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Leo Strauss and the "Two-City Dialectic”

LIANG Hui', HUANG Tian-hai*
(1. Institute of the Theory of Literature , Zhejiang University , Hangzhou 310028, China ;
2. Institute of Religion and Culture , Zhejiang University , Hangzhou 310028, China )

Abstract: "Jerusalem and Athens” is an old topic that has gone through long-standing debate. Leo Strauss’
position begins with his criticism of the modern academic tradition. He believes that the ”tradition” for the
modern time is none other than the tradition that has come down directly from the Enlightenment, which has
oriented itself toward dissolving the opposition between ”Jerusalem and Athens.” Strauss’ contribution to the
argument is his proposal of going back to the original dialectic of the two-city proposition. He defines the
relevant conflict between philosophy and revelation as the opposition of two different ways of life, one leading to
free inquiry while the other insisting on reverence and humility. The dialectic of the two ways of life contributes
to the vitality of Western civilization.

Leo Strauss  reflection on the topic of the "Two-City Dialectic” results in the discussion of the following
crucial questioris: Is there the possibility of a “"good life”? If so, what is this good life and how is it achieved?
What did the ancient world say about the governing principles concerning a good life? How did the Bible and
Greek philosophy arrive at these principles, namely the wisdom of revelation ( Hokmah) and the wisdom of
philosophy (Sophia) , respectively? How do they explain and show the way of a good life? As individuals, what
is our choice between these ways of life and why? How do we manage the fundamental conflict between Hokmah
and Sophia, and consequently its significance to the modern world? Finally, what can this conflict contribute to
the reflections and self-examinations of contemporary theology and philosophy?

The above questions consist of the main parts of Strauss’ exploration in the issue of ”Jerusalem and
Athens.” For him, the question on the way of life is the driving force behind his entire quest in such diverse
areas as philosophy, theology and medieval studies, etc. His reflections and examinations on this topic became
the theme of his later academic life. Only by understanding his position and attitude on the conflict between
Jerusalem and Athens, can we begin to understand the essence of his political philosophy, as well as his
profound insights into such philosophical issues as the Jewish question, the conflict between the ancient and
the modern, and the crisis of modemity, etc.

Key words: modern "synthesis”; revelation (law); philosophy (reason); "origin”



