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If any single group of intellectuals has been the focus of attention in recent years, it is the American followers of German émigré philosopher, Leo Strauss. In my paper, I will explore the relationship between the Straussian ideology/teachings and political ideology. This issue is particularly important to pursue since, though most people assume that Straussians are conservatives. Yet, that does not seem to be the case across the board. To be sure historian Harry Jaffa was one of the speechwriters on Barry Goldwater’s “Extremism in the defense of liberty” speech in 1964. But Strauss himself apparently voted for Stevenson in the 1950s; William Galston was an aide to Clinton and earlier a speechwriter for Walter Mondale; and, the biggest surprise, Allan Bloom was a New Deal Democrat, voted for Adlai Stevenson, was anti-McGovern in 1972 and strongly supported Bill Clinton in 1992. 

Yet at a deeper level, there may be some elective affinities between Straussian principles and political conservatism, however defined. To illuminate such a connection, I want to, first, reconstruct the narrative of American political and intellectual history the Straussians follow and, second, explore the meaning of nature (as in “natural law” for instance) in the Straussian world view. All this is important since most people on the left still don't take conservative intellectuals seriously and yet they've proceeded, at least in America, to establish themselves as a dominant force. In addition, the whole notion of what "conservative" means as opposed to "right wing" or "nationalist" or "interventionist" presses for an answer. Finally, the involvement of the Straussians in politics raises the question for our generation of the extent to which political intellectuals do more harm than good, something which the flirtation of western writers and intellectuals with Nazism (Heidegger, Celine) and Stalinism (Lukacs, Brecht, Sartre) raised for earlier generations, albeit on a far more exigent topic.  

 Put another way: the basic Straussian question is—what is the best way to defend liberal democracy in the modern world, i.e. to give it foundations philosophically?

