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The Fallacies of Leo Strauss’ Esoteric Theory
ZHU Haikun

Abstract: Leo Strauss regarded the natural conflict between philosophy and politics as the necessary
condition for ancient Greek Philosophers to engage in esoteric writing. Philosophy attempts to negate and
replace the public opinions about the whole as the basis of the social community with knowledge about the
whole. There is an irresolvable eternal contradiction between philosophy and the city. The death of Socrates
is the tragic representation of the contradiction. Facing the dangerous situation of philosophy, Plato learned
the lesson of Socrates’ death, kept the restraint of words with a deliberate attitude, and guaranteed the
freedom of philosophical exploration and education by writing between the lines. This unique writing skill
was inherited by Islamic-Jewish philosophers in the middle age as a way to overcome the conflict between
reason and revelation, maintaining the tension balance between the two lifestyles represented by Athens
and Jerusalem. Strauss regarded the absolute natural difference between philosophers and the public as the
sufficient condition for esoteric writing, and believed that the perfection of philosophers’ intellectuality
and virtue ensures the successful realization of esoteric teachings. However, his argument on the necessity
and sufficiency of esoteric writing is hard to be self-consistent. First, the dichotomy of philosophers and
the commons is a false absolute duality. Second, the homogeneity of virtue and thought lacks theoretical
basis. Third, the poetic art on which esoteric writing depends is in the hands of the poet, which makes the
esoteric teachings risk being leaked. And fourth, under the examination system of suspected works, the
vague expression may not be immune to the author. In addition, Strauss regarded the esotericism as the way
to overcome modern historicism as a thinking way, but the two are presented as antinomy, the forgotten of
esoteric writing becomes a historical necessity.
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