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The title of von Wussow’s book will surprise and puzzle many a reader, and 
this for at least two reasons. First, the meaning of the word “theopolitics” 
is not self-evident, and it is even less obvious that it could be associated 
with Leo Strauss’s philosophical work. To be sure, religion and politics both 
occupy a crucial place in Strauss’s thought and while he did think of the 
“theological-political problem” as the problem, he never coined the term 
“theopolitics,” never attempted to bring religion and politics together, and 
even criticized political theology for doing so.1 Second, the title suggests that 
Strauss thought of “culture” as a central notion for philosophy. Strauss did 
reflect on the problem that the notion of culture has posed for philosophy, 
but given his critique of the notion, we could hardly say that he proposed a 
renewed philosophy of culture. Fortunately, this is not what von Wussow 
claims. The misleading title could be clarified thus: Strauss’s thought is best 
understood as a philosophical attempt to oppose “culture” and philosophies 
of culture with political philosophy, and political philosophy must necessar-
ily reflect on the problem posed by revealed religion. “Strauss’s conception 
of political philosophy was formed in the polemics against the notion of 
‘culture’” (x).

The book is structured around Philosophy and Law, “German Nihilism,” 
the problem of relativism, and “Jerusalem and Athens,” texts and themes 

1  On the theological-political problem as the theme of Strauss’s work, see Leo Strauss, Gesammelte 
Schriften, vol. 3, ed. H. and W. Meier (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2008), 8. 
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the discussion of which is prepared by a contextual section that presents the 
young Strauss’s departure from Marburg neo-Kantianism and his critique of 
Carl Schmitt. The text alternates between close textual analyses and broader 
contextual and philosophical considerations about the debates that were 
contemporary to Strauss’s work. These contextual explorations are important 
for the author’s project, for one of the main claims that his book puts to the 
fore is that we should understand Strauss’s writings according not only to 
their arguments but also to their action. Von Wussow insists that Strauss’s 
texts should not be read as straightforward treatises; while they are not as 
explicitly dramatic as Platonic dialogues, he maintains that their arguments 
have an action insofar as “concepts and problems act out their conflict” in 
participating in the “unfolding drama of philosophy” (293).

It is not immediately clear how this way of understanding the logos-ergon 
dynamic does not conflate the due attention to the dramatic features of a 
philosophical text and the necessity of some contextual work in interpret-
ing philosophical writings. To be sure, philosophers disagreed with and 
responded to each other through the history of philosophy, and under-
standing this is important for any successful hermeneutic endeavor. But it 
is equally important to avoid two pitfalls of such contextual work. The first 
one is to reduce the work to a mere expression of its intellectual context. For-
tunately, our author does not fall prey to such reductionism: von Wussow 
never disputes either the genuine originality or the enduring philosophical 
import of Strauss’s thought. The second is to contextualize beyond what is 
required and thus to overemphasize the significance of some intertextual 
dynamics that the contextual work attempts to reveal. The reader may find 
von Wussow’s book guilty of this charge. While some of his contextualizing 
of Strauss’s work is relevant and helpful, other attempts seem exaggerated. On 
one hand, one could hardly deny that an examination of Strauss’s relation to 
Hermann Cohen and Carl Schmitt is important for understanding his dissat-
isfaction with the rising philosophy of culture and the forgetting of political 
philosophy. Likewise, von Wussow’s thorough explanation of Strauss’s Aus-
einandersetzung with Julius Guttman around Philosophie und Gesetz allows a 
better understanding of this convoluted work. On the other hand, the lengthy 
discussions of the genre of genealogies of National Socialism preparing an 
interpretation of “German Nihilism” (163–91), the detailed account of the 
rise of cultural anthropology and of Ruth Benedict’s positions on cannibal-
ism as the background of Strauss’s concern about the problem of relativism 
(219–25, 230–32, 234–37), as well as the contrast between Strauss’s emphatic 
and “festive” notion of the “West” (Strauss is on this account compared to 
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Levinas) and the discourse of postcolonialism as the main dramatic feature of 
the “Jerusalem and Athens” lecture delivered in 1967 (266–69, 271) will most 
likely appear to the reader as superfluous, and sometimes even distracting 
detours. The author’s learning is vast and impressive and many of his remarks 
are interesting and stimulating, but contextual elaborations should be wholly 
subservient to the task of understanding the subject matter under scrutiny. 
Unfortunately, this principle is not diligently respected.2 And one sometimes 
wonders whether these digressions do not serve the purpose of overempha-
sizing the importance of the problem of culture in Strauss’s thought.

Let us now turn from methodology to philosophy proper. Throughout 
his book, von Wussow rightly indicates that Strauss attempts to move beyond 
culture and cultures by recovering a universal horizon or standard. Early on, 
he points out that nature “is at the core of the quest for a ‘horizon beyond 
liberalism’ qua culturalism” (52). Several times, the quest for a standard or 
for nature is associated with Strauss’s recovery of Plato or his Platonism (xxii, 
37–38, 61, 65, 196, 204, 264, 288–89, 293–94)—and I think rightly so. At the 
same time, however, von Wussow’s examination of the problem of relativism 
suggests that the logical self-contradiction of relativism was not a sound argu-
ment in Strauss’s eyes (247). Our author argues that Strauss’s strategy to attack 
relativism with its own weapons was hazardous and unsuccessful, except for 
its capacity to “‘awaken a prejudice’ in favor of the Bible and Plato, or Jerusa-
lem and Athens” (252). I think this is a misleading understanding of Strauss’s 
attempt. The formal refutation of relativism is not meant to prove the validity 
of any given “absolutism,” but only to prove the impossibility of most relativis-
tic positions: if one is dogmatic about one’s relativism, one is incoherent. And 
because the relativist is supposed to treat all positions equally, he must treat 
relativistic and absolutist positions as equal stances, which is also incoherent. 
Strauss’s point is not that “‘absolutism’ may indeed be ‘as true as relativism,’ but 
hence it is also as untrue as any relativistic position” (252). The point is rather 
that relativism cannot refute any absolutist position while most relativistic 
stances are self-contradictory, and thus refuted as far as they accept to submit 
to the rules of logic. Now there remains for the relativist one coherent pos-
sibility, which is to fully embrace the relativity and contingency of one’s own 
relativistic stance. Strauss was fully aware of that possibility, and he ascribed 
it to the radical historicism of Martin Heidegger. Strauss could certainly 
not submit Heidegger’s position to the formal self-contradiction of cultural 

2  To name but one more example, the discussion of the Mayer-Landauer debate on German philoso-
phy and politics, which took place at the New School after Strauss’s “German Nihilism,” seems really 
out of place (188–91). 
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relativism, and the question whether he succeeded in answering the challenge 
of Heideggerian historicity is far beyond the scope of the present comments.3 
But his argument against relativism was not meant to raise a nonrelativistic 
prejudice for Plato and the Bible on relativistic grounds. Once philosophy has 
removed the obstacle of relativism, it need not commit to any dogmatic posi-
tion, but it must remain open to the possibility that some universal standard 
beyond the multiplicity of cultures is available to the human mind. This kind 
of openness, I believe, is how Strauss conceived of his recovery of Plato.4 

Von Wussow thinks slightly differently. He correctly characterizes Strauss’s 
Platonism when he asserts that “he sought to restate for twentieth-century 
thought the view that philosophy is knowledge of one’s own ignorance” (289). 
But Socratic docta ignorantia is then quickly assimilated to a critique of human 
reason from the standpoint of divine revelation, as if Strauss’s interpretation 
of Plato’s Apology was not different from Yehuda Halevi’s (cf. 282). Yet, as our 
author notes, Strauss thought that Halevi’s interpretation went “somewhat too 
far.”5 Von Wussow suggests that the difference between Halevi and Strauss is 
that Halevi saw in Socrates’s human wisdom the possibility of divine wisdom 
and their harmonious compatibility, whereas Strauss saw in his paradoxical 
vindication of the Delphic oracle through an attempt to refute it the “genuine 
model of the relationship between reason and revelation” (282). I think that 
the difference is greater. As his reading of the Euthyphro suggests, Strauss 
thinks that Socrates does not believe in the gods of Greek religion, so he may 
very well have thought that Socrates doubts the divine origin of Chaerephon’s 
testimony.6 At any rate, the Delphic oracle is not, on Strauss’s interpretation, 
the genuine origin of Socrates’s “mission.”7 The real tension between reason 
and revelation will be found not in the tension between Socrates and Apollo, 
but in the tension between Plato and the Bible. 

3  For Strauss’s awareness that Heidegger’s position escapes the formal refutation, see Leo Strauss, 
Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 25–28. On Heidegger’s own 
critique of this formal argument and his full embrace of the radical uncertainty of the philosophical 
enterprise, see esp. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 1995 [1929–30]), 18–19 [GA 29/30, 26–28]. 
4  Cf. Leo Strauss, What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1988), 38–39.
5  Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 170. 
6  See Leo Strauss, The Rebirth of Classical Political Rationalism, ed. T. Pangle (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), 201–2. Cf. Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 41.
7  See Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy, 46–47.
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On this question of “Athens and Jerusalem,” von Wussow argues that the 
tension is ultimately irresolvable and remains for philosophy a problem (e.g., 
264–65). While I agree with this interpretation, he does not seem to see how 
difficult this state of affairs is for philosophy especially: 

How could the mutual nonrefutation of philosophy and revelation 
amount to a refutation of philosophy only? For if the mutual nonrefut-
ability of philosophy and revelation refutes philosophy, it would also 
seem to refute revelation. If revelation cannot refute philosophy—the 
life of free investigation—then revelation is perhaps not the one thing 
needful, and the life of obedient love is not evidently the right life. (277)

The problem, as it has been frequently articulated, is that revelation does not 
need to refute philosophy because it can rest on belief, whereas philosophy, 
the basis of which is supposed to be unassisted reason, cannot accept to be 
grounded on an act of will: “being based on belief is fatal to philosophy.”8 
Von Wussow’s interesting claim that Strauss’s emphatic vindication of the 
“West” appears less “old-fashioned” and dogmatic once the “West” is seen 
in the light of a fundamental tension (283) would only be strengthened if the 
force of that tension would be fully appreciated. 

8  Leo Strauss, Liberalism Ancient and Modern (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), 256.




