Strauss's thought.  Tanguay's study thus goes far deeper and wider than many scholarly accounts.  Although the book consists mostly of theory, Strauss's thoughts arrive on the page in an orderly, readable way, and grounded firmly in the events of his life. 


Still, no work on such a difficult subject can be perfect.  Although Tanguay consults the major publications of Strauss, he omits a number of works (lectures, speeches, and letters) which, though discussed less often in academic circles, nonetheless shed light on Strauss the man.  More emphasis might also have been placed on Strauss's personal experiences as a youth in Weimar Germany; an assessment of the society, culture, and politics of that time and place would have done more to contextualize his formative years of contemplation.  To be sure, Tanguay does not claim to be an historian, and this is an “intellectual biography,” not the portrait of a period through the prism of an individual's life.  Still, the goal of understanding a person as he understood himself seems to warrant a careful investigation of context.  Despite these weaknesses, Tanguay's work stands out among the scholarly assessments of Strauss as the most inclusive and straightforward account to date.  

