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INTRODUCTION: THE ENIGMATIC
PHILOSOPHER OF POWER AND
PRUDENCE

Leo Strauss remains one of the most
controversial and compelling figures in
twentieth-century political philosophy.
Born in Germany in 1899, he fled the
Nazi regime and eventually settled in the
United States, where he taught at the
New School and later at the University of
Chicago. His work is often described as
cryptic, deliberately elusive, and marked
by a deep suspicion of modern
liberalism. But beyond the esoteric style
lies a coherent and powerful vision of
politics, one that has been called “The
Cryptic Cold War Realism Of Leo
Strauss.” This phrase captures the
essence of his approach: a sober,
unsentimental view of international
relations grounded in classical political
thought, expressed in a manner that
protects both the philosopher and the
political order.

Strauss lived through the rise of
totalitarianism, the horrors of World War
II, and the long twilight struggle of the
Cold War. These experiences shaped his
conviction that the core problems of
politics are eternal—the tension between
justice and power, the fragqility of
civilized order, and the need for a ruling
class that understands the limits of
reason. His realism was not the

mechanistic realism of modern political
science, but a return to the “ancient”
understanding that politics is a realm of
necessity, deception, and hierarchy. To
grasp The Cryptic Cold War Realism
Of Leo Strauss is to understand how a
philosopher can use indirection to speak
truth to power without endangering
either.

THE ESOTERIC ART: WHY
STRAUSS WROTE BETWEEN THE
LINES

One of the most distinctive features of
Strauss’s work is his claim that all pre-
modern philosophers wrote esoterically.
According to Strauss, thinkers like Plato,
Maimonides, and Machiavelli deliberately
hid their most radical teachings beneath
a surface of conventional piety. This was
not mere cowardice; it was a recognition
that philosophy is a threat to the city. In
his essay “Persecution and the Art of
Writing,” Strauss argued that
persecution—whether from religious
authorities or from democratic
opinion—forces the philosopher to
communicate in a coded language that
the initiated can understand while the
masses remain undisturbed.

Strauss himself adopted this method. His
books on classical thinkers, from Natural
Right and History to The City and Man,
are layered with contradictions,
apparent repetitions, and subtle
allusions. Readers who rush for a direct
“message” miss the point. The cryptic
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style is itself a political stance: it affirms
that not every truth is suitable for public
consumption. In the context of the Cold
War, this approach had a particular
resonance. American academia in the
1950s and 1960s was increasingly
confident in liberal democratic ideals.
Strauss’s esotericism allowed him to
criticize those ideals—and to advocate
for a more aristocratic, even
Machiavellian, realism—without
appearing directly subversive.

Scholars who study The Cryptic Cold
War Realism Of Leo Strauss often
note that his writing on tyranny, for
example, can be read as a veiled
commentary on both Stalinism and
Western liberal complacency. In his
famous exchange with Alexandre Kojeve
on the master-slave dialectic, Strauss
defended the “classical” position that
the best regime is one guided by a wise
minority, not by universal recognition.
This was not a nostalgic dream; it was a
hard-headed assessment of what is
required to preserve freedom in a hostile
world.

STRAUSS’S CRITIQUE OF
MODERNITY: THE ROOTS OF
CRISIS

To understand Strauss’s realism, we
must first grasp his diagnosis of the
modern predicament. He argued that the
Enlightenment project—the effort to
ground politics on scientific reason and
universal rights—had ultimately
undermined itself. By rejecting the
notion of natural right in favor of
historical or relativistic standards,
modern thought left the West
defenseless against the most ruthless
tyrannies. The relativism of Max Weber
and the historicism of Hegel, Strauss
believed, eroded the moral foundations

of liberal democracy.

At the heart of his critique is a distinction
between “ancients” and “moderns.” The
ancient philosophers, especially Socrates
and Aristotle, believed in a fixed human
telos—a natural end or purpose that
defines the good life. Modern thinkers,
beginning with Machiavelli and Hobbes,
abandoned this teleological view. They
sought instead to master nature through
power and technology, reducing politics
to a struggle for security and self-
preservation. The result, according to
Strauss, was a world where “value
judgements” are merely subjective
preferences, and where the only
remaining standard is the will to power.

This critique directly informed his
realism during the Cold War. If the liberal
West had no firm foundation for its own
values, how could it resist the ideological
challenge of communism? The Cryptic
Cold War Realism Of Leo Strauss
offered an answer: return to the pre-
modern understanding of natural right,
but without expecting that the masses
will embrace it. Instead, an elite class of
statesmen and philosophers must uphold
the truth in a way that supports a stable,
virtuous political order—even if that
requires a degree of noble deception.

COLD WAR CONTEXT: REALISM
AS AN ANTIDOTE TO ILLUSION

The mid-20th century was a time of
intense ideological conflict. American
foreign policy oscillated between
Wilsonian idealism—the belief that
spreading democracy would bring
peace—and a tough-minded realism
associated with figures like Hans
Morgenthau and George Kennan.
Strauss’s realism was of a different kind.
It was not based on “national interest”
as a measurable concept, but on a
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philosophical conviction that the best
regimes are rare, fragile, and must be
defended by prudent leaders who are
unafraid to use power.

Strauss’s students, many of whom
became influential in the
neoconservative movement, carried this
realism into policy debates. Figures like
Allan Bloom, Harry Jaffa, and later Paul
Wolfowitz were deeply influenced by
Strauss’s reading of Thucydides, the
ancient historian of the Peloponnesian
War. Thucydides portrayed a world
where might often makes right, where
coalitions shift based on fear and
interest, and where the most powerful
states impose their will. For Strauss, this
was not a cynical observation but a
tragic truth: politics is always a struggle
between the strong and the weak, and
the wise ruler must act with a clear-eyed
understanding of necessity.

In this sense, The Cryptic Cold War
Realism Of Leo Strauss can be seen
as a form of “noble realism.” Unlike
Machiavelli, who seems to celebrate
deception for its own sake, Strauss
sought to align prudence with virtue. The
philosopher’s duty is to protect the city
from both external enemies and internal
decay. During the Cold War, that meant
resisting the temptation of utopian
schemes—whether communist or
liberal—and instead cultivating a robust,
tradition-based patriotism among the
citizenry.

KEY CONCEPTS: NATURAL RIGHT,
TYRANNY, AND REGIME

To fully appreciate Strauss’s thought, we
must examine three foundational
concepts: natural right, tyranny, and
regime.

Natural Right

For Strauss, natural right is not a list of
universal human rights in the modern
sense. It is the classical idea that there
are objective standards of justice
derived from the nature of man and the
cosmos. In Natural Right and History, he
argued that the modern rejection of
natural right leads to nihilism. The only
alternative to relativism is a return to
the Socratic quest for wisdom about how
we ought to live. This quest is
necessarily political: the philosopher
must engage with the city, but also
maintain a critical distance.

Tyranny

Strauss’s most famous work on tyranny
is On Tyranny, a close reading of
Xenophon's dialogue Hiero. He uses this
ancient text to analyze the nature of
modern tyranny, especially Stalinism.
His argument is nuanced: a tyrant is not
simply a man who seizes power
unlawfully; he is a ruler who governs
without law and without regard for the
common good. The best way to combat
tyranny, Strauss suggests, is not by
proclaiming universal brotherhood but
by understanding the tyrant's
psychology and using prudence to limit
his power. This is a deeply realist
position: the struggle against
totalitarianism is not a crusade but a
long-term strategy requiring patience,
secrecy, and occasional compromise.

Regime

Strauss revived the classical concept of
“regime” (politeia) as the animating
principle of a society. A regime is more
than a constitution; it is the way of life



that a community considers most
worthy. Different regimes—democracy,
aristocracy, tyranny—have different
goals and strengths. The task of the
statesman is to recognize the regime in
which he operates and to govern
accordingly. For Strauss, the modern
liberal democratic regime, with its
emphasis on equality and individual
rights, is superior to tyranny but inferior
to the best regime (a mixed regime
guided by the wise). In the Cold War
context, this meant that America should
not pretend to be a perfect society, but
should instead cultivate the virtues
needed to survive against a hostile, anti-
liberal enemy.

STRAUSS AND THUCYDIDES: THE
PELOPONNESIAN WAR AS A
MODEL

No ancient text shapes The Cryptic
Cold War Realism Of Leo Strauss
more than Thucydides’ History of the
Peloponnesian War. Strauss wrote
extensively on Thucydides, particularly
in The City and Man. He saw in
Thucydides a historian who understood
that the deepest causes of war are fear,
honor, and interest—not abstract
ideology. The Athenian general Pericles
gave eloquent speeches about
democracy, but the real driver of
Athenian imperialism was the need to
maintain power and prestige.

Strauss’s reading of Thucydides
emphasizes the tragic dimension of
politics. The strong do what they can,
and the weak suffer what they must. Yet
this is not a license for ruthlessness.
Thucydides also shows that prudent
statesmanship can avoid the worst
disasters. The Athenian failure in Sicily is
a lesson in hubris—the overreaching that
comes from believing one’s own

propaganda. For Strauss, Cold War
America had to avoid both the
isolationist temptation and the messianic
impulse to remake the world in its
image. The wisest course was a steady,
long-term containment of Soviet power,
combined with a defence of the Western
tradition from within.

Many of Strauss’s followers applied this
Thucydidean realism to American foreign
policy. They argued that the United
States should not shrink from using its
power, but should do so with a clear
understanding of the limits of power. The
invasion of Iraq in 2003, sometimes
linked to Strauss’s influence, is a
controversial example of his legacy.
Critics claim that Strauss’s realism was
distorted into a neoconservative
interventionism. Supporters counter that
Strauss would have been horrified by the
disregard for prudence and historical
context. The debate continues, but it
highlights the power of Strauss’s cryptic
realism: his ideas can be interpreted in
different ways, and that ambiguity was
partly intentional.

THE TENSION BETWEEN
PHILOSOPHY AND POLITICS

Underlying all of Strauss’s work is a
profound tension between the life of the
philosopher and the needs of the
political community. The philosopher
seeks the truth, which may subvert the
myths that hold society together. The
city, on the other hand, requires noble
fables—religious stories, patriotic
histories, moral certainties—to maintain
order and unity. Strauss believed that
this tension is irresolvable. The best
solution is a delicate balance: the
philosopher should not openly attack the
city’s founding beliefs, but should subtly
guide the elite toward a more rational

q The Cryptic Cold War Realism Of Leo Strauss

2026-07-24



The Cryptic Cold War Realism Of Leo Strauss 5

understanding. Meanwhile, the political is not destabilized by radical
leader should respect the philosopher’'s questioning.
autonomy, but also ensure that the city  This tension is especially acute in



