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Leo Strauss natural right and history is a significant topic in political philosophy that
explores the relationship between moral principles, human nature, and the historical
context in which political ideas develop. Leo Strauss, a prominent 20th-century
philosopher, offers a distinctive perspective on natural right that diverges from traditional
interpretations. This article delves into Strauss's conception of natural right, its historical
implications, and its relevance in contemporary political discourse.

Understanding Natural Right

Natural right refers to a moral theory that suggests certain rights are inherent to human
beings, derived from nature rather than granted by society or government. Strauss's
approach to natural right emphasizes the importance of understanding human nature and
its implications for political life.

The Philosophical Roots of Natural Right

1. Classical Philosophy: Strauss draws heavily from classical thinkers like Plato and
Aristotle. He argues that the Greeks recognized a universal moral order that transcends
individual societies. This moral order is accessible through reason and is central to
understanding human nature.

2. Modern Critiques: The rise of modern philosophy, particularly the works of Hobbes,
Locke, and Rousseau, challenged the classical conception of natural right. Strauss
critiques modernity for its relativism and for prioritizing individualism over the collective
moral order.

The Straussian Perspective on Natural Right

Strauss's interpretation of natural right is characterized by several key elements:

- Timelessness: Strauss posits that natural right is not subject to historical change. The
principles of natural right are constant and universal, applicable to all human beings
regardless of their cultural or historical context.

- Human Nature: For Strauss, understanding human nature is essential to grasping
natural right. He asserts that humans possess certain innate characteristics that inform
their moral and political obligations.

- Truth and Moral Order: Strauss emphasizes the importance of seeking truth in political
philosophy. He believes that acknowledging a moral order is vital for a just society, and
that this order is rooted in the natural rights inherent to humanity.



Natural Right and History

The relationship between natural right and history is intricate and multifaceted. Strauss
argues that an understanding of historical context is crucial for a comprehensive analysis
of political philosophy.

The Historical Development of Political Thought

1. Ancient to Medieval Thought: The ancient Greeks laid the foundation for natural right,
which was further developed during the medieval period by philosophers like Augustine
and Aquinas. They integrated Christian theology with classical philosophy, emphasizing
the role of divine law in understanding natural rights.

2. Modern Enlightenment: The Enlightenment brought about significant changes in the
interpretation of natural rights. Thinkers such as Locke put forth ideas about individual
rights and government by consent, which shifted the focus from a collective moral order to
individual liberties.

3. The Crisis of Modernity: Strauss contends that modernity has led to a crisis of moral
and political thought. The abandonment of a universal moral order has resulted in
relativism, where the foundation of natural rights is undermined.

Key Themes in Strauss's Historical Analysis

- The Importance of Tradition: Strauss highlights the role of tradition in shaping political
philosophy. He believes that an appreciation for historical context enriches the
understanding of natural rights and helps navigate contemporary challenges.

- The Role of Great Thinkers: Strauss emphasizes the contributions of great philosophers
throughout history. He encourages a close reading of texts to uncover the timeless truths
regarding human nature and natural rights.

- The Challenge of Relativism: In contemporary society, Strauss warns against the dangers
of relativism, which denies the existence of universal truths. He argues that
acknowledging natural rights is essential for a stable and just political order.

Implications for Contemporary Political Thought

The insights of Leo Strauss on natural right and history continue to resonate in
contemporary political discussions. His work invites a reevaluation of how we approach
moral and political issues in a rapidly changing world.



Revisiting Foundational Principles

1. The Necessity of Natural Rights: In an era of increasing skepticism about universal
values, Strauss's emphasis on natural rights serves as a reminder of the foundational
principles that underpin a just society.

2. The Role of Philosophy: Strauss advocates for a return to philosophical inquiry as a
means of grappling with complex political issues. He believes that engaging with the great
texts of political philosophy can provide guidance in navigating contemporary challenges.

3. Addressing Moral Relativism: Strauss's critique of relativism remains relevant today.
The struggle to define rights and justice in an increasingly pluralistic society underscores
the need for a robust understanding of natural rights.

Practical Applications of Strauss's Ideas

- Policy Implications: Strauss's ideas can inform policy debates on issues such as human
rights, education, and governance. By grounding discussions in natural rights,
policymakers can promote a more cohesive and just society.

- Educational Reform: Incorporating Strauss's philosophy into educational curricula
encourages students to engage with fundamental questions about morality and politics,
fostering critical thinking and civic responsibility.

- Civic Engagement: Strauss's emphasis on tradition and the importance of historical
context can inspire individuals to become more active participants in their communities,
advocating for policies that reflect a commitment to natural rights.

Conclusion

Leo Strauss's exploration of natural right and history offers profound insights into the
timeless principles that underpin human dignity and justice. By emphasizing the
importance of understanding human nature and historical context, Strauss encourages a
reevaluation of contemporary political thought. As society grapples with the challenges of
relativism and moral ambiguity, returning to the foundational principles of natural right
may provide a path toward a more just and ordered society. Through a careful
examination of Strauss's work, we can glean valuable lessons that inform our
understanding of rights, governance, and the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main focus of Leo Strauss's philosophy
regarding natural right?
Leo Strauss emphasizes the importance of natural right as a foundation for understanding
political philosophy and ethics, arguing that there are universal moral truths that can
guide human conduct.

How does Strauss differentiate between natural right
and historical or conventional rights?
Strauss distinguishes natural right as an objective standard derived from human nature,
while historical or conventional rights are seen as relative and contingent upon specific
cultures and societies.

What role does history play in Strauss's conception of
natural right?
History, according to Strauss, provides context and reveals how natural rights have been
interpreted and applied over time, but it should not overshadow the enduring principles of
natural right.

Why is the study of classical political philosophy
important in Strauss's thought?
Strauss believed that classical political philosophy contains insights into natural right that
are essential for addressing contemporary political issues, and he urged a return to these
foundational texts.

How does Strauss view modernity in relation to natural
right?
Strauss critiques modernity for its tendency to reject natural right in favor of relativism,
arguing that this shift leads to moral confusion and a loss of a coherent ethical framework.

What are the implications of Strauss's views on natural
right for contemporary political theory?
Strauss's views challenge contemporary political theorists to reconsider the role of
objective moral standards in politics and to engage with the philosophical roots of their
beliefs.

How does Strauss's interpretation of natural right relate
to his views on liberal democracy?
Strauss supports a version of liberal democracy grounded in natural right, suggesting that
true freedom must be informed by moral order and that democratic principles should align



with these universal truths.

What criticisms have been levied against Strauss's ideas
on natural right and history?
Critics argue that Strauss's reliance on natural right can lead to dogmatism and that his
interpretations of classical texts may overlook the complexities of historical contexts and
pluralism in modern society.
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