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Abstract: Although Leo Strauss (1899-1973) considered the binary
distribution of sexuality a cornerstone of his political philosophy, a close
reading of his essays reveals his awareness that traces of an androgynous
conception of sexuality had survived in the foundational texts of the
Hebrew and Greek tradition. The challenge posed by this contrarian view
of sexual difference to Strauss’ anthropological premises remained without
systematic consequences for his overall philosophical project. Against this
backdrop, it is hardly surprising that Strauss conspicuously overlooked the
groundbreaking challenge that defrocked monk and philosophical martyr
Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) posed to binary sexuality. For the first time
in European intellectual history, Bruno dissolved the man/woman hiatus
for the sake of positing gradual, individual differentials within the
male/female polarity. As regards his contemporaries, it is noteworthy that
Strauss passed away the year before a young Jewish woman named Andrea
Dworkin (1946-2005) published her initial book titled Woman Hating, a
radical advocacy of feminism culminating in a theory of universal
androgyny. It is safe to assume that Strauss, if given a chance, would have
discarded the challenge posed by Dworkin’s Heraclitean design to lay out
a sexual ontology that does away with the arbitrary fixities of patriarchy
and welcomes the disruptive presence of androgynes.

Keywords:  androgyny, bisexuality, Creation, Enlightenment,
feminism/antifeminism, hermaphroditism, heterosexuality/homosexuality,
historicism, individuality, Judaism, man/woman binary, memory, Nature,
ontology, patriarchy, political philosophy, sex/gender, sexual difference,
sexual continuum, sexuality, writing and the writer.
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Meg oty ULXE] TRV XAUAEY, TOU AGUTEL AVOUEYT
amo TOU TOAVEAALOV TRY SVYATY PWTLA,

OtoAov ovvetbiousvo pws dey ely’ avtd mov PByaivet.
I’ atodua oduota ey elvor xouwuyy

avtis s (EoTng n ndovij.

C. P. Cavaty: IloAvédatog [ Chandelier]*

"[...] wir denken, verschweigen aber: wer denkt, 16st lauf,
hebt auf, katastrophiert, demoliert, zersetzt, denn Denken
ist folgerichtig die konsequente Auflésung aller Begriffe

[...]."

Thomas Bernhard, on receiving the Georg Biichner Prize.?

Scholarly research has neglected examining Leo

e Strauss’ (1899-1973) conception of sex, although the

issue surfaces throughout his oeuvre and is closely related to
his understanding of the theo-political predicament of the
Western mind. Strauss’ views on sex are especially worthy of
scrutiny, as they did not ensue in the wake of the critical
interest in "Geschlecht" (i.e., sex, gender, and sexuality) that
emerged in fin-de-siecle and Weimar Germany. Rather, Strauss
drew on his close readings of the Torah and Plato, when
examining the mytho-theological notion of man’s original
androgyny as opposed to the intra-historical grasp of sexuality

! C. F. Cavafy’s poem IloAvéAatog was written in 1895 and published
in 1914. The cited portion has been retrieved from: The Official Website of
the Cavaly Archives. For an English translation of the poem with the
parallel Greek text, see: Cavafy, 2007, pp. 74-75. In the translation of the
poem by Daniel Mendelsohn, the cited passage reads:

In the small room, which has been set
aglow by the chandelier’s powerful flames,
the light that appears is no ordinary light.
The pleasure of this heat has not been fashioned
for bodies that too easily take fright
(Cavafy, 2013, p. 51).

? Bernhard, 1972, p. 216. Translation: "we think, but we conceal:
whoever thinks, dissolves, annuls, brings about catastrophes, demolishes,
disintegrates, for thinking is, logically, the consequent liquidation of all
concepts."
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based on the man/woman disjunction. Well aware that the
culture of the Occident was, from its inception, haunted by the
issue of sexual difference, the mature Strauss acknowledged
archaic Hebrew and Greek indications of an androgynous or
hermaphroditic blueprint of human sexuality. In the last resort,
however, Strauss remained a paladin of the asymmetric
configuration of binary sexuality, on which his political
philosophy relied, when it came to validating and advancing
the ideology of patriarchy. Since Strauss succumbed to the
theoretical and practical convenience of reducing sexual
difference to the man/woman binomial, he failed to recognize
the irreducible diversity of sexuality that contradicts the
subsumption of sexed individuals wunder finite sexual
categories. Strauss’ strong propensity to circumvent principled
issues regarding sexual variability calls to mind the Freudian
concept of Verdringung, which evinces affinities to the
mechanisms of Verdecken and Vergessen that Strauss himself
decried in his classic study on Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft

(Strauss, 1965, pp. 23, 25).

2. The present considerations examine the challenges posed
by some salient articulations of sexuality’s non-binary
complexities to Strauss’ prevalent assumptions concerning the
disjunctive organization of sexual difference. Paradoxically, the
first challenge in this regard was posed by Strauss himself, as
he propounded an exegesis of Genesis 1:27, which, implicitly
following Midrashic and Jewish-medieval teachings, contended
that the First Man was an androgynous being created in the
image of a two-sexed or "bi-sexual" God. The most prominent
challenge to the kind of binary sexuality Strauss upheld
throughout his writings, however, was articulated in the
nineteenth century by Charles Darwin (1809-1882), an author
Strauss occasionally referred to but without mentioning his
ground-breaking universalization of human hermaphroditism
or its reception and reinforcement within the German critical
sexology of the early 1900s (see Bauer, 2012). While it can be
argued that the new critical epistemes deriving from evolution
theory did not belong to Strauss’ primary area of research,
hardly any reason can be adduced as to why he—a prominent
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Spinoza scholar—entirely ignored the dismantlement of the
sexual bimembrum that philosopher Giordano Bruno (1548-
1600) had advanced for the first time in European intellectual
history between 1582 and 1585. By a strange whim of the
history of ideas, Strauss died the year before a young Jewish
woman named Andrea Dworkin (1946-2005) published
Woman Hating, a feminist treatise concluding with a theory of
universal androgyny. Without ever mentioning Strauss,
Dworkin effectively posited a powerful challenge to his defense
of sexual binarity as a centerpiece of his political philosophy.
Against this backdrop, it is worth noting that Woman Hating
invoked in support of its conceptualization of androgyny the
same Midrashic authority Strauss had in mind when analyzing
Genesis 1:27.

3. Strauss was not primarily a biblical scholar, but a
historian of the Western tradition of political thought, running
from its Greek origins to Friedrich Nietzsche and beyond.
Given his expertise, it is especially significant that Strauss
remarked in the introduction to his study on "Plato"—included
in a volume he coedited under the title History of Political
Philosophy—that "[a]ll Platonic dialogues refer more or less
directly to the political question" (Strauss, 1987a, p. 33).
Despite the thematic broadness suggested in its title, Strauss’
tripartite essay takes the form of a commentary on only three
Platonic Dialogues: The Republic, The Statement, and The
Laws. In his analysis of the dialectical ductus of these major
texts, Strauss highlights issues such as the specific differences
structuring sexual binarity, sexuality and procreation, the
equality or inequality of the sexes, and the natural distinction
between man and woman (Strauss, 1987a, pp. 39, 51, 55, 63,
71). Notwithstanding their scholarly depth, however, Strauss’
elaborations make the questionable assumption that the
political relevancy of the Platonic conception of sexuality
resides, first and foremost, in sanctioning the binary regime of
sexual distribution as the nature-grounded cornerstone that
subtends all prevalent forms of civilizational organization. Not
by chance, Strauss’ "Plato" omits to assess the critical
perspective on the prevalent sexual doxa, which the Platonic
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discussions on the third sex and its relation to erotic love
suggest. Although Strauss deals with these issues in his
posthumously edited commentary titled On Plato’s
Symposium (2001), this contribution remains, to all intent and
purposes, within the ambit of his patriarchal understanding of
Plato’s core sexual premises.

4. In On Plato’s Symposium, Strauss admits that "the
difference between the sexes is a great theme throughout Plato
and particularly in the Symposium" (Strauss, 2001, p. 72). This
overarching ascertainment, however, is only modestly
underpinned by the way Strauss’ deals with the issue. In
"Plato," for instance, Strauss elucidates the philosopher’s
binomial sexual premises, but does not discuss their actual
scope in light of the contrarian views on sexual difference
advanced, in the main, by Aristophanes in the Symposium. To
use a characteristic term of Strauss’s own hermeneutical
vocabulary, his core "tendency" (Colen & Minkov, 2018, pp.
108, 226, 237, 241) was to avoid philosophical discussions on
the sexual complexities, which his philological and historical
writings had disclosed. His disinclination to problematize,
philosophically, the notion of sexuality is reflected in his
programmatic lectures and essays published under the title
Toward Natural Right and History, which anticipate the outline
of Strauss’ Walgreen Lectures and the ensuing volume Natural/
Right and History of 1953. Signally, the precursory lectures
mention once (and only once) the word sex (Colen & Minkov,
2018, p. 234; see Strauss, 1953, pp. 216, 217), without offering
any semantic or contextual clarifications of the intricate, many-
layered concept. Strauss deploys the word when discussing
Hobbes’s Leviathan as an institution designed to secure the
natural right of men. In this framework, Strauss adduces a
sequence of anthropological determinants that have no
incidence on the maintenance of "man’s natural, unalienable
right." The order of decreasing relevancy in which Strauss
enumerates these factors is revealing: "sex, color, creed, age,
merit or sin" (Colen & Minkov, 2018, p. 234). Notwithstanding
the prominence accorded to sex in the series, Strauss did not
deem necessary to elaborate on the premised sex-less or
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gender-free abstraction that constitutes the actual subject of
natural right. Strauss’ decision to obviate further precisions
may well have been encouraged by the (for him surely
agreeable) conflation in English of the generic concept of man
with the gender-marked notion of man as the distinctly
masculine, non-female human being.

5. Although the English term "human being" comes close to
the gender-unmarked German word Mensch or the Yiddish
mentsch, Strauss showed little interest in its deployment to
avoid the polysemic valence of man and its larval axiological
depotentiation of woman, a concept suggesting a deviation
from the presumed universality of the male man. Strauss’
disregard for this kind of onto-semantic subtleties is reflected
in his injudicious embracement of sexual binarity, the
ideological blueprint that underlies the theoretical endeavors
of his German contemporaries Arnold Gehlen (1904-1976) and
Helmuth Plessner (1892-1985), the founders of modern
philosophical anthropology. For Strauss, it was perhaps of
more import that the disjunctive sexual scheme remained
unquestioned in the work of the two German-Jewish thinkers
that inaugurated the neo-Kantian lineage from which Strauss
was to emerge: Hermann Cohen (1842-1918) and Ernst
Cassirer (1874-1945). Occasionally, however, Strauss took his
distance from the immemorial dichotomization of the sexes in
some scattered remarks on the first account of Adam’s creation
in the Book of Genesis. Indeed, in his 1957 essay "On the
Interpretation of Genesis," Strauss quotes a passage, which he
considers "a very difficult sentence” and effectively
corresponds to Genesis 1:27. Although Strauss mistakenly
refers in this context to Genesis 1:26, there is no question about
which verse he actually had in mind, since he quotes it in full:
"And God created man in His image, in His image, in the image
of God, did God create him, male and female did He create
them" (Strauss, 1997a, p. 366). Aside from the fact that this
citation erroneously repeats the phrase "in His image," Strauss
proceeded with extreme care in conveying his understanding
of one of the most controversial and consequential passages in
the Hebrew Bible.

34



LEO STRAUSS AND THE CHALLENGES OF SEX

6. Strauss leaves no doubt about his take on Genesis 1:27:
The dualism of the male and female could well be used
for the fundamental articulation of the world, as it was
used in this way in many cosmogonies—the male and
female gender of nouns seems to correspond to the male
and female gender of all things, and this could lead to
the assumption of two principles, a male and a female,
a highest god and a highest goddess. The Bible disposes
of this possibility by ascribing the dualism of male and
female, as it were, to God Himself by locating, as it were,
the root of their dualism within God. God created man
in His image and, therefore, He created him male and
female (Strauss, 1997a, p. 366).

The anchorage of the human male/female dualism in the
image of God and thus within God himself is by no means a
slip of the tongue (or of the pen), since Strauss expressly
remarks that the distinction of male and female is mentioned
in the Bible "only in the case of man, hence saying, as it were,
that male and female are not universal characters" (Strauss,
1997a, p. 367). The human individual’s prerogative of being,
at the same time, male and female in correspondence to the
image of his Creator links Jewish monotheism with a creational
anthropology that dissolves on principle the heathen hiatus
between the human sexes. In what seems to be an attempt to
make this fundamental Jewish tenet more accessible to a
broader readership, Strauss resumes it in a single
argumentative move when he ascribes bisexuality—a mostly
suspicious notion among cultural philistines—to human beings
and to the Holy One Himself in a passage of his 1967 essay
"Jerusalem and Athens. Some Preliminary Reflections."

7. In his argumentation, Strauss first cites the /ocus classicus
of biblical anthropology: "Let us make man in our image, after
our likeness..... So God created man in His image, in the image
of God He created him; male and female He created them."
Based on this passage from the Book of Genesis, Strauss seeks
to refute the pervasive understanding of the dichotomic nature
of human sexuality. Thus, assuming a correspondence between

35



J. EDGAR BAUER

the Creator’s image and the specifically human, non-
disjunctive sexuality, Strauss concludes: "Bisexuality is not a
preserve of man" (Strauss, 1997b, p- 383). Although Strauss’
elaborations make no explicit reference to Jewish sources
underpinning his theo-anthropological contention, any reader
familiar with the Oral Torah will immediately recognize the
canonical presence of Rabbi Yirmiyah ben Elazar behind
Strauss’ deployment of the post/Freudian sounding term
bisexuality in this context. Indeed, in the collection of ancient
homiletical-rabbinical interpretations of the Book of Genesis
called Genesis Rabbah (ca. 300-500 C.E.), it is reported:

113 WITPT KI3Y TYY3 YN 13 T 731
2027 NI K77 ,IN2 OIPXITIN L, JIWRIT 2T DX NI
(Genesis Rabbah, 8, 1) DX 7223 727

Rabbi Yirmiyah ben Elazar declared: In the hour when
the Holy One, blessed be He, created the first human,
He created him as an androgynous, as it is said, 'male
and female He created them.'

Signally, the Midrashic passage mentions the Hebrew
transliteration (0ir3in7%) of the Greek word for androgynous:
ovdpoyvvoc. In accordance with this non-mainstream, but
authoritative Jewish understanding of creational Adam as an
androgyne, Kabbalistic interpretations of Genesis 1:27 have
underscored the double-sex nature of the divine "image" (2%%),
which served as model for the Creation of the First Human
Being (see Ginsburg, 1920, pp. 91-92; 114-118; Idel, 2005, pp.
59-63; Sameth, 2020a).

8. Strauss’ attribution of "bisexuality" to the Adamic human
and his/her Creator may sound as an untenable provocation
only to those unfamiliar with the Jewish intellectual heritage.
Without explicitly acknowledging it, Strauss combined the
unsettling Midrashic conception of the first human being as
androgynous and the Kabbalistic notion of the "androgynous
protoplast” (Ginsburg, 1920, p. 168), the "bi-sexual" image of
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the Holy One. Although Strauss was certainly aware that his
elaborations would meet spontaneous rejection in many
quarters, he dispensed with naming the Jewish sources
supporting his take. It is worth noting, however, that, decades
earlier, a similar approach of creational androgyny had been
deployed by German-Jewish sex researcher and scholar
Magnus Hirschfeld (1968-1935) (see Bauer, 2015a; Bauer,
2018).3 Indeed, in 1926, Hirschfeld published the initial

3 The assumption concerning the double-sexed nature of the two
original Edenic personae has seldom been properly articulated within
recent biblical scholarship. As regards the human participant in the
encounter, renown Hebrew biblical scholar Phyllis Trible underscored in
her 1973 essay "Eve and Adam: Genesis 2-3 Reread,” that "[u]ntil the
differentiation of female and male (2:21-23), adham is basically
androgynous: one creature incorporating two sexes" (Trible, 1979, p. 74).
In an endnote appended to her assertion that "the first act in Genesis 2 is
the creation of androgyny (2:7), and the last is the creation of sexuality (2:
23)" (Trible, 1979, p. 76), Trible details:

In proposing as primary an androgynous interpretation of adham,
I find virtually no support from (male) biblical scholars. But my
view stands as documented from the text, and I take refuge among
a remnant of ancient (male) rabbis (see George Foot Moore, Judaism
[Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1927], I, 453; also
Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Meridian
Books, The World Publishing Company, 1970), pp. 152ff., 279f.
(Trible, 1979, 82).
The "ancient (male) rabbis" to which Trible refers, are explicitly named in
Moore’s Judaism: Rabbi Samuel bar Nahman and Rabbi Jeremiah ben
Eleazer (Moore, 1958, I, p. 453). As regards the divine persona, Joseph
Campbell, after elaborating on the Midrashic notion of Adam’s androgyny,
pointed to the very "image of God" as being androgynous. In a passage
that begins with the locus classicus of Man’s creation, Campbell details:
'So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created
he him; male and female created he them.' The question may arise
in the mind as to the nature of the image of God; but the answer
is already given in the text, and it is clear enough. 'When the Holy
One, Blessed be He, created the first man, He created him
androgynous' (Campbell, 2008, p. 131).
Campbell further adduces in support of Man’s creational androgyny a text
from the thirteenth century Book of Zohar, the foundational text of
Kabbalah, which in some Jewish quarters is considered the concealed part
of the Oral Torah and therewith of divine or revealed origin (see Campbell,
2008, pp. 240, 359; Ginsburg, 1920, p. 116). Phyllis Trible’s unequivocal
position regarding Adam’s androgyny and her reference to an authoritative
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volume of his magnum opus Geschlechtskunde auf Grund
dreifSigjihriger Forschung und Erfahrung bearbeitet (literally:
Sexology on the base of thirty years of research and
experience), which includes a passage that anticipates Strauss’s
exegesis of Genesis 1:27. Not unlike Strauss, Hirschfeld omits
any reference to the Mishnaic and Kabbalistic interpretations
of the passage that underpin his assertion that Adam as well
as the Holy One Himself are to be conceived of as ambisexual:
Es ist ja auch klar, dafs wenn Gott den Menschen, also
Mann und Weib, nach seinem Ebenbild schuf, er selbst
auch zugleich ménnlich und weiblich aufgefafst werden
mufl (Hirschfeld, 1926, p. 485).
It is clear that, if God created the human being, that is
man and woman, according to His image, He Himself
has to be conceived of as being at the same time male
and female.*

9. Despite relying on the same passage in the Book of
Genesis and notwithstanding their shared awareness of its
Jewish Wirkungsgeschichte, Hirschfeld and Strauss accorded a
very different systemic scope to the idea of androgyny within
their respective overall pursuits. For Hirschfeld, Genesis 1:27
constituted a foremost para-epistemic forecast of his own
Darwinian-based  universalization = of human  sexual
intermediariness as the core of his sexology (see Bauer, 2004,
April; Bauer, 2005; Bauer, 2009; Bauer, 2012).° Strauss, like
Hirschfeld, clearly acknowledged the cesura marked by the
non-dichotomic conceptualization of sexuality in the first

rabbinical tradition covering the period between the Mishna and Kabbalah
is of especial significance in view of the nascent Jewish transgender

movement, which has been characterized as marking the "'new frontier"
(Zeveloft, 2014, p. vi) of Judaism.

“ On the history of the Holy One’s dual-gendered name, see: Sameth,
2020a.

5 Hirschfeld’s take on Genesis 1:27 is especially relevant in view of the
fact that the Talmud makes reference to forms of sexes/genders that suggest
the inherent inadequacy of categorizing all sexed individuals according to
the male/female disjunction. See in this connection: 91’2117 (“Androgynos)
/ Hermaphrodite, (5734 / 1974); Dzmura 2010a; Dzmura, 2010b; Fonrobert,
2007; Ladin, 2019; Sameth 2020b.
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chapter of Genesis. But this recognition remained without
consequences when it came to determining the anthropological
premises on which his political philosophy was grounded. This
is not altogether surprising, if one considers that there are no
indications that Strauss considered the Adamic 0ir3in7IX to be
a 'prepolitical savage" (Strauss, 1953, p. 254) or a
representative of "man’s original condition" as understood by
Enlightenment philosophers (Strauss, 1953, p. 95; emphasis
added). Strauss obliteration of the androgyne from his own
philosophical pursuits, made all the more patent his long-
standing commitment to the idea of an ethical commonality
shared by Greek wisdom and the Hebrew Bible. Thus, despite
acknowledging the "fundamental tension" between the "two
codes" (Strauss, 1997c, p. 116) of the Western world embodied
in Plato’s Laws and the Mosaic Torah (see Strauss, 1997c, p-
105), Strauss underscored their essential agreement concerning
what he termed "morality." Stunningly oblivious to the
creational Androgyne, Strauss persisted in propounding a
sexual anthropology derived from the pervasive asymmetric
version of dichotomous sexuality and its societal
concretizations:
Greek philosophy and the Bible agree as to this, that the
proper framework of morality is the patriarchal family,
which is or tends to be, monogamous, and which forms
the cell of a society in which the free adult males, and
especially the old ones predominate. Whatever the Bible
and philosophy may tell us about the nobility of certain
women, in principle both insist upon the superiority of
the male sex (Strauss, 1997¢, p. 105).

10. Accordant with his nostalgia of recomforting origins,
Strauss stressed that the "proper frame of morality" demands
not only the binomial distribution of the sexes but also their
hierarchical, non-egalitarian, patriarchal organization. Since
Strauss assumes that the notion of "divine law" constitutes "the
common ground between the Bible and Greek philosophy"
(Strauss, 1997c, p. 107) and that this common ground sanctions
sexual binarity and the subordination of women to men, it does
not come as a surprise that he opted for overlooking or
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discarding core elements within both "codes" that question or
contest their foundational premises. Since postulating the
ineradicable androgyny of Adam and his/her Creator
effectively undermines the maintenance of the patriarchal
moral order as civilizations have understood it for millennia,
Strauss desisted from upholding an unsettling view whose
principled validity he had once admitted, although it factually
disrupted the basic axioms of his own constructive design. In
the last resort, Strauss did not need to be reminded that a
political regime sanctioned by either of the civilizational codes
could not survive the critical dissolution of the sexual hiatus
resulting from the thoroughgoing implementation of a non-
disjunctive scheme of sexuality. Consequently, Strauss not only
refuted modern and contemporary attempts to critique in
depth the "codes" of Western Law and their sexual
assumptions but advocated a "return" to Hebraic and Greco-
Roman Antiquity as a philosophical strategy that would
redeem present-day culture from the relativistic trends of
modernist historicism. Given the restorative tendency
animating his most significant intervention as a philosopher of
history, Strauss has been considered in some academic quarters
as being "[almong the great philosophers of the twentieth
century" (Meier, 2014, p. 13). This kind of praise, however,
loses sight of Strauss’ unwarranted preparedness to dispense
with core anthropological insights which, despite their
acknowledged truth, were only marginally integrated into the
twin codes of the Occident’s Law.

11. Strauss’ programmatic reorientation toward Antiquity
was deployed between 1929 and 1937. In this period, he
scrutinized the tensional "poles" structuring the law-
centeredness of Western intellectual and societal life since its
Platonic and Mosaic beginnings. Against this backdrop, Strauss
not only diagnosed the crisis of Modernity as a failed
connectedness to objective truth but sought to recover the
natural anchorage of society’s ancient morals, which, in his
view, revolved around the patriarchal family as a regime
implying the subordination of women to men and the
exclusion of same-sex or non-binary sexual configurations.
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Since Strauss pleaded for the reactivation of the Hebraic and
Greek ethical "codes" in the present, he effectively contributed
to the further de-potentiation of theo-anthropological contents,
which had been thematized and transmitted as merely vestigial
elements that contradicted and subverted the normative
heritages in which they were embedded. Paradigmatic is the
case of the proto-Hebraic conception of creational androgyny,
which resisted the universal validity assigned to the disjunctive
scheme of man/woman distribution in the Hebrew Bible.
Strauss’ refusal to discuss the present-day relevancy of the
deranging assumptions he uncovers regarding the androgyny
of the Creator and His human creation in Genesis 1:27,
resonates with his reluctance to reflect on the contemporary
import of the views on androgyny, homoeroticism and same-
sex sexuality advanced in the Platonic Symposium.
Disappointingly, Strauss offers no answer to the question as to
why he dispenses with assessing the philosophical and
anthropological significance not only of Genesis 1:27, but also
of the unsettling views articulated by Aristophanes, "the
greatest individual in [the Symposium], apart from Socrates
himself" (Strauss, 2001, p. 151). Besides echoing age-old
teachings concerning humanity’s original sex tripartition,
Aristophanes postulated "the superiority of pederasty"”
(Strauss, 2001, p. 143) and upheld the (for most contemporary
ears) surely outrageous view that "the best males, the
homosexual males, turn to politics when they become old"
(Strauss, 2001, p. 136).

12. In the foreword to Strauss’ edited commentary on the
Symposium, Seth Benardete remarked that it "is [...] the
furthest that Professor Strauss ever strayed in his courses on
Plato from the strictly political dialogues" (Benardete, 2001, p.
vii). As Strauss underscored, however, his Symposium
commentary did not stray from the thematic focus of his
previous publications on the Dialogues: "This course will be
on Plato’s political philosophy" (Strauss, 2001, p. 1). While the
edited text offers "an explanation and an interpretation of the
Symposium" (Strauss, 2001, p. 1), it occasionally includes some
of Strauss’ idiosyncratic views on sexual difference that can
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also be found scattered throughout his books and essays. Thus,
Strauss’ contention regarding the intellectual superiority of the
male sex expressed, for instance, in his 1948 essay on Spinoza
(Strauss, 1997c, p. 105) is echoed in the Symposium
commentary, when he asserts that
"when one disregards all the bewildering facts and looks
at the history of philosophy on the one hand and at
political history on the other, we see that the top men
in the history of philosophy were all males. Among the
top people in history were quite a few women. Somehow
they are more earthy. This is not simply a Greek
prejudice” (Strauss, 2001, p. 72).
Although Strauss sought to find formulaic accommodations
and factual counterexamples meant to make more palatable his
ontic denigration of womanhood, it is apparent that his views
on sexual difference were premised on the full disjunction
between male plenitude and female lack, a stance that echoes
the Pythagorean Table of Opposites transmitted by Aristotle
(see Aristotle, (1968), pp. 34-35 [Metaphysics 986a23-26]).
Accordantly, in Strauss’ personal weltanschauung there is no
this-worldly alternative to the scheme of male/female
distribution. His elaborations on God’s and Adam’s
"bisexuality" and his analysis of androgyny and sexual
difference in the Symposium were basically exegetical,
philological and historical exercises that left unchallenged his
own premise that, as regards the sexual difference of human
individuals in the real world, tertium non datur. Consequently,
any close examination of Strauss’ stance on sexual difference
makes abundantly clear that he missed Charles Darwin’s
bodily-anchored conception of universalized human
hermaphroditism: "Every man & woman is hermaphrodite
[...]" (Darwin, 1987, p. 384 [Notebook D (1838), No. 162]).5
Openly betraying his nescience of Darwinian evolution, Strauss
flippantly denied the existence of human androgyny.’

6 Shortly prior to this remark, Darwin noted: "Every animal surely is
hermaphrodite" (Darwin, 1987, p. 380 [Notebook D (1838), no. 154]).

" Darwin refers to his conception of universal hermaphroditism not only
in the Notebooks. In a letter written to Scottish geologist Charles Lyell
(1797-1845) on January 10, 1860, Darwin noted: "Our ancestor was an
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13. Against the backdrop of his discussion of Symposium
190c6-d6, Strauss answered a non-recorded question from his
audience in the following terms:

Androgynous we use as a term for a womanish man or
a mannish woman. But to say there were such people
literally is a fantastic thing. We must not forget that the
dramatic poet is concerned with stage effects and that is
much more striking. Later on, after they are split, there
are only males and females (Strauss, 2001, p. 127).
As a poor reader of Darwin, Strauss begins by trivializing the
phenomenon of androgyny as a matter of gender variance, as
evinced by people who display behaviors contradicting the sex
of their birth. To go any further, i.e., to assume the existence
of people whose biological sex cannot be subsumed under the
disjunctive categories of male and female, would be, in Strauss’
view, tantamount with positing "a fantastic thing."® Since the
stage effect of presenting an androgyne is "much more

animal which [...] undoubtedly was an hermaphrodite! Here is a pleasant
genealogy for mankind.—" (Darwin, 1993, p. 28 / Letter 2647; emphasis
in original). An editorial footnote appended to the letter indicates that Lyell
made annotations related to the letter on the cover. Among other things,
Lyell remarked: "Man originally an hermaphrodite" (Darwin, 1993, p. 29 /
Letter 2647). Drawing on these insights, Darwin eventually concluded in
The Descent of Man (1871) that, in their being, human individuals replicate
their lineage from "some extremely remote progenitor of the whole
vertebrate kingdom [that] appears to have been hermaphrodite or
androgynous" (Darwin, 1981, Part I, p. 207).

8 While Strauss spurns discussions on androgyny as a "fantastic thing"
contradicting the nature-anchored sexual disjunction, he focuses at length
on homosexuality as an issue of gender variance when commenting on
Xenophon’s Hiero or Tyranicus and the role played by bodily pleasures in
the dialogue (Hiero, 1, 10-38; see Strauss, 1963, pp. 2-6). According to
Strauss, the tyrant "Hiero is concerned most of all with the tyrant’s lack of
the sweetest pleasure of homosexual love" (Strauss, 1963, p. 51; see pp. 46,
61). The reference here is not to homosexuality in general, but to "the
pleasures of Aphrodite with boys" (Strauss, 1963, p. 5), that is, a specific
male/male configuration deployed within the accepted pattern of disjunctive
sexuality. Since, as already suggested, androgyny calls to question the
man/woman distribution and its same-sex combinatories, it does not
constitute an issue Strauss would be prepared to address in a this-worldly
setting. His own elaborations concerning androgyny or hermaphroditism
in a proto-creational or ur-historical context are not relevant to his
treatment of the realistic sexual premises on which On Tyranny relies.
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striking" than any fantasies concerning non-existent
androgynes, Strauss suffices himself with suggesting that once
the theatrical performance is over, everything comes back to
sexual normalcy, and the male/female hiatus can once again
reign supreme. Although the theoretical strategy of banning
androgyny from reality has proved to be a conspicuous failure
in post-Darwinian times, Strauss considered his move a viable
path toward the reinstatement of the increasingly embattled
conception of sexual binarity. Accordingly, Strauss opted for
passing over in silence his own exegesis of Genesis 1:27 and
the ensuing theological sanction of androgyny. One can only
wonder how he would seek to justify the obvious contradiction
between his disparaging comments on the merely imagined
androgynes and his Torah-based contentions regarding the
androgyny that the First Human Being shared with his
Creator.

14. It seems safe to assume that Strauss had some degree of
awareness of his inconsistent stance on androgyny. The ancient
textual evidence he dealt with pressed him into tacitly
admitting that both the Aristophanian "extinct sex of man [...],
now, the most in disrepute" (Strauss, 2001, p. 123)? as well as

9 As regards Aristophanes, Strauss points out that his exposition in
Symposium 189d5-e5 begins with the triton genos as the "extinct sex of
man" because "it is the most striking [and] also, now, the most in disrepute"
(Strauss, 2001, p. 123). Strauss mentions that while the third sex was,
according to Aristophanes, "originally [...] the thing itself and a respectable
name," it has become "today [...] merely a shadow, a name" (Strauss, 2001,
p. 123). The contrast between then and now hinges on the fact that the
third sex is no more a viable alternative within the present-day scheme of
sexual distribution. As Strauss still following Aristophanes suggests, the
exclusion of the androgyne from the ambit of human sexual configurations
marks the emergence of the homosexual as a deviant usurper of the ontic
validity attributable only to man and woman in non-mythological, historical
times. While analyzing the consequences of the disappearance of
androgyny, Strauss shows no interest in de-mythologizing the actual
meaning and cause of androgyny’s absence from history. That Strauss
avoids this kind of questioning is understandable since he seems to be in
perfect agreement with Aristophanes’ "realistic" resolution of the issue of
sexual difference, which ratifies sexual binarity as an indispensable
condition for attaining the historical telos of human realization and kee