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from the editor’s desk

Change, Change, Change
by Charles R. Kesler

At a press conference shortly after the 2008 election, 
President-elect Obama was asked if he was appointing to his 
administration too many Washington insiders and retreads 

from the Clinton Administration, including Hillary Clinton as sec-
retary of state. Not at all, he replied. The important thing was that 
the change the American people had voted for would be infused into 
his administration from the top down. Le changement c’est moi!-I 
am the Change, he said in effect. “Understand where the vision for 
change comes from, first and foremost. It comes from me,” he ex-
plained. “That’s my job, is to provide the vision in terms of where we 
are going, and to make sure, then, that my team is implementing.” 
By change he meant not only the promised departures from George 
W. Bush’s public policies, the fresh “ten-point programs” any new 
administration could be counted on to produce, but the changement 
radical he had promised: “fundamentally transforming the United 
States of America.” Nothing less than that would meet history’s test. 

He never lacked self-confidence, of course. “I think I’m a better 
speech writer than my speechwriters,” he reportedly told an aide ear-
lier that year. “I know more about policies on any particular issue 
than my policy directors. And I’ll tell you right now that I’m…a bet-
ter political director than my political director.” Four years before, as 
he was beginning his epic rise, he assured a Chicago Tribune reporter 
that “I’m LeBron, baby. I can play at this level. I got game.” LeBron 
James has plenty of game but, so far at least, no NBA champion-
ship rings, so here was a rare case of Obama underestimating him-
self. He’s proven he has more game, politically speaking, than LeBron. 
And he’s going to bring it all to this year’s election.

Although he hasn’t succeeded yet in transforming the country, 
Obama has found it comparatively easy to transform himself. One 
moment he’s a liberal divider, the next a post-partisan uniter. One 
minute he’s denouncing millionaires for not paying their fair share 
of taxes, the next he’s reassuring us that we’re all in this together and 

“class warfare,” as the Republicans call it, is the farthest thing from 

his mind. For a striking example of how expertly he can change-up 
his political game, compare his recent State of the Union address to 
last year’s. Several observers have noted that Obama repeated himself 
this year, borrowing or paraphrasing language from the 2011 address 
and even from 2010’s. It isn’t plagiarism to repeat yourself, though 
it bespeaks a certain laziness, particularly when you have a team of 
writers. For example, in 2011 he said, “Now, I strongly believe that 
we should take on, once and for all, the issue of illegal immigration.” 
In 2012:  “I believe as strongly as ever that we should take on illegal 
immigration.” Perhaps he needs to hire some illegals as speechwrit-
ers, to do the job that American wordsmiths just won’t do anymore. 
At least then they won’t be undocumented. 

More important than the similarites, however, are 
the differences. Last year’s theme was “win the future,” a 
wingless phrase belabored at least nine times in the speech. 

This year’s was unstated but obvious: win the election. Last year’s 
argued that to win the future, Americans have to reinvent themselves, 
accept that most manufacturing jobs are gone for good, and accede 
to “the demands of a new age,” which meant re-educating the work-
force for careers in high-tech fields like “biomedical research, infor-
mation technology, and especially clean energy technology.” “This is 
our generation’s Sputnik moment,” he proclaimed, reaching back two 
generations for a phrase to describe the challenges of the new age. In 
this year’s message, his top priority was to revive American manufac-
turing; and “built to last,” a phrase from Chevrolet ads, became his 
new mantra. The switch had something to do with Mitt Romney, the 
millionaire with good tax advisers who comes from Michigan, sort of, 
who denounced the auto bailout, and whom Obama expects to face 
next November. 

“Can you blame [Americans] for feeling a little cynical?” he asked, 
apropos of something else. Not really, because nothing generates 
cynicism like the change game, and no one plays it as well as Obama.
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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Arguing 
Natural Law

It would be absurd to try to 
respond here to the larger claims 
Hadley Arkes makes in his “Nat-
ural Law Manifesto” (Fall 2011). 
I therefore limit myself to brief 
comments on three of his argu-
ments. First, Arkes is right that 
disagreement is no proof of any-
thing. But saying so overlooks the 
fact that natural law is supposed 
to consist of truths so evident that 
reasonable men cannot disagree 
about them. Second, acknowl-
edging that it is wrong to hold a 
person responsible for what he 
had no power to affect requires 
no commitment to natural law—
the argument is simply tautologi-
cal. To hold someone responsible 
for something is to hold that he 
caused it, but if so, he must have 
had the power to affect it. Third, 
Arkes’s discussion of the 14th 
Amendment raises a very difficult 
question: its contemporaries be-
lieved mix-raced marriage to be 
contrary to nature. On the basis of 
what definition of nature is Arkes 
confident they were mistaken?

Max Hocutt
The University of Alabama

Tuscaloosa, AL

As eloquent and compelling as 
I find Professor Arkes’s “Natural 
Law Manifesto,” it leaves me with 
some nagging questions. Suppose 
that in 1973, rather than Roe v. 
Wade, a different abortion case 
had come before the Supreme 
Court. And suppose that case 
had involved a state legislature’s 
elimination of one or more of its 
previous restrictions on abortion, 
which some resourceful plaintiff 
had contrived a way to test in the 
federal courts. Would natural 
law have required the Justices to 
restore the deleted restrictions? 
Would natural law have required 

the Justices to supersede the 
patchwork of state-by-state legis-
lative abortion regulations, with 
a nationwide judicially-imposed 
ban? And on a different topic, in 
the infamous Dred Scott case: did 
the natural law call for the Jus-
tices in 1857 to nullify the Mis-
souri Slave Code under which 
the servitude of Dred Scott was 
asserted?

If Arkes’s answer to one or 
more of these questions is yes, 
then I would like to ask how he 
would reconcile such ruling(s) 
with the natural law principle, ex-
plicit in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and implicit in the U.S. 
Constitution, that governments 
derive their just powers from the 
consent of the governed.

Scott Rutledge
Richardson, TX 

Hadley Arkes replies:

I want to thank Messrs. 
Hocutt and Rutledge for their 
letters, which gives us the occa-
sion to remind ourselves of criti-
cal points about natural law that 
have often fled the memory even 
of the tutored. As a recover-
ing professor of philosophy, Mr. 
Hocutt probably recalls Aqui-
nas’s admonition that a self-evi-
dent truth is true for all but not 
known to all: “Thus, it is true for 
all that the three angles of a trian-
gle are together equal to two right 
angles, although it is not known 
to all.” A self-evident truth is not 
one evident to every self happen-
ing down the street. What was re-
ally meant here, by the founders 
and others, were truths that had 
to be grasped per se nota, in them-
selves. As Alexander Hamilton 
put it, a self-evident truth “which, 
antecedent to all reflection or 
combination, commands the as-
sent of the mind.” Of this nature 
were some of the axioms of moral 
judgment: the language of praise 

and blame would be nonsense in 
the world of “determinism” with 
the events governed by the laws of 
nature. We don’t condemn rocks 
for falling or declare it “right” that 
the earth revolves about the sun. 
We don’t need Kant to remind us 
that moral judgments hold only in 
the domain of “freedom,” where 
people have some choice in the 
things they do or hold back from 
doing. Hence the proposition that 
James Wilson (quoting Thomas 
Reid) pronounced a first principle 
of moral judgment: that “what 
is done from unavoidable neces-
sity…cannot be the object either 
of blame or of moral approbation.”

From this axiom we can draw, 
as I pointed out, many implica-
tions in our law, none of them 
trivial or tautological. When I re-
cast the proposition and say, “we 
don’t hold people responsible and 
blameworthy for acts they were 
powerless to affect,” Mr. Hocutt 
simply does the replacement and 
says, “powerless to cause.” Of 
course. Where is the tautology? 

Surely it cannot come as a sur-
prise to Mr. Hocutt that people 
who have absorbed the law of 
contradiction and other axioms 
of reason may still fail to see the 
implications of their own prin-
ciples. Or that they fall into seri-
ous disputes about the facts and 
principles that bear on the argu-
ment. It is quite arguable in this 
vein that the framers of the 14th 
Amendment did not understand 
the implications of their own 
principles when they insisted 
that nothing in that amendment 
would be at odds with the laws 
that barred marriage across ra-
cial lines. On the other hand, Mr. 
Hocutt may want to argue that 
there was no inconsistency, that 
there may be some kind of argu-
ment in prudence, or perhaps 
even a racial principle, that could 
make it justified to bar marriage 
across racial lines. Well, it is quite 
possible to have that argument. 

And the only way of having the 
“argument”—the only thing that 
makes it an argument—is that 
there are standards of reason to 
which we can appeal to judge the 
soundness, the truth of falsity, of 
these reasons. 

I trust that it would not be 
jarring to Mr. Hocutt that the 
scheme of natural law can brook 
this possibility of reasoned dis-
agreement while holding, at the 
same time, that there are things 
we can indeed expect people 

“naturally” to know. I’d invite my 
correspondent to imagine three 
British sailors coming on shore 
of an island in the South Seas in 
the 18th century, encountering 
natives who had never seen Eu-
ropeans. We may know nothing 
of those natives, but could we as-
sume that they could recognize 
that there were “three” strange 
persons there rather than two or 
one? Could we assume, as Kant 
would, that they would grasp the 
notion of “number”? If one of the 
sailors fires a pistol and downs 
one of the natives, do we think 
that the natives would impute to 
him the active powers to cause his 
own acts to happen? And would 
we be astonished if they respond-
ed with an anger directed at the 
one they saw as having caused 
the act to happen? To recognize 
these things is to begin to rec-
ognize the vast range of things 
we could expect ordinary folk to 
understand if they are to be both 
the subjects and objects of the 
law. But to collect these things is 
simply to fill in again an account 
of that creature, as Aristotle says, 
whose nature fits him distinctly 
for political life, the life marked 
by the presence of law.

Mr. Rutledge has three ques-
tions. In response to the first, it 
is not the business of the courts 
to restore statutes—or to repeal 
them. If Roe v. Wade were over-
turned, the statutes remaining 
on the books to protect unborn 
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children would come back into 
effect because the courts them-
selves could not repeal them. But 
there is no need to amend stat-
utes for the courts to hold, in dif-
ferent cases, that the protections 
of the law have been withdrawn 
from a class of human beings for 
reasons quite arbitrary. If a leg-
islature determined that human 
lives were not protected until 
the age of five, the courts would 
not require any novel modes of 
reasoning to ask what just differ-
ences separated the human being 
at five from the human at four 
years and 364 days. The judges 
would of course ask: what differ-
ences here could bear the moral 
significance of explaining why 
a whole class of human beings 
should be removed, in a stroke, 
from the class of rights-bearing 
beings, and withdrawn from the 
protections of the law? Noth-
ing deeper, nothing inscrutable 
or novel, would be posed then if 
the judges began to ask why the 
protections of the law are being 
removed from those small beings 
in the womb who have never been 
less than human at any of their 
living moments.

On the matter of Dred Scott: 
Justice Curtis recalled, in his dis-
senting opinion, the holdings of 
judges in the border states, in-
sisting that where the positive 
law was silent, the natural law 
kicked in, and the natural law 
rejected slavery. But in this case 
the Court could have pointed out 
that the positive law had been 
clear—that Congress had barred 
slavery from the territories. That 
is, after all, the positive law that 
the Court struck down in Dred 
Scott. And yet, that is not to say 
that the natural law could not 
accommodate the evil of slavery 
as a prudential matter. That was 
Lincoln’s understanding. The 
commitment to return fugitive 
slaves, he said, was “nominated in 
the bond,” along with other pro-
tections cast about slavery. They 
were all part of the original pru-
dential settlement that gave us 
the Union in the first place—the 

Union that sought to put slavery 
“in the course of ultimate extinc-
tion.” A judge surely had to know 
that, without that accommoda-
tion in the positive law, there 
would have been no Constitution 
and no federal “ judges” to pro-
nounce judgments. 

A judge could have recognized 
then that it was consistent with 
the tradition of natural law for 
statesmen to make a prudential 
accommodation with certain 
evils for the sake of compress-
ing them. As the old line had it, 
slavery was so wrong that it could 
be sustained only by positive 
law. The Fugitive Slave Clause 
referred to persons “held to Ser-
vice or Labour in one State, un-
der the Laws thereof ”—i.e., held 
only under the positive law. But 
that meant that a people, en-
franchised to govern themselves, 
could recognize some limits on 
what they were free, as a political 
people, to will. They could not re-
move the protections cast around 
slavery. As Mr. Rutledge notes, 
the Declaration invoked the au-
thority of the people to exercise 
their “ just powers.” It was never 
claimed that anything willed un-
der the “consent of the governed” 
was by definition “ just.” Those 
moral beings who claimed the 
authority to govern themselves 
would also have to recognize, as 
Lincoln said, that they could not 
coherently claim a “right to do 
wrong.” They might recognize 
then that nothing in their claim 
to rule themselves would be im-
paired, or diminished, when they 
recognized the things they had 
no right to will, even in their 
name as a self-governing people. 
For Lincoln it all ran back to “all 
men are created equal,” and that, 
as he reminded us, came before 
the Constitution. In short, there 
is no low door under the wall by 
which Mr. Rutledge or others can 
find refuge and serenity in a Con-
stitution happily detached from 
that moral reasoning that ever 
comes along with the natural law.

The courts are but one of the 
institutions brought forth to re-

mind people of the things that 
majorities might rightly be con-
strained from doing. But Lincoln 
taught us, in ways forgotten now 
by lawyers, of the way in which 
the judges too may be subject to 
restraint and check by those offi-
cers of the law who bear a politi-
cal responsibility. 

Right-Wing 
Judicial Activism? 

Richard Epstein’s review of 
David Bernstein’s Rehabilitating 
Lochner: Defending Individual 
Rights Against Progressive Reform 
(“A New Birth of Economic Free-
dom,” Fall 2011) demonstrates 
that even conservatives who 
ought to know better can suc-
cumb to the temptation of believ-
ing their most deeply felt policy 
preferences must, somehow, rise 
to the level of constitutional im-
perative, even if they are unable 
to point to actual text in the Con-
stitution supporting their posi-
tion. Lochner v. New York is bad 
law. It is true that progressives 
hate Lochner, because it checked, 
however temporarily, the expan-
sion of the regulatory state. But 
even a broken progressive is right 
twice a day, and in this case pro-
gressives are right for the wrong 
reason. The Court was wrong not 
because it checked the regulatory 
state, but because the decision 
rests on sheer judicial willfulness. 
Indeed, the reasoning in Lochner 
is the polar opposite of conserva-
tive constitutional reasoning, by 
which I mean reasoning based on 
the actual text, history, and struc-
ture of the Constitution and not 
judges’ policy preferences.

The Constitution creates a fed-
eral government of limited and 
enumerated powers. In contrast, 
the states have plenary power in 
every area not delegated to the 
federal government or prohibited 
to them by the Constitution. Thus, 
although the federal government 
may enact only those laws that 
are permitted by the Constitu-

tion, the states may enact any law 
unless it is prohibited by the Con-
stitution. No one disputes, for 
example, that states have plenary 
power to enact a broad range of 
economic regulations.

Therefore, in an economic 
regulation case like Lochner, the 
only issue is whether the particu-
lar law runs afoul of some prohi-
bition in the Constitution. The 
Court struck down the New York 
maximum hour law at issue in 
that case on the ground that it vi-
olated the “right and liberty of the 
individual to contract” protected 
by the Constitution. The only 
problem is that nothing in the 
text of the Constitution speaks to 
(far less guarantees) a generalized 

“right to contract.” So the Court 
did what courts usually do when 
they believe the text of the Con-
stitution is deficient. They make 
up for the Constitution’s infir-
mity by declaring that their pre-
ferred policy is subsumed within 
the concept of “due process” guar-
anteed by the 14th Amendment.

On its face the Due Process 
Clause is nothing but a guarantee 
of procedural fairness. The gov-
ernment cannot deprive a person 
of life, liberty, or property un-
less it gives him notice and a fair 
hearing before an impartial tri-
bunal. The clause simply does not 
address the issue of the proper 
grounds upon which a state may 
decide to deprive someone of their 
liberty (i.e., the “substance” of the 
law being enforced). Neverthe-
less, beginning with Dred Scott, 
running through Lochner, and 
picking up speed later in the 20th 
century with cases like Griswold v. 
Connecticut (the infamous “ema-
nations from penumbras” case) 
and culminating in Roe v. Wade, 
the Court has used the internally 
incoherent concept of “substan-
tive due process” to wreak havoc 
on our constitutional order.

Lochner has this in common 
with all substantive due process 
cases: one can read it over and 
over again and never find a limit-
ing constitutional principle. The 
court held that the New York leg-
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islature was being unduly meddle-
some when it limited bakers to ten 
hours a day, but in the same opin-
ion the court noted that a Utah 
statute limiting miners to eight 
hours a day was perfectly accept-
able. From this we can discern that 
the line between unconstitutional 

“unduly meddlesome” and consti-
tutional “acceptably meddlesome” 
rests somewhere between ten 
hours for bakers and eight hours 
for miners. This is not “law.” The 
essence of conservative constitu-
tional jurisprudence is that where 
the Constitution does not speak, 
judges must also remain silent 
and defer to the democratic pro-
cess (even if—no, especially if—
the judge believes the democratic 
process has produced a bad result).

I take it that Epstein believes 
Lochner is good law even though 
other substantive due process cas-
es such as Roe v. Wade are bad law. 
But why is subverting the Consti-
tution in the name of economic 
freedom more praiseworthy than 
subverting the Constitution in 
the name of sexual freedom? 
Why should unelected, life ten-
ured, unaccountable judges get to 
impose their policy preferences 
on the rest of us with respect to 
the former and not the latter? Ep-
stein does not say. 

Barry K. Arrington
Centennial, CO

Richard A. Epstein replies:

Barry Arrington’s criticism of 
my review of David Bernstein’s 
Rehabilitating Lochner makes the 
powerful point that any clause 
that reads “no person shall...be 
deprived of life, liberty or prop-
erty, without due process of law” 
seems like an odd vehicle to use 
for securing substantive rights, 
given its explicit reference to pro-
cess only. But the actual histori-
cal account is more complex than 
Arrington acknowledges.

The missing piece in the puzzle, 
which I could not discuss in the 
review, was the incorrect read-
ing that the Supreme Court gave 
to the 14th Amendment’s Privi-
leges or Immunities Clause in 
the Slaughterhouse cases in 1872. 
That clause does have inescapable 
substantive bite when it says “No 
state shall make or enforce any 
law which shall abridge the privi-
leges or immunities of the Citi-
zens of the United States.” The 
Supreme Court read it to cover 
only rights that individuals had as 
federal citizens, when the correct 
reading is that all United States 
citizens are protected against any 
abuse of their individual rights 
done by state government, so long 
as they are covered by the gener-
ous phrase “privileges or immuni-
ties,” which did include the right 
to enter into honest agreements.

Properly read, the Privileges 
or Immunities Clause places 
a huge limitation on what the 
states can do to citizens, even if 
it does not extend to all persons, 
both citizens and aliens, who are 
protected by the Due Process 
Clause. Once these privileges and 
immunities are secured, the state 
may retain huge powers to initiate 
legislation, but all that legislation 
(and its enforcement) remains 
subject to a judicial override on 
constitutional grounds.

At this point, the police power 
enters the discussion in a sensible 
way—as it does with every other 
substantive constitutional guar-
antee. These individual rights are 
subject to limitation when the 

state passes legislation that is rea-
sonably adapted to protecting the 

“health, safety, general welfare, 
and morals,” of the public at large. 
Yet that police power does not 
allow the state to engage in anti-
competitive activity: in Lochner, 
the insulation of unions against 
nonunion competition. There is 
no “subversion” here of the Con-
stitution in striking down New 
York’s maximum labor law. Recall 
that the subject of Ernst Freund’s 
great 1904 treatise was “The po-
lice power, public policy and con-
stitutional rights,” written the 
year before Lochner. Lochner built 
on a long tradition.

Unfortunately, Slaughterhouse 
snarled up American constitu-
tional law. Its dissenters took ref-
uge in the Due Process Clause to 
undo its manifest errors. As usu-
al, however, two wrongs do not 
make a right. Once due process 
was given a substantive dimen-
sion, the relevant constitutional 
protection covered both citizens 
and aliens, contrary to the origi-
nal structure of the Privilege or 
Immunities Clause which re-
served occupational liberties to 
citizens only.

Getting Lochner right, more-
over, does not create some deep 
contradiction with Roe v. Wade, 
which is wrongly decided even as 
Lochner is correctly decided. The 
key difference is found in the po-
lice power. Whatever one thinks 
of Roe, the anti-abortion law has 
no anti-competitive component, 
but is surely a matter of health 
and safety for the unborn fetus, 
which has always properly been a 
state concern. 

Nor will it do for Mr. Ar-
rington to trot out yet once again 
the query: “Why should unelect-
ed, life tenured, unaccountable 
judges get to impose their policy 
preferences on the rest of us with 
respect to the former and not the 
latter?” The incurable problem 
with this position is that it at-
tacks not just economic liberty, 
but all of judicial review. After 
all, the federal Constitution im-
poses limitations on how states 

try criminal and civil cases. The 
same can be said with constitu-
tional protections for speech and 
property and contract, which nec-
essarily override the policy prefer-
ences of a democratic majority. 

What is needed, therefore, is 
a more fine-grained theory to 
demarcate the respective zones 
of the legislature and the courts. 
One partial approximation holds 
that only the legislature can au-
thorize condemnation of particu-
lar real estate, but that it cannot 
do so in ways that avoid either 
the public use or just compensa-
tion requirements of the Fifth 
Amendment. 

Following these steps does not, 
moreover, yield the high ground 
to the progressives because the 
entire substantive architecture of 
the Constitution is steeped in a 
concern with guarantees for indi-
vidual rights and structural con-
straints. These have to be faith-
fully enforced in order to prevent 
the rise of the administrative state 
(for which there is no textual war-
rant) or the massive restriction of 
substantive rights. This task is 
hard slogging, but some disem-
bodied notion of judicial restraint 
does not allow judges and theo-
rists to evade the hard substan-
tive questions of what particular 
clauses mean and why. 

Progressives have to be proved 
wrong (when they are wrong) 
clause by clause and case by case. 
That task is not impossible. As I 
argued in my book Takings: Pri-
vate Property and the Power of 
Eminent Domain (1985), courts 
have recourse to a wide variety 
of techniques to isolate those 
actions that are intended to ad-
vance the interest of Madison’s 
factions from those which seek to 
generate common improvements 
shared by all. It takes no great 
insight to realize that statutes of 
limitation and recording acts do 
modify rights of property and 
contract, but do so only in a way 
that improves the overall social 
welfare, here defined as the posi-
tion of all persons benefited and 
burdened by the rule. The same 
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cannot be said of a zoning law 
that stops one person from build-
ing so his neighbor can secure a 
monopoly position.

The difficulty that besets Ar-
rington is that he succumbs to a 
deep form of political relativism 
and cognitive skepticism in order 
to justify his excessive devotion 
to democratic institutions that in 
the end form no part of our con-
stitutional plan or heritage.

Blame the 
Professors

Reading James Stoner’s 
thoughts on “Redeeming Higher 
Education” (Fall 2011), I must 
ask: would you recommend a 
doctor who keeps badmouthing 
his patients for failing to take 
their medicines? A similar  ques-
tion might be applied to pro-

fessors. For my own part, I’m 
weary  of hearing students be-
ing blamed  for putting in too lit-
tle work, or lacking a capacity for 
serious writing. It’s the job of fac-
ulties to make their students want 
to learn what’s being taught. My 
onetime Cornell colleague, Al-
lan Bloom, got engineers excited 
about Plato. Academics who can’t 
or won’t do that should find an-
other occupation.

 
Andrew Hacker
Queens College

Flushing, NY

James R. Stoner, Jr., replies:

I agree with Professor Hacker 
about the achievement of pro-
fessors like Allan Bloom, and 
thought that would be clear from 
my essay. Doctors learned long 
ago to sweeten children’s medi-

cine. My complaint is with those 
who promote the sweeteners 
without taking seriously the kind 
of inquiry that truly heals.

Correction

In his review of Erwin 
Chemerinsky’s The Conservative 
Assault on the Constitution (“Writ 
of Error,” Summer 2011), John 
Eastman quoted from a part of 
Justice Scalia’s opinion in Harme-
lin v. Michigan that did not com-
mand a majority of the Court. 
The full passage should have read 
that Chemerinsky’s

argument against lengthy 
sentences for third-strike 
offenders did find prec-
edent in a single 1983 case, 
Solem v. Helm, which over-
ruled the long-standing 
rule, but was repudiated 

by the Court eight years 
later in very strong terms: 

“Solem was simply wrong. 
The Eighth Amendment 
contains no proportional-
ity guarantee,” wrote Jus-
tice Scalia [instead of “the 
Court held”] in Harmelin 
v. Michigan (1991) a dozen 
years before Chemerinsky 
argued Andrade’s case.

Nevertheless, because Justice 
Kennedy, whose opinion concur-
ring in the judgment provided the 
remaining votes for the judgment, 
added that the Eighth Amend-
ment “forbids only extreme sen-
tences that are ‘grossly dispropor-
tionate’ to the crime,” a position 
that the dissent claimed “eviscer-
ated” Solem, the conclusion re-
mains correct: “This is not exactly 
‘very strong ground’ for Chemer-
insky’s position.”
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Reckless Optimism

Essay by Robert J. Samuelson

People, businesses, and governments 
borrow for one of two reasons: hope-
ful optimism or fearful desperation. 

If it’s the first, borrowers see a rosy future. 
They expect to enjoy the fruits of their loans 
which, when they come due, will either be 
repaid or refinanced. Because everyone is 
upbeat, credit is easy to find and relatively 
cheap. Desperate borrowers, by contrast, are 
up against the wall. They urgently need the 
money, but their repayment prospects are 
cloudy and, therefore, they struggle to secure 
credit that, if available, often carries crush-
ingly high rates. 

By and large, the borrowing that led to 
the devastating 2007-09 financial crisis was 
of the first type. Borrowers and lenders alike 
shared a sunny outlook. Credit was plentiful, 
and terms were attractive. The overwhelm-
ing majority of borrowers expected to repay, 
and the overwhelming majority of lenders ex-
pected to be repaid. To be sure, some preda-
tory lenders aimed to squeeze their hapless 
debtors, just as some dishonest borrowers 
hoped to make a quick buck by taking out a 
loan, buying a home and either flipping it for a 
quick profit or, if they couldn’t sell, defaulting 
on the loan. But these abusive practices were 
a distinct minority. 

Against this backdrop, a crucial question 
emerges: where did the optimism come from? 

If we can answer that, we can go a long way 
to understanding how and why the financial 
crisis developed. It’s the pivotal issue. 

Debating the Conventional Wisdom

At first blush, the answer seems 
clear. Since the crisis, a standard ex-
planation has gained widespread ac-

ceptance. Greed, deregulation, and overconfi-
dence are the culprits. They spawned practices 
that, though initially rewarding for borrowers 
and lenders alike, led to calamity. Mortgage 
brokers relaxed lending standards. Banks and 
investment banks packaged suspect mortgages 
in opaque securities that were purchased by all 
manner of investors. Government regulators, 
asleep at the switch, blessed these practices by 
their silence. Everyone’s optimism fed everyone 
else’s. It was a toxic brew. Academics, political 
leaders, and much of the media have embraced 
this theory. Indeed, it provided the intellectual 
foundation for the post-crisis Dodd-Frank leg-
islation that overhauled the financial system. 

On inspection, however, the conventional 
wisdom has at least two shortcomings. First, 
it doesn’t really answer the question: why was 
everyone so optimistic? It blandly blames 

“markets” but doesn’t say why everyone be-
came optimistic simultaneously. The second 
problem is that this mainstream theory could 

also be wrong. Despite its widespread ac-
ceptance, there has always been a competing 
narrative that blames the boom and bust on 
mistaken government policies. Presidents and 
congressional leaders of both parties enthusi-
astically promoted homeownership—a pillar 
of the American Dream—and, in so doing, 
encouraged the lax lending that undermined 
the financial system. 

Not surprisingly, the contending theories 
reflect politics. While the Left blames “the 
markets,” the Right fingers government and 
politicians. Who’s correct? Could both be 
right—or wrong?

We now have two new books that favor 
the alternative thesis: Reckless Endangerment: 
How Outsized Ambition, Greed, and Corrup-
tion Led to Economic Armageddon by Gretchen 
Morgenson, a Pulitzer-prize winning reporter 
and columnist for the New York Times, and 
Joshua Rosner, a financial consultant; and 
Guaranteed to Fail: Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, 
and the Debacle of Mortgage Finance by Viral 
V. Acharya, Matthew Richardson, Stijn Van 
Nieuwerburgh and Lawrence J. White, all 
economists at New York University’s Leonard 
N. Stern School of Business.

As their titles and professional affiliations 
suggest, these books differ dramatically in 
tone and approach. The Morgenson-Rosner 
book is essentially journalistic, telling a story 
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of shortcomings, excesses, and villains. By 
contrast, the scholarly NYU tome focuses on 
policy mistakes and perverse incentives. Still, 
both books place Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac at the center of the crisis. These mas-
sive, congressionally-created mortgage com-
panies (commonly called GSEs for “Govern-
ment Sponsored Enterprises”) stand accused 
of spawning destructive lending practices in 
order to placate politicians’ obsession with ex-
panding homeownership.

Fannie and Freddie
 

In 1938 congress created the federal 
National Mortgage Association (Fannie 
Mae), a government agency whose mission 

was to bolster housing construction by buying 
mortgages insured by the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA). In 1968, Congress 
converted Fannie Mae into a private company 
at the behest of the Johnson Administration, 
which—facing budget deficits—wanted Fan-
nie’s spending and borrowing off the govern-
ment’s books. In 1970, Congress created the 
Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation 
(“Freddie Mac”), also off-budget, to buy mort-
gages from savings and loan associations. In 
the 1970s and ’80s, Congress progressively 
expanded the GSEs’ powers. Fannie Mae, for 
example, was freed from just buying FHA or 
Veterans Administration-backed mortgages. 
Similarly, Freddie Mac was no longer restrict-
ed to buying loans from S&Ls. 

As private companies, though, Fannie 
and Freddie were special, imbued by Con-
gress with advantages over competitors. By 
far the largest was something unstated: the 
belief—which turned out to be true—that 
because the government created both Fannie 
and Freddie, it would ultimately cover their 
bets if that proved necessary. This implicit but 
universally believed guarantee enabled the 
GSEs to borrow at lower interest rates than 
their major rivals, private banks and mortgage 
firms. By sharing some of this advantage with 
borrowers in the form of lower interest rates, 
Fannie and Freddie could attract a growing 
share of the nation’s mortgage business. 

In addition, Congress set extremely low 
capital requirements, capital being sharehold-
ers’ money that can absorb losses. On GSE-
held mortgages the requirement was only 
2.5%—that is, for every $100,000 mortgage 
they held, Fannie and Freddie needed only 
$2,500 in capital. In addition to buying in-
dividual mortgages, Fannie and Freddie also 
assembled them into securities, guaranteed 
those securities, and sold them to investors. 

issued or guaranteed nearly half of America’s 
mortgages.

Changing the Rules

In theory, this situation could have 
continued indefinitely. Most home mort-
gages were relatively safe investments, and 

Fannie and Freddie’s lending standards were 
conservative. In the main, the GSEs bought 
and guaranteed loans with sizeable down 
payments, typically 20%, for borrowers who 
could be expected, based on their incomes 
and credit histories, to meet their monthly 
mortgage payments with little difficulty. By 
regulation, the GSEs were not allowed to deal 
in mortgages above a given amount ($417,000 
in 2007, before the crisis). Private lenders, 
therefore, were left with both the larger and 
the riskier mortgages, all of which were called 

“non-conforming” loans because they didn’t fit 
the GSEs’ criteria. The GSEs seemed to have 
a lock on the “conforming” market, the bigger, 
safer part of the mortgage business. 

But in 1992 Congress changed the rules of 
the game. It charged Fannie and Freddie with 
boosting homeownership among poor and 
minority families. It did this by adopting a se-
ries of complex, overlapping housing “afford-
ability” goals. These came in three varieties: 
1) a “low and moderate” income goal, target-
ing borrowers earning no more than an area’s 
median income; 2) an “underserved area” goal, 
targeting people in neighborhoods whose 
residents earned 90-95% of an area’s median 
income; and 3) a “special affordable” goal, fo-
cused on people earning no more than 60% 
of an area’s median, or living in exceptionally 
poor neighborhoods. Congress justified these 
goals by contending the GSEs should advance 
policy objectives because the federal govern-
ment had conferred so many advantages upon 
them not available to their competitors. The 
legislation delegated to the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development the power 
to increase Fannie and Freddie’s affordabil-
ity goals, which it did. In 1993, the “low and 
moderate income goal” was 30% of the GSEs 
mortgages. By 2008, it was 56%. From 1993 
to 2008, the “underserved area” goal went 
from 30% to 39%. 

To Morgenson and Rosner, the housing 
affordability goals led “more than any other 
single act…to the disastrous home lending 
practices of the 2000s.” To the Stern School 
economists, the combination of ambitious af-
fordability goals and the GSEs’ lax capital re-
quirements transformed Fannie and Freddie 
collectively into “the largest hedge fund on the 
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The capital requirement on these guarantees 
was even lower: $450 on a $100,000 mort-
gage. Fannie and Freddie were not required 
to submit prospectuses to the Securities and 
Exchange Commission for approval—some-
thing mandatory for any private firm—before 
selling hundreds of billions of dollars of secu-
rities to investors. Finally, Congress exempted 
the GSEs from paying the state and local tax-
es that their competitors had to pay. 

Blessed with these advantages, Fannie 
and Freddie’s business boomed. The com-
panies became highly profitable and increas-
ingly dominated the home loan market. The 
figures seem astonishing even now. In 1981, 
Fannie and Freddie accounted for 7.1% of the 
residential mortgage market. By 1991, the 
proportion was 28.4% and by 2002, 44.7%. 
Shortly before the housing boom crested, in 
other words, Fannie and Freddie had either 
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planet.” Each backed hundreds of billions of 
dollars of ever-riskier home loans, which gen-
erated high profits in good times but exposed 
them to enormous losses, should the economy 
weaken. Losses then might swamp the GSEs’ 
thin capital base. 

James Johnson, Fannie Mae’s chief execu-
tive officer from 1991 to 1998, is Morgen-
son and Rosner’s chief villain. They portray 
him—a mild-mannered political junkie from 
Minnesota who managed Walter Mondale’s 
1984 presidential campaign—as cynically 
refashioning Fannie Mae into a machine 
that guaranteed its insiders would do well 
by trading on its reputation for doing good. 
Johnson made $100 million at Fan-
nie, Morgenson and Rosner write, 
though they provide no source. He 
belonged to Washington’s respect-
able elite, serving as the chairman 
of the overseeing bodies of both 
the John F. Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts and the Brookings 
Institution, the city’s best-known 
think tank. 

Something for Nothing

“American government poli-
cies that support homeown-
ership are among the most 

efficient and effective ever devised,” 
Johnson said in a 1998 speech at the 
National Press Club. That was his 
mantra: the “public-private partner-
ship” for housing was a huge success 
and Fannie Mae was “at the heart” 
of this pragmatic alliance. To pub-
licize his views further, Johnson published a 
book, Showing America A New Way Home: 
Expanding Opportunities for Home Ownership 
(1996). But Johnson’s behind-the-scenes tac-
tics were less cerebral and more cold-blooded, 
Morgenson and Rosner show. From 1989 to 
2009, Fannie Mae spent roughly $100 million 
on campaign contributions and lobbying, ac-
cording to the Center for Responsive Politics. 

“The old political reality was that we always 
won, we took no prisoners, and we faced little 
organized political opposition,” Daniel Mudd, 
one of Johnson’s successors, later wrote. 

Always, the lobbying aimed to preserve 
GSE privileges that were crucial to profits. 
When the Treasury Department was prepar-
ing a report in the mid-1990s that suggested 
genuinely privatizing the GSEs—explicitly 
ending any government guarantee—Fannie 
lobbied hard against it. The report was wa-
tered down. When a Congressional Budget 

Office (CBO) study estimated the government 
guarantee in 1995 was worth $7 billion, one 
third of which went to shareholders (in higher 
profits) and executives (in higher compensa-
tion), Fannie unsuccessfully lobbied to have 
the report suppressed. June O’Neill, then the 
CBO’s head, recalled meeting the Fannie ex-
ecutives: “All of us had the same feeling—that 
we were being visited by the mafia.” 

The lobbying may have been unnecessary, 
given the GSEs’ broad-based appeal. Presi-
dents, cabinet secretaries, and members of 
Congress liked being able to subsidize home-
ownership without the bother of raising 
taxes or increasing on-budget spending. As 

the Stern School economists note, this some-
thing-for-nothing arrangement had bipar-
tisan appeal: “On the left, [the GSEs] were 
vehicles for promoting affordable housing for 
all, while on the right they furthered the idea 
of the ownership society.” The GSEs were 
not rogue operations. They anchored the 
housing strategies of the Clinton and George 
W. Bush Administrations, though the Bush 
Treasury also proposed tougher GSE regula-
tion. Fannie and Freddie allowed government, 
it seemed, to pursue worthy public-interest 
goals without any apparent cost. 

Conventional wisdom—as reflected in the 
report of the National Commission on the 
Causes of the Financial and Economic Crisis 
in the United States—has exonerated Fannie 
and Freddie from causing the crisis. The rea-
soning is straightforward. Although it’s true 
that Fannie and Freddie’s lending standards 
eroded, most of the weakest home mortgages 

were made by private lenders (Countrywide 
Mortgage Finance, for example) and then 
packaged in “private label” mortgage-backed 
securities (MBS) that were sold to investors. 
It was these loans, also placed in “collateral-
ized debt obligations” (CDOs), that over-
whelmed the financial system with “toxic 
securities.” From 2003 to 2006, Fannie and 
Freddie’s share of new mortgage originations 
declined, while private label MBSs—many 
crammed with risky “subprime” loans—tri-
pled their share from 12% to 38%. Whatever 
Fannie and Freddie’s excesses and errors, the 
argument goes, they became peripheral rather 
than central to the meltdown.

Establishing Culpability

This thesis now stands chal-
lenged. Fannie and Freddie’s 
pernicious influence, Morgen-

son, Rosner, and the Stern economists 
contend, went well beyond the dubi-
ous loans they directly made or guar-
anteed. One channel, Morgenson and 
Rosner argue, was the demonstration 
effect. If the nation’s biggest mortgage 
lenders could relax lending standards, 
so could everyone else. “Because Fan-
nie was the leader in housing finance,” 
they write, “its actions set the tone for 
private-sector lenders across the na-
tion.” The Stern School economists 
add another reason: a “race to the bot-
tom” among mortgage lenders. Private 
lenders, effectively excluded from the 
safety of the “conforming” mortgage 
market, responded by “moving down 

the credit curve of increasingly shaky mort-
gage loans.” As private lenders relaxed credit 
standards, Fannie and Freddie followed suit to 
recapture lost market share. Bad lending begat 
worse lending.

Probably no one has trumpeted this revi-
sionist argument more than Peter Wallison, 
a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute 
and a former general counsel to the Treasury 
Department in the Reagan Administration, 
who has waged an unrelenting campaign to 
establish the GSEs’ culpability in the finan-
cial crisis. As a member of the financial crisis 
commission, he wrote a 95-page dissent—not 
joined by the Commission’s other three Re-
publicans—contending that the “sine qua non 
of the financial crisis was U.S. government 
housing policy.” Wallison now feels vindicat-
ed and said so in glowing reviews of Reckless 
Endangerment in the Wall Street Journal and 
Barron’s. “Far from being a marginal player, 
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Fannie Mae was the source of the decline in 
mortgage underwriting standards that even-
tually brought down the financial system” he 
wrote in the Journal.

In Wallison’s view, the number of risky 
loans attributable to the GSEs has been dra-
matically underestimated. He usefully notes 
that “subprime mortgages” lack an agreed-
upon definition. These loans typically involve 
low down-payments—sometimes zero or 
even less than zero, when lenders provided 
more than 100% of a house’s market price. 
Borrowers often had shaky credit histories, 
modest incomes, and undocumented wages 
and financial assets (resulting in so-called 

“liar loans”). But without precise criteria, says 
Wallison, it’s easy to misclassify risky loans, 
and that’s what happened. For years, he ar-
gues, Fannie reported subprime loans as only 
those purchased from self-identified “sub-
prime” lenders. That was about 1% of Fannie’s 
portfolio. But when judged by borrowers’ low 
credit scores—a statistical rating based on 
consumers’ past payment history—the vol-
ume of risky loans was much higher, accord-
ing to Wallison.

Relying on a study by Edward Pinto—the 
chief credit officer of Fannie from 1987 to 1989 
and now also at AEI—Wallison asserts that 
by 2008 half of all American mortgages had 
been made to borrowers with low credit scores. 
Fannie and Freddie held 12 million of these 
27 million risky mortgages, with a face value 
of $1.8 trillion. There were 7.2 million other 
mortgages, valued at $900 billion, insured by 
either the Federal Housing Administration or 
the Veterans Administration, or undertaken 
as a result of other federal programs. That 
leaves 7.8 million mortgages to risky borrow-
ers, with a face value of $1.9 trillion, held by 
private lenders. Thus, Wallison argues, gov-
ernment policies spawned the crisis.

Deciding between these rival theories about 
the housing market requires further economic 
forensic work to reconcile or discredit incon-
sistent numbers. Even Wallison concedes that 
Pinto’s data haven’t been subjected to a criti-
cal examination necessary to validate their ac-
curacy. (As this essay was going to press, the 
Securities and Exchange Commission sued 
six former executives of Fannie and Freddie—
three from each company—alleging that they 
had dramatically understated the number 
and amount of risky mortgages on their com-
panies’ books. From new accounts, the accu-
sations parallel Wallison’s critique. Lawyers 
for some of the executives responded that dis-
closures were adequate and that they will fight 
the charges.)

Panic

But this exercise isn’t really neces-
sary to understanding the broader cri-
sis, whose hallmark was financial panic: 

a fear-driven rush for the exit by lenders and 
investors. Large financial losses don’t auto-
matically lead to financial panic. In the 1980s, 
the savings and loan industry—then a main 
source of mortgages—collapsed and was res-
cued by the government. This did not cause 
a panic. In March 2000, the stock market’s 

“tech bubble” burst: the market ultimately fell 
50%, with paper losses of $8.5 trillion, ac-
cording to Wilshire Associates. This did not 
cause a panic. When the housing bubble burst, 
however, there was a panic. It was the panic 
that did the real damage, and the mortgage 
losses—whether inflicted by the GSEs or pri-
vate lenders—were simply a catalyst for this 
broader breakdown.

So, we need to understand the broader 
breakdown. Superficially, this seems easy. 
Banks and investment banks had expanded 
their loans and investments (bonds, stocks, 
securities, and investments of all types) at a 
torrid pace. From 2003 to 2007, their assets 
roughly doubled, report the Stern School 
economists. Much of this was financed with 
short-term credit: borrowings from the com-
mercial paper market or the “repo” market 
(short for “repurchase agreement”). These 
credits typically lasted from a few days to a 
year. Details are less important than the chief 
implication: banks and investment banks be-
came highly vulnerable to any loss of confi-
dence by short-term lenders. Leverage—the 
ratio of borrowed money to stockholders’ 
capital—was high. For investment banks, the 
leverage ratio rose from 23:1 in 2003 to 31:1 
in 2007, according to the Stern School econo-
mists’ estimate. Banks’ ratio was 13:1 in both 
2003 and 2007, but this was misleading, be-
cause it excluded off-balance sheet borrowing 
for which banks retained some responsibility. 
For banks and investment banks, the absolute 
amounts of loans—hundreds of billions of 
dollars—were enormous.

In the fall of 2008, lenders—fearful of 
mortgage losses—panicked. Banks and in-
vestment banks that had predicated their 
lending practices on access to abundant 
amounts of cheap, short-term credit, found it 
difficult or impossible to function when that 
stream dried up. Those that could not roll 
over their debt went bankrupt or were swal-
lowed by other institutions. Lehman Broth-
ers’ failure on September 15 accelerated the 
panic. Lenders—including large companies 

and money market funds—no longer knew 
which borrower was a good risk, so treated 
all of them as bad risks. This comprehensive 
abandonment of short-term lending, as fear-
ful investors shifted funds into Treasury secu-
rities, threatened the financial system. Mer-
rill Lynch and Wachovia were merged into 
other institutions. Only massive intervention 
by the Federal Reserve, which provided emer-
gency loans, and the congressionally-created 
Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP), 
which injected capital into banks, averted a 
wider collapse. 

With hindsight, the mounting reliance on 
short-term credit that made banks and in-
vestment banks so vulnerable was insane. Yet 
the borrowers borrowed and the lenders lent. 
That they did so demonstrates, again, the op-
timism that was the root cause of the financial 
crisis. It rationalized behavior—both private 
decisions and government policies—that sent 
the economy skipping down the path toward 
crackup. 

The mortgage debacle, whether caused by 
errant government policy or rapacious private 
action, was not freestanding. It was simply 
one manifestation, albeit a large one, of a cli-
mate that made foolish practices seem sensi-
ble. A broad underestimation of risk rested on 
self-serving assumptions. It was, for example, 
widely assumed that home prices would al-
ways rise, meaning that if borrowers default-
ed lenders would be protected against heavy 
losses. This was one reason why Standard & 
Poor’s and Moody’s gave mortgage-related se-
curities high ratings. 

Faith in Progress

So we return to the original ques-
tion: what caused the optimism? The 
main answer was faith in economic 

progress. We seemed to have conquered the 
worst economic instability. After the harsh 
1981-82 recession, with unemployment 
reaching 10.8%, there had been only two re-
cessions, those of 1990-91 and 2001. Both 
were mild and brief. Recessions that might 
have happened but didn’t, strengthened this 
confidence. The Fed seemed capable of defus-
ing broad economic or financial setbacks. It 
had done so after the 1997-98 Asian finan-
cial crisis, after the collapse of the hedge fund 
Long-term Capital Management in 1998, af-
ter the popping of the “tech bubble” in 2000. 
Globalization was raising living standards 
around the world and, despite problems, sug-
gested a consensus favoring the free flow of 
goods and money. 
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Economic life seemed less risky. People and 
institutions adapted their behavior to a world 
that seemed to have grown safer and was 
likely to go on getting safer still. Households 
could take on more debt because the infre-
quency and mildness of recessions improved 
their ability to service the debt. Lenders could 
be more accommodating for similar reasons: 
borrowers were better bets than before. Play-
ers in financial markets could be more adven-
turous, because the world was less risky. They 
could finance their trading and investments 
with more short-term debt, because the dan-
gers of borrowing too much had receded. 
Government regulators could relax, because 
financial hazards had, it seemed, retreated. In 
short, good times bred over-confidence and 
complacency. All this occurred gradually, as 
people absorbed the implications of their own 
experiences. 

But the effect was magnified, I think, by a 
parallel development that has received too lit-
tle attention in all the crisis post-mortems: the 
belief that the technology of finance had also 
reduced risk. Here, again, progress seemed to 
have triumphed by understanding financial 
risk at a level of clarity and detail never before 
possible. New techniques, often computer-
based, improved the evaluation of risk, while 
new types of securities allowed investors to 
calibrate the amount of risk they wished to 
tolerate when building a portfolio. 

 A striking example of the new financial 
technology was the use of “automated under-
writing systems” to approve or reject mortgage 
loans. For decades, the review process had 
been slow, cumbersome, labor-intensive, cost-
ly and—to some extent—subjective. Lend-
ers painstakingly assembled thick folders of 
documents to verify borrowers’ income, as-
sets, and credit history, as well as the home’s 
value. In the 1990s, this manual process gave 
way to computerized systems based on “FICO” 
scores—named for the Fair Isaac Corporation, 
a pioneer in the development of quantitatively 
sophisticated credit ratings that used the ma-
jor credit bureaus’ data on individuals’ pay-
ment histories. The FICO scores had previ-
ously been used to evaluate credit card approv-
als and auto loans. It was probably inevitable 
that they would spread to mortgages.

Beyond Guesswork

In 1995, both fannie and freddie ad-
opted automated underwriting systems to 
evaluate mortgages they were considering 

purchasing. Soon, they required major mort-
gage brokers dealing with them to use auto-

mated systems. The advantages, aside from 
quicker and cheaper processing, seemed ob-
vious. Instead of “rule-of-thumb” guidelines, 
underwriting decisions would be based on 
scientifically verified trends involving millions 
of borrowers. Not all loan documentation was 
eliminated, but some borrowers “with high 
credit or mortgage scores” were exempted, as 
one 2004 study put it. Similarly, credit scores 
might justify “the extension of mortgage cred-
it to some households traditionally viewed as 
higher risk,” because past behavior had shown 
them to be financially responsible. Human 
judgment, which might encompass economic 
and racial bias, was being replaced by statisti-
cally valid criteria. 

Another new approach, heavily used by 
banks and also relying on computer technol-
ogy, involved so-called “value at risk” (VAR) 
models, which attempted to measure banks’ 
plausible exposure to losses. Until the 1980s, 
banks gauged their vulnerability informal-
ly. As Gillian Tett—a columnist and editor 
for the Financial Times—writes in her book 
Fool’s Gold:

In previous decades, banks had taken 
an ad hoc attitude toward measuring 
risk. They extended loans to customers 
they liked, withheld them from those 
they did not, and tried to prevent their 
traders from engaging in any market ac-
tivity that looked too risky, but without 
trying to quantify those dangers with 
precision. In the 1980s, though, [Bank-
ers Trust] had developed the industry’s 
first full-fledged system for measuring 
the level of credit and market risk…. 
That eventually prompted other bank-
ers to start trying to measure risk not 
according to vague hunches but by us-
ing precise quantitative technique.

The VAR models enabled banks to go 
beyond guesswork; they could calculate 
potential losses under a variety of plausible 
circumstances.

As these new models emerged, financial 
firms were simultaneously creating new types 
of securities that also seemed to diminish 
risk. Through the 1970s, financial markets 
remained dominated by traditional stocks 
and bonds: stocks gave holders an ownership 
stake in companies and bonds constituted 
long-term loans to firms and governments. To 
be sure, there were some “derivatives,” main-
ly “futures” (obligating holders to buy or sell 
something at a fixed date) and “options” (giv-
ing owners the right to buy or sell some other    
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security at a predetermined price). But they 
were a decidedly second-order phenomenon. 
This changed in the 1980s, as new financial 
instruments proliferated.

In 1970, the Government National Mort-
gage Association (Ginnie Mae)—a govern-
ment agency dealing only in government-
insured mortgages—created the first “mort-
gage-backed security,” a bond-like security. 
The money raised by selling the MBSs was 
funneled into writing mortgages, while the 
monthly payments from the bundled-together 
mortgages provided a stream of principal and 
interest repayments to investors who bought 
the securities. By the 1980s, Fannie and 
Freddie were issuing MBSs for “conforming” 
mortgages. Similarly, credit cards, auto loans 
and commercial mortgages were “securitized.” 
More exotic instruments also were invented: 
for example, “credit default swaps” (CDSs) 
that enabled investors to insure themselves 
against specific losses (say, the default of a 
corporate bond); and “collateralized debt ob-
ligations” (CDOs) that were bundles of other 

“securitizations.”

Financial Engineering

By and large, these changes were 
viewed favorably. For starters, they 
broadened financial markets. Consid-

er home mortgage lending. Until the 1980s, 
banks and savings and loan associations, most-
ly local or regional, were the dominant provid-
ers of this financial service. They made the 
loans, serviced them, and kept them in their 
portfolios. The advent of MBSs nationalized 
the mortgage market so that other investors 
(pension funds, insurance companies, wealthy 
individuals) could also finance housing. This 
shift tended to homogenize and lower interest 
rates, because more lenders were competing 
to do business with the nation’s homebuyers. 
Similar arguments could be made for other 

“securitizations.” Likewise, many “derivatives” 
allowed investors to hedge their risks. With 
a CDS, for example, one party pays the other 
what is, in effect, a premium to be protected 
against a possible default. If the affected 
bonds defaulted, the party receiving the pre-
miums had to make good the loss.

All this “financial engineering,” as it was 
called, seemed to strengthen the system. By 
creating more choices for more investors, the 
theory went, the new instruments spread risk 
more widely and caused more of it to be as-
sumed by investors who best understood 
the risks. Finance’s basic task—allocating a 
society’s savings to the best investments by 

grasping the underlying risks—was improved. 
Some financial engineers felt that they were 
agents of intellectual and social progress. Re-
counting the creation of CDSs, Gillian Tett 
quotes one bank executive waxing euphori-
cally: “Five years hence, commentators will 
look back to the birth of the credit derivatives 
market as a watershed development…[that] 
will fundamentally change the way banks…
account for risk.” 

Although this was self-serving—handsome 
fees were to be earned from issuing and trad-
ing these new instruments—the enthusiasm 
was not confined to bankers. “When I read 
the details [of the CDS],” one government 
regulator said later, “it seemed to me that this 
was one of the best innovations I had ever 
seen. It was just a wonderful idea!” Among 
the believers was Federal Reserve chairman 
Alan Greenspan. “The use of a growing array 
of derivatives and the related application of 
more-sophisticated approaches to measuring 
and managing risk are key factors underpin-
ning the greater resilience of our largest finan-
cial institutions,” he said in a 2005 speech. 

This was, as we now know, wishful and ex-
tremely dangerous thinking. In reality, much 

“financial engineering” weakened the system. 
Rather than dispersing and diminishing risk, 
it augmented risk by making the system so 
complicated that hardly anyone understood it. 
Many investors held securities—mainly but 
not exclusively mortgage-backed securities—
whose risks they misjudged because they re-
lied on rating agencies or underwriters. False 
optimism encouraged banks’ and investment 
banks’ overdependence on cheap, short-term 
credit: “hot money” that could flee quickly. 
Derivatives spawned speculative trades that, 
in some disastrous cases, were not hedged 
and—when the bets went bad—inflicted 
huge losses on the system. Regulators raised 
few warning flags because they, too, embraced 
the same false optimism.

Indeed, regulatory practices contributed 
unintentionally to the financial breakdown. In 
1988, bank regulators of advanced countries 
adopted what’s referred to as Basel 1 (named 
after the Swiss city where negotiations be-
gan)—rules governing banks’ required capital, 
which acts as a buffer against losses. The stan-
dard capital requirement was 8%: a $1 mil-
lion loan to a company required $80,000 of 
capital. Not illogically, the regulators decided 
that less risky investments would require less 
capital. In this scheme, home mortgages were 
judged sufficiently safe that they required 
only 4% capital. Later, “securitized” mort-
gages were judged even safer and required less 
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capital. Banks seeking higher leverage were 
nudged to hold more mortgages, because that 
minimized the need for capital.

A Larger Ailment

All this reflected the faith that 
financial risk could now be better 
judged and managed. As this conceit 

spread, the whole system grew potentially 
unstable. Mortgages were a big problem but 
not the sole problem. If they had been the 
only blunder, the financial collapse would 
have been less disruptive—a larger version of 
the 1980s’ savings and loan crisis. Banks’ and 
other financial institutions’ mortgage losses 
would have been quarantined from the rest of 
the financial system, just as the S&Ls’ losses 
were. Strong institutions would have acquired 
weak institutions and the weakest would have 
closed. Government insurance would have 
protected depositors. No doubt, taxpayers 
would have absorbed other losses, including 
Fannie and Freddie’s. But the blow to normal 
lending—and to overall confidence and the 
economy—would have been less drastic.

The actual crisis, unfortunately, was much 
different. As Roger Lowenstein shows in his 
readable and detailed account, The End of 
Wall Street, it was a systemic crisis. Faith was 
shaken in the largest, most respectable insti-
tutions because no one knew the value of their 
securities and all depended heavily on short-
term credit. The misguided CDS bets of 
AIG, the former blue-chip insurer, threatened 
to spread losses to the banks and investors 
it had presumably insured. The collapse of 
some short-term credit markets, such as com-

mercial paper loans, jeopardized the working 
capital of major companies. The breakdown of 

“securitization” deprived the housing and auto 
industries of routine credit and accelerated 
their decline in sales. Investment fell as firms 
hoarded cash to protect themselves against a 
loss of credit from banks or financial markets. 
Unemployment increased rapidly as employ-
ers reacted to slowing sales and rising invento-
ries. The financial crisis engendered a broader 
economic crisis. 

So the single-minded focus on mortgages is 
misleading. It was but one symptom of a larger 
ailment. In its final report, the Financial Cri-
sis Inquiry Commission asserts that the crisis, 

“the result of human action and inaction, not 
of Mother Nature or computer models gone 
haywire,” was “avoidable.” It’s certainly pos-
sible to create a counterfactual narrative in 
which the crisis doesn’t occur. In this fantasy, 
government is more restrained in plugging 
home ownership; regulators intervene to stop 
the erosion of mortgage lending standards; 
tighter regulation of derivatives catches AIG’s 
bad bets much earlier; rating agencies are 
more skeptical of MBSs and CDOs; banks 
and investment banks eschew their dangerous 
dependence on short-term credit. 

How likely was this? Not very. Perhaps 
some decisions, such as the failure to rescue 
Lehman Brothers, made the crisis worse. But 
the glib conclusion that the crisis could have 
been entirely avoided springs from the same 
naïve optimism that brought us the crisis in 
the first place. It reflects the political nature of 
most post-mortems and the assumption that, 
if only different policies had been followed, 
the outcome would have been different. On 

paper, this may be true. But in reality, it’s just 
a rhetorical debating point. It minimizes the 
complexity of what happened and ignores the 
way people, institutions, and entire societies 
learn—by experience, for better or worse.

With hindsight, the quarter-century be-
tween 1982 (when the then-harshest post-
World War II recession ended) and 2007 
(when the now-harshest recession began) was 
a period of extraordinary economic placidity. 
Although there were problems and setbacks—
and many complaints about them—they were 
usually handled without large and lasting 
damage. People at all levels (business manag-
ers, government officials, economists, inves-
tors, ordinary workers and consumers) made 
increasingly optimistic assumptions about the 
economy, which influenced how they thought 
and behaved. They began to regard semi-per-
manent prosperity, periodically interrupted 
by mild slumps or passing financial scares, as 
the new and enduring normal. 

In short, we lulled ourselves into a false 
sense of security. The very belief that we had 
entered a new era of ever diminishing risk and 
ever growing prosperity led to decisions by 
governments, investors, businesses, and con-
sumers that augmented risk and jeopardized 
prosperity. The crisis that began almost four 
years ago, and whose destructive effects still 
assail us, is the price we are paying for having 
been wrong.

Robert J. Samuelson is a syndicated columnist 
for the Washington Post and the author most 
recently of The Great Inflation and Its After-
math: the Past and Future of American Afflu-
ence (Random House). 
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Book Review by David Pryce-Jones

Scold, Scourge, Swashbuckler, Star
Arguably: Essays by Christopher Hitchens. 

Twelve, 816 pages, $30

Hitch-22: A Memoir, by Christopher Hitchens. 
Twelve, 256 pages, $26.99

On either side of the atlantic, 
pick up a publication with cultural 
and political aspirations and you 

have been likely these many years to find 
that Christopher Hitchens was a contribu-
tor, advertised on the cover in bold type. In 
his memoir, Hitch-22, he thanks some 40 
editors and publishers by name for publish-
ing his work. This may well be a Grub Street 
record. The editorial pack mustered because 
under the pressure of world events Hitch-
ens had switched from the hard Left to the 
neoconservative Right. In Cold War days, 
defection of the kind was sensational, and 
some aftermath of that survives. Writing 
the swashbuckling prose that is his personal 
signature, and plainly a man in the grip of 
his convictions, Hitchens made sure to be 
present and on parade in the daily battles of 
public opinion.

What energized him from the beginning is 
the sense that the order of things was chang-
ing, an epoch was coming to an end, and 
he had to discover what part to play. Nine-
teen forty-nine was an uncertain moment in 
which to be born English. Victory over Na-
zism, it was slowly sinking in, had come at 
great cost, bringing doubt about what was to 
happen next. A Hitchens polemic in 1990 
with the title Blood, Class, and Nostalgia rep-
resents Britain and its empire sunk in failure 
and bankruptcy, and castigates the United 
States for taking this whole enterprise into 
receivership, as he puts it. 

Another of his earlier books provides a 
short list of what he intended to expose and 
explode: “the celebrity culture and the spin-
scum and the crooked lawyers and pseudo-
statesmen and clerics.” You do not really have 
to be on the Left to echo Amen, but it helps to 
believe the standard contemporary nostrums 
that protest is always rational and change al-
ways beneficial.

A good many political structures reflect 
the power of the wicked and the cruel, and 
politicians who go along with the world as it is 
qualify as pseudo-statesmen. Richard Nixon 

God, invariably with lower case spelling, 
emerges from the Hitchens imagination as 
a sort of miscreant cleric. Religions one and 
all persecute and make war on those of other 
faiths because they are caught in superstitions 
that negate any civilizing effect they might 
have had. Human beings are therefore mere 
mammals, by definition not in the image of a 
Creator. Mother Teresa is the subject of one 
of Hitchens’s angrier demolition jobs. A nun 
widely admired as saintly for her work among 
the poor in India, she had won the Nobel 
Peace prize. Whether innocently or not, she 
undoubtedly associated with crooked politi-
cians and con men, thus combining celebrity 
culture and spin-scum. For Hitchens she was 
compromised: “a demagogue, an obscurantist 
and a servant of earthly powers.” 

Arguably, all 800 pages of it, is his 
third collection of occasional pieces. 
These were all written in the last ten 

years when the anger quotient seems to have 
been fading and the call of the editors has 
become the driving force. It seems out of 
character to be reading encomiums to his-
toric figures who don’t need it, like Lincoln, 
Mark Twain, Edmund Burke, or Dr. Johnson. 
Some phrases have the detonating effect fa-
miliar from past performance, and “the Ken-
nedy racket” is one such, but the direction 
of attack has otherwise veered almost com-
pletely. The Castro era, for example, winds 
down to a “highly commercial dictatorship” 
while Hugo Chavez is mocked as “very close 
to the climactic moment when he will an-
nounce that he is a poached egg and that he 
requires a very large piece of buttered toast so 
that he can lie down and take a soothing nap.” 
Or again, the effusion of John Mearsheimer 
and Stephen Walt against Israel and Jews is 

“redeemed from complete dullness and medi-
ocrity only by being slightly but unmistak-
ably smelly.”

One essay tries to put straight an encoun-
ter with Saul Bellow that went wrong and was 
widely gossiped about at the time, while an-
other is an account of a much-reported inci-
dent in a Beirut street when Hitchens defaced 
a poster advertising Syrian fascists and was 
then physically assaulted by them for doing so. 
He’s experienced Vietnam, Iraq, and North 
Korea, the latter aptly qualifying as “A Na-
tion of Racist Dwarves.” A friend he admires 
without reserve is the late English author and 
journalist (and one-time Communist Party 
activist) Jessica Mitford, which carries a risk 
of rebounding on him since her one great gift 
was for striking postures. 

At a guess, over half these pieces are book 
reviews. He rates literature superior to religion 
as a source of ethics, but does not try to prove 
the point. Oddly conventional in his literary 
taste, and oddly British too, his method is to 
recount what he enjoys in such authors as Re-
becca West, Arthur Koestler, Evelyn Waugh, 

“had staged something very like a coup.” Bill 
Clinton has “a base, hungry cunning.” Hillary 
Clinton “almost single-handedly destroyed 
a coalition on national health care that had 
taken a quarter of a century to build and ma-
ture.” Time and again, Hitchens portrayed 
Henry Kissinger with an animus more appro-
priate to Lavrenti Beria and Al Capone. Even 
minor figures must submit to the full scorn: 

“Prince Charles’ empty sails are so rigged as 
to be swelled by any passing waft or breeze of 
crankiness and cant.” 
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Anthony Powell, W.H. Auden, and Philip 
Larkin. George Orwell is his patron saint and 
P.G. Wodehouse the court jester in constant 
attendance. Once again, he is in the habit of 
praising established people in no need of it. 

Personal confession frees his mem-
oir, Hitch-22, from journalistic point-
scoring, and instead reveals the com-

plex interplay between private and public 
that has shaped this child of his times. His 
father, known familiarly as the Commander, 
had been a naval officer in many actions dur-
ing the war, including the epic engagement 
that sank the German battleship Scharnhorst. 
Hitchens recalls the declining naval bases 
where he spent his childhood, and laments 
how his father was retired against his will on 
a lesser pension than he deserved. Nonethe-
less the Commander held to a certain idea of 
England, conservative but not necessarily re-
actionary. Socialism was the doctrine of that 
moment but he thought it was founded on 
sand. His father and other veterans, Hitchens 
recognizes with a spasm of pity, were “brave 
and modest and honest and unassuming” just 
when these hallmark British virtues were no 
longer fit for purpose. 

Towards the end of the war the Command-
er married Yvonne, twelve years younger, and 
a very different character. She seems to have 
been determined that the family should rise 
up the social scale. One day the young Chris-
topher overheard her saying that if there was 
going to be an upper class in the country then 
her son was going to be in it. She was to buy 
him a black-tie dinner jacket for “high-toned 
events” in which she hoped he would star. 

Yvonne’s social anxiety had a tragic dimen-
sion. She was Jewish but hid this identity from 
her family. At the time of the 1973 Yom Kippur 
War, she decided without any warning to run 
away with a lover and settle in Israel. Hitchens 
was 24 on another fateful day when he heard 
that his mother had been murdered in Athens 
on the way to Israel. It turned out that she and 
her lover had in reality died in a suicide pact. 
Hitchens found himself consulting Durkheim, 
Cesare Pavese, Sylvia Plath, and anyone else 
with possible insights into self-destruction. 
The literature on the subject did nothing to 
alleviate the tragedy or give any moral guid-
ance. Later still, and more or less accidentally, 
he learnt the secret of his mother’s Jewishness. 
He was to search for family origins in East-
ern Europe and Israel. His identity had unex-
pectedly shifted. “I do qualify as a member of 
the tribe,” he wrote, although he was hesitant 
about the loyalties this might imply. 

Educated at fee-paying schools as Yvonne 
would have wanted, Hitchens seems to have 
been spared the miseries recorded by so many 
English writers put through this mill. Able to 
read the longer words and the harder books, 
he learnt that language is the magic key. One 
master, a reactionary historian as it happens, 
presented him with a copy of The Communist 
Manifesto, intending to inoculate him against 
Marxism. Instead Hitchens was soon protest-
ing about Cuba and Vietnam, and going on 

“Ban the Bomb” marches. A young member of 
the middle class like himself, he said with an 
unmistakable snigger, often has a huge mo-
ment of truth when he gets his first real kick 
from a cop. Rationalist that he claimed to be, 
he was one of so many living the 20th-centu-
ry fantasy that individual fulfillment is to be 
found in the crowd.

Edward Gibbon left an unforgettable 
picture of the Oxford academics of his day 
swilling port in “dull and deep potations.” At 
the end of the ’60s Hitchens went up to an 
Oxford that had its up-to-date corruption. (I 
speak from experience, having just preceded 
him there.) The university was then a fine-
tuned mechanism for taking in young men 
and women with largely unformed minds, 
and after three years discharging them cloned 
by the thousand for socialism, often a syn-
onym for Communism. Indoctrination was 
another dull and deep potation. Many a col-
lege tutor preached Marxism, returning from 
a visit to the Soviet Union with news of its 
glorious economy and wonderful industri-
alization. Better Red than Dead, the slogan 
then in vogue, signaled accommodation, con-
scious or unconscious, to the incorporation of 
Western Europe into the Soviet bloc.

Balliol has an elitist reputation among 
Oxford colleges. (Presumably Hitchens had a 
scholarship there though I don’t find mention 
of this in his memoir.) Its Master then was 
Christopher Hill, a historian much respected 
in spite of, or more probably because of, his 
political record. A Communist who had lived in 
Moscow in 1935, and author of abject apologies 
for Lenin and Stalin, Hill had worked his way 
early in the war to become head of the Russian 
desk of the Foreign Office. He is widely 
suspected of having been a Kim Philby-type 
Soviet agent. Fellow-travelling infection spread 
from the university into the town. Attending 
protest meetings, Hitchens met a man who 
instructed him in the evils of capitalism, and 
hey presto, he blossomed on the spot into a 
Marxist of the “Left Opposition,” that is to say 
a Trotskyite or self-declared “Internationalist,” 
to use the absurdly misleading term for several 
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tiny sects divided by ideological disputes too 
claustrophobic and fierce to be reconciled even 
among themselves.

“I had hoped to re-make myself into a seri-
ous person and an ally of the working class,” 
Hitchens explains; or in another of the grand 
old clichés, he felt intoxicated to be “yoked to 
the great steam engine of history.” Yet some 
Oxford personalities did not fit the left-wing 
ethos and might be helpful to anyone making 
a career. Among those whom Hitchens made 
sure to cultivate were Sir Isaiah Berlin, the 
eminent historian of ideas, and John Spar-
row, the warden of All Souls College, an in-
stitution that uniquely combines scholarship 
and privilege. Sparrow was an implacable up-
holder of the Right, a homosexual who took 
Hitchens into his openly reactionary circle. 
Showing him photographs of young men, in 
all likelihood Sparrow was making a pass 
in his notoriously convoluted way. Hitchens 
caused a minor sensation by claiming in this 
book to have slept with two unidentified un-
dergraduates who later became members of 
Mrs. Thatcher’s government. 

Here was a youthful master of 
the double standards that so often 
characterize the Left. Hitchens’s 

political beliefs and activities had no corre-
spondence to the zeal of his social self-pro-
motion. Several times he maintained that a 
writer has to be alert to irony. It is ironical 
that he should have become a Marxist and 
a Trotskyite when the political and moral 
bankruptcy of these prescriptions was obvi-
ous. An epoch was indeed coming to an end, 
and he was aligning himself with a part of it 
that was both inhuman and obsolete. Those 
subjected to the Oxford mechanism for mass-
producing socialists soon realized that they 
had been victims of a willful experiment; the 
intellectual climate changed accordingly; and 
in a fine display of irony they were to vote en 
bloc for Mrs. Thatcher. Hitchens took his 
time to abandon the double standards he had 
adopted. To some extent this delay was due 
to what has to be called hero-worship of select 
contemporaries, a small mutual admiration 
society whose members were determined to 
rush the literary heights all together. Salman 
Rushdie was one such. Another was Martin 
Amis, the novelist who had to reach middle 
age before he got the measure of Stalin and 
Communism, and yet another was the poet 
James Fenton, a keen admirer of the Khmer 
Rouge. Hitch-22 is dedicated to him. 

To choose friends is also to choose ene-
mies. There were fascists to see off in Portugal, 

Stalinists to see off in Poland. During the cri-
sis over Rhodesia, Hitchens met Mrs. Thatch-
er and they had a contretemps that ended with 
her smacking him on the bottom with a rolled-
up parliamentary order paper, and as usual 
getting in the last word, “Naughty boy.” When 
Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, an-
other military dictator had to be seen off, and 
suddenly Hitchens was on the same side as 
Thatcher. The Iranian revolution of 1979 led to 
a yet more demanding test. Edward Said, one 
of Hitchens’s closest friends, had welcomed 
Ayatollah Khomeini’s defiance of the United 
States as long overdue. Hitchens quickly cam-
paigned on behalf of Salman Rushdie’s alleg-
edly blasphemous novel The Satanic Verses and 
against Khomeini’s murderous fatwa in re-
sponse. The ensuing cause célèbre on the issue 
of free speech really established him as a pub-
lic intellectual. In a vivid image, Khomeini is 

certain to be apologizing for anything and ev-
erything anti-American, it was only natural to 
see him off too. Martin Amis’s late discovery 
of the evils of Communism Hitchens found 
painfully naïve. Edward Said merits a whole 
chapter to himself (as well as an essay in Ar-
guably). First presented as admirable, Said was 
prone to laughter, a mimic, ready with literary 
allusions, and always very well dressed with 
tweeds and cravats. He was uniquely placed to 
explain to the Palestinians that violence was 
certain to be more damaging to them than to 
the Israelis. Urging them instead into intifada 
and armed struggle, he played an important 
part in subjecting Palestinians to their own ty-
rannical leaders. Corruptio optimi pessima. Said 
finally exposed himself as a petty street-brawl-
er when he described something Hitchens had 
written as racist. 

After the al-qaeda onslaught 
against the United States, Saddam 
Hussein had to be seen off. But the 

Left condemns intervention in the Middle 
East, in effect aligning with Islamism and 
tyranny, preferring to defend the indefensible 
at the expense of freedom and patriotism. To 
Hitchens this was “overbred and gutless” (the 
first of these adjectives is curious but I think 
intended to convey that privilege has made the 
Left incapable of understanding the nature of 
tyranny). He went on to say that after such 
a moral disaster he couldn’t remain where he 
had been on the political spectrum. Trotsky-
ism he now abuses with fury as “purulent.” 

The scourge of the pseudo-statesmen thus 
ended up on their side in today’s great issues. 
He dropped into his memoir a little old-style 
sneering, just to show he still could, calling 
Jimmy Carter a “pious born-again creep,” or 
finding both Bill Clinton and Kissinger as 

“loathsome” as ever. This role that he invented 
as a pro-government dissident set up an un-
precedented and interesting double standard 
for him to live by. The irony of it is marvel-
ous. Lately he let it be known that he was 
gravely ill with inoperable cancer, whereupon 
The Times of London devoted an editorial to 
praising him and wishing him well. So the 
establishment embraced a recruit very un-
like others. His death at the age of 62 is sad 
and premature but he had already become the 
star that his mother hoped he would be, and a 
phenomenon in his own right.

 
David Pryce-Jones is a senior editor of National 
Review and the author, most recently, of Trea-
son of the Heart: From Thomas Paine to Kim 
Philby (Encounter Books).

still a “black-winged ghoul,” and his Iran, and 
by extension Islamism, are monstrous assaults 
on civilization.

In the 1980s Hitchens began to live in the 
United States. Opportunity called. The order 
of things might be changing for the better. 
In the safe, enjoyable haven of New York he 
could rip into the pseudo-statesmen he loved 
to hate, and be sure to be applauded for it. The 
telltale label “my good friend” attaches all too 
smoothly to the like-minded Norman Mail-
er, Gore Vidal, Susan Sontag, and countless 
other experts at undermining the privileges 
on which in fact they have depended for their 
careers. It is another encompassing irony that 
he blamed the United States for having taken 
Britain into receivership only to become an 
outstanding beneficiary of that receivership.

Hitchens had said of himself that he lacked 
the courage to be a real soldier or a real dissident. 
But he had enough courage to pass moral judg-
ments certain to leave him ostracized by the 
comrades. Now there were Stalinists to see off 
in North Korea; Milosevic and Serb national-
ists to see off in Bosnia; Osama bin Laden and 
jihadists to see off all over the world. Granted 
that Noam Chomsky, “my then-friend,” is 

Hitchens, the 
scourge of the 

pseudo-statesmen, 
ended up on

their side.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 20

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Book Review by Robert P. George

Conservatism Properly Understood
Conserving Liberty, by Mark Blitz.
Hoover Press, 132 pages, $19.95

What is it, exactly, that contem-
porary American conservatism 
seeks to conserve? What should it 

conserve? What is worth conserving?
How about liberty?
Most American conservatives would ap-

plaud that proposal, which shows, among 
other things, how far the American Right 
is from the “throne and altar” conservatism 
of old Europe, with its class system and de-
votion to hierarchy and stability. American 
conservatives are, in truth, old-fashioned 
liberals—in the tradition of the American 
Founders, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Abra-
ham Lincoln. Because American conserva-
tives prize liberty, they might be described—
as Mark Blitz describes them in his new 
book, Conserving Liberty—as “conservative 
liberals.”

A professor of political philosophy and 
the director of the Henry Salvatori Center at 
Claremont McKenna College, Blitz points 
out that just as contemporary American 
conservatism differs from European con-
servatism, it differs, too, from contempo-
rary liberalism with its “affirmative action, 
gender politics, and ethnic spoils and sensi-
tivities that affirm such groups.” American 
conservatives believe in equality, to be sure, 
but theirs is the God-given equality of the 
Declaration of Independence, not the equal-
ity of results or the “equality”-based moral 
relativism promoted by many contemporary 
liberals.

Although the book’s title might sound like 
a brief for libertarianism, Blitz quickly sets 
the reader straight. It is not that he opts for 

“big government conservatism,” but rather 
that he recognizes that liberty is valuable not 
so much for its own sake as for the sake of 
something larger, namely, human excellence 
or human flourishing. And he understands 
that liberty is sustained—if it is sustained at 
all—by virtues that themselves must be trans-
mitted by healthy institutions of civil society, 
beginning with the marriage-based family 
and communities of religious faith.

And so Conserving Liberty is divided 
into four chapters: (1) “Conserving Natural 

Rights”; (2) “Conserving Virtue”; (3) “Con-
serving Excellence”; and (4) “Conserving Self-
Government.” When we understand conser-
vatism as conserving these ends, in part be-
cause—but not merely because—they serve 
and support liberty, we begin to see how and 
why conservatism today, far more than liber-
alism, stands not only for liberty, but also for 

“good character, strong families, the worth of 
religion, economic growth, limited govern-
ment, and vigorous national defense.”

of moral and political wisdom into a mere 
132 pages? The book explains and brilliantly 
defends the full-blooded conservatism that 
contemporary adherents (and their liberal 
critics) associate with Ronald Reagan—a 
conservatism that is robust in its faith in lim-
ited government, the rule of law, the market 
economy, traditional moral virtues, flour-
ishing institutions of civil society, a strong 
national defense, and the right of people to 
govern themselves by the principles and insti-
tutions of constitutional democracy (or what 
the founders and Lincoln referred to as “re-
publican government”).

Some have labeled conservatism of this 
sort a “three-legged stool”—the “legs” being 
economic freedom, morality, and national de-
fense. This metaphor is misleading, however. 
These dimensions of contemporary Ameri-
can conservatism are connected to each other 
in ways that are not well represented by the 
image of separate legs. They derive from the 
same fundamental moral-political principles, 
beginning with the principle of the profound, 
inherent, and equal dignity of each and every 
member of the human family, as a creature 
made in the image and likeness of God. Thus, 
respect for religious, economic, and political 
liberty, for example, and for human life in all 
stages and conditions (including the life of the 
child in the womb), and for marriage and the 
family as institutions essential to the well-
being of all, as well as the obligation of gov-
ernment to provide security against domestic 
criminals and foreign enemies, all have the 
same basic ground.

One of Conserving Liberty’s great virtues is 
its appreciation and lucid explanation of the 
connectedness of the elements of contempo-
rary American conservatism. Blitz under-
stands, for example, why economic conserva-
tives should also be social conservatives, and 
vice versa. This in itself is a laudable contribu-
tion to the growing body of literature devoted 
to the question of what it means to be a “con-
servative” today.

Robert P. George is the McCormick Professor of 
Jurisprudence at Princeton University.

As Blitz observes, there is no reason in 
principle why contemporary liberalism could 
not prize the same purposes, but today’s lib-
erals have chosen a different path. Thus, the 
division between conservatives and liberals 
has become a contest of worldviews, of prin-
ciples; it is no longer—if it ever was—merely a 
difference about the best means for achieving 
agreed upon ends.

Even those like me who have long 
admired Mark Blitz’s scholarship will 
marvel, as I do, at his achievement 

in Conserving Liberty. How on earth did he 
manage to pack such an enormous amount 
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Essay by Diana Schaub

Solve for X

He began life as malcolm little 
and ended it as El-Hajj Malik el-
Shabazz; in between he was “Detroit 

Red,” “Jack Carlton,” “Homeboy,” “Satan,” and 
most famously, Malcolm X. The “X” was not 
a surname so much as a placeholder. The Na-
tion of Islam (NOI) required its converts to 
renounce their last names as remnants of slav-
ery. They bore the “X” as a sign of the decolo-
nization process they were undergoing while 
awaiting their “Original” names. According to 
NOI doctrine, black Americans were “Earth’s 
Original People”; they belonged to the “Lost-
Found Nation” that had been mentally and 
spiritually slumbering while the mutant white 
race (a race of devils genetically engineered by 
an evil black scientist named Yacub) acquired 
worldwide dominion. 

The sect that gave Malcolm the “X” eventu-
ally stripped it from him, once it was clear that 
decolonizing his mind was taking him too far 
from the narrow confines of NOI dogma. Af-
ter 16 years of submission to the Nation of 
Islam, faithfully promoting its central tenets 
of white hatred and black pride, Malcolm of-
ficially broke from the group in March 1964. 
His spiritual quest was leading him toward 
orthodox Islam and a new conviction of hu-

man brotherhood; his ambition and political 
maturation were leading him to repudiate ra-
cial separatism (though not radicalism). Less 
than a year later, a Fruit of Islam assassina-
tion squad (the NOI’s ideological enforcers) 
gunned him down during a speaking engage-
ment at Harlem’s Audubon Ballroom. His 
legacy, like his name, was left unfinished—his 
identity still in flux. Today he is most often 
simply “Malcolm”—the serious version of one 
of those single-name celebrities who special-
ize in reinventing the self.

This matter of names is worth dwelling on. 
Among the first generation of great African-
American leaders, name-changing was the 
norm. For escaped slaves like Frederick Dou-
glass, it was an absolute necessity. As he ex-
plained: “Among honest men an honest man 
may well be content with one name, and to 
acknowledge it at all times and in all places; 
but toward fugitives, Americans are not hon-
est.” During his flight to freedom, Frederick 
exchanged his birth name of “Bailey” first for 

“Johnson” then for “Douglass” (after the great 
Scottish chieftain). Harriet Tubman, perhaps 
the most famous of runaways, was born Ara-
minta Ross; “Tubman” was her married name, 
but she changed her first name too. Sojourner 

Truth gave an Exodus-inspired account of her 
re-naming:

My name was Isabella; but when I left 
the house of bondage, I left everything 
behind. I wa’n’t goin’ to keep nothin’ of 
Egypt on me, an’ so I went to the Lord 
an’ asked him to give me a new name. 
And the Lord gave me Sojourner, be-
cause I was to travel up an’ down the 
land, showin’ the people their sins, an’ 
bein’ a sign unto them…and the Lord 
gave me Truth, because I was to declare 
the truth to the people. 

Booker T. Washington, born into slavery, 
freed by the Emancipation Proclamation, 
knew himself only as Booker. On his first day 
at school, realizing that he needed to produce 

“at least two names,” he pronounced himself 
“Booker Washington.” The “T.” was added lat-
er when he learned that his mother had given 
him the name “Booker Taliaferro”—“but in 
some way that part of my name seemed to 
disappear and for a long while was forgotten.” 

Post-slavery, African-Americans have con-
tinued to alter their names to make them 
more reflective of evolving identities. Martin 
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Luther King, Jr., didn’t start life as “Martin” 
but as “Michael.” When King, Sr., changed his 
Christian name from “Michael” to “Martin” 
(after a tour of Europe, Africa, and the Holy 
Land), he did the same for his young son. The 
Black Power movement led many prominent 
activists to follow the practice suggested by 
the Nation of Islam: casting off “slave names” 
in order to embrace names of African and 
Arabic origin. Whether for purely personal or 
ideological reasons, Barack Obama, who was 
born with a genuinely African name, self-con-
sciously abandoned his Anglicized nickname 

“Barry” in preference for his given name, which 
he shared with his absent African father. 

Despite the fact that re-naming has been 
a common feature of black life in America 
(extending to the group itself: colored, Negro, 
black, African-American), the sharp discon-
tinuities and phases in the life of Malcolm X 
make him unique. He remains more myste-
rious and unsettled than other figures in the 
black pantheon. For Douglass, Washington, 
and MLK, their new names linked them to 
a namesake (the Scotsman of “stalwart hand,” 
the Founding Father, the religious reformer of 

“here I stand, I can do no other” fame), point-
ing toward their destinies as freedom fighters 
and statesmen. By contrast, Malcolm’s new 
name was a cipher—a token of exile and dis-
placement but also perhaps of fresh possibility.

Malcolm Little 

Malcolm x: a life of reinvention 
is a painstaking reconstruction of 
his many divagations. Written by 

Manning Marable, professor of public affairs, 
history, and African-American Studies at Co-
lumbia University, and published in the very 
month of the author’s untimely death in 2011, 
it will surely be the definitive biography. One 
of its aims—an aim that has caused conster-
nation in some quarters—is to sort fact from 
fiction, including those myths propagated by 
Malcolm himself in The Autobiography of Mal-
colm X: As Told to Alex Haley (1965) as well 
as subsequent rumors and conspiracy theories 
about his assassination. Aided by a crew of re-
searchers under the auspices of the Malcolm X 
Project, Marable created a massive and minute 
chronology which he then richly reworked with 
the story-telling skill of a good historian. The 
final chapter, “Reflections on a Revolutionary 
Vision,” presents his own thoughtful assess-
ment of Malcolm X, although elements of both 
his criticism and appreciation can be glimpsed 
throughout the book. 

Marable does an especially fine job evok-
ing the atmosphere of black life in the early 
20th century. Although the central political 

debate was between the camps of Booker T. 
Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois, Marable 
focuses on Marcus Garvey and his Universal 
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), an 
organization premised on racial separatism 
that preached black capitalism, culture, and 
eventually the “conquest of Africa” (with Gar-
vey himself, “His Excellency, the Provisional 
President of Africa,” as the black Napoleon). 
A flamboyant personality, Garvey appealed 
very successfully to the urban and rural black 
poor; by a conservative estimate, the UNIA’s 
many hundred chapters enrolled upwards of a 
million members, “making it one of the largest 
mass movements in black history.” While Du 
Bois was in sympathy with Garvey’s emphasis 
on black uplift and pan-Africanism, he very 
early saw that Garvey was a demagogue and 
that his methods (selling shares in a shipping 
venture, the Black Star Line) were “bombastic, 
wasteful, illogical and ineffective and almost 
illegal.” He feared that bankruptcy might well 

Since both the UNIA and KKK denounced 
race mixing, Garvey reached out to Klan lead-
ers whom he regarded as “the invisible govern-
ment of the United States.” Inasmuch as his 
back-to-Africa project was premised upon the 
existence of an unremittingly hostile white 
America, he had both a need and appreciation 
for whites who didn’t disguise their race ha-
tred. Whatever the upshot of that infamous 
meeting, it did nothing to protect the Littles 
from the depredations of the Klan. Into this 
violent mix, Malcolm was born in 1925. 

Hounded by whites for his militant self-
assertion, disdainful of complacent (or simply 
fearful) fellow blacks, Earl Little reared his 
children on the principles of black national-
ism. The couple’s recruiting activities (and ac-
companying Klan threats) led them to relocate 
to Milwaukee, then East Chicago, and finally 
Lansing, Michigan. They struggled finan-
cially; although Earl was a skilled carpenter, 
he was also a social pariah since solid black 
citizens kept their distance from Garveyites. 
Earl’s scorn for middle-class black leaders was 
clearly communicated to his son who often 
accompanied him to speaking engagements. 
Violence, both internal and external, escalated. 
Earl beat his wife and children (though Mal-
colm was usually exempt—a fact he attrib-
uted, whether correctly or not, to being light-
skinned). The family home was burned down 
in a nighttime attack. Finally, in 1931, Earl 
Little was found dead, run over by a streetcar, 
in a non-black section of town. Although the 
death was ruled an accident, it is quite possible 
that he was murdered by the Black Legion, a 
night-riding Klan spin-off. That was certainly 
the view of Malcolm’s mother and many oth-
ers in Lansing’s black community. 

Louise and her seven children were thrown 
into extreme poverty and the humiliation of 
dealing with state relief agencies. Within a 
few years, completely broken, she was con-
fined to an asylum. Malcolm was placed with 
a neighborhood family, then in the county 
Juvenile Home, and finally, almost 16 and in-
creasingly ungovernable, was sent off to Bos-
ton to live with Ella Little, his older half-sister. 
Thus began a five-year period that Malcolm 
later called a “destructive detour.”

He plunged into the street-life and night-
club scene. A brief railroad job on the New 
York-Boston route (hawking sandwiches in 
a minstrel mode) enabled him to explore 
Harlem as well. Within a year, he had relo-
cated there. He acquired a conk (chemically 
straightened hair), a drug habit, and a zoot suit. 
The zoot suit was a political as well as fashion 
statement. As Marable explains: “zoot-suiters 
were widely identified with draft-dodging.” In 
response, the War Production Board in 1942 

follow, with dire consequences for the “poor 
and bewildered people who have been cheat-
ed all their lives” and who now trusted Gar-
vey: “His failure would mean a blow to their 
faith, and a loss of their little savings, which 
it would take generations to undo.” Within a 
decade, Garvey was jailed (on charges of mail 
fraud) and then deported back to Jamaica. 
Loyal Garveyites, however, were not deterred. 
Although the movement disintegrated in the 
larger U.S. cities (with the notable excep-
tion of Detroit), “in rural and isolated black 
communities and small towns of the United 
States, Garveyism still flourished.” 

Malcolm’s parents, Earl and Louise Little, 
were among the true believers. Agreeing to 
serve as a field organizer for the UNIA, Earl 
Little moved his family from Philadelphia to 
Omaha, Nebraska, in 1921. Their arrival co-
incided with the dramatic rebirth of the Ku 
Klux Klan whose membership surged into the 
millions by 1923. In Nebraska, Klan parades 
and picnics were well-attended public events. 
There was a women’s auxiliary branch, the Ju-
nior Klan for boys, and Tri-K clubs for girls. 
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banned the apparel’s further manufacture and 
sale. Malcolm wore his when he was called be-
fore the local draft board in 1943. His wild 
behavior and talk secured him a 4-F card on 
psychiatric grounds. Marable’s verdict: 

Malcolm’s zoot-suited performance 
at the induction center was a different 
version of his Sandwich Red routine 
on the railroad. Both were examples of 
buffoonery, designed to achieve, respec-
tively, financial reward and a permanent 
deferment from military service; both 
directly repudiated the forward, mili-
tant, and assertive model of his father. 
Though he had objected in principle to 
going to war, his choice of method for 
avoiding service was pointedly the oppo-
site of actually embodying that principle.

The downward slide continued. Hustling, 
numbers-running, drug-dealing, pimping, 

“paid homosexual encounters,” an abusive love 
affair with a white woman—all culminated 
in his arrest as the ringleader of a smalltime 
burglary crew. The involvement of three white 
women (and their witness-stand claims of co-
ercion) guaranteed a long prison term which 
Malcolm began serving in 1946. The experi-
ence also confirmed for him the weakness and 
devilishness of women—white women most 
of all. 

Up From Prison

Prison brought salvation. there were 
two distinct (and in certain respects in-
compatible) aspects to his rescue: first 

learning, then belief. The man who initially 
changed Malcolm’s life was not Elijah Mu-
hammad but a black inmate, John Elton Bem-
bry, an atheist and polymath whose discourses 
were listened to by white prisoners and guards 
as well as black prisoners. In the Autobiography, 
Malcolm says of him that “he was the first man 
I had ever seen command total respect…with 
his words” (ellipsis in original). More a Sophist 
than a Socrates, Bembry (whom Malcolm calls 

“Bimbi” in the Autobiography) “would prove to 
us, dipping into the science of human behav-
ior, that the only difference between us and 
outside people was that we had been caught.” 
Malcolm was fascinated. Under Bembry’s tu-
telage, he undertook correspondence courses 
in English and Latin, stopped cursing (a mark 
of weak rather than strong atheism), and also 
started “some little cellblock swindles.”

His new seriousness helped secure a trans-
fer to a more lenient facility, where he contin-
ued his “homemade education” with the dic-
tionary as his foundation text. To improve 

both his limited vocabulary (which made 
reading often no more than “book-reading 
motions”) and his atrocious penmanship 
(letters were his link to family and friends), 
he copied out and studied the entire diction-
ary, a page a day. Through this exercise, the 
world spread itself before him; he discovered 
that “the dictionary is like a miniature ency-
clopedia.” Voracious book-reading followed, 
especially in the fields of history and philoso-
phy. His verdict on the advantages of con-
finement versus college is worth pondering: 

I imagine that one of the biggest trou-
bles with colleges is there are too many 
distractions, too much panty-raiding, 
fraternities, and boola-boola and all of 
that. Where else but in a prison could 
I have attacked my ignorance by being 
able to study intensely sometimes as 
much as fifteen hours a day?

Malcolm’s account of his self-education 
deserves to be read alongside the equally re-
markable accounts of Frederick Douglass and 
Booker T. Washington (in their respective au-
tobiographies, My Bondage and My Freedom 
and Up from Slavery). Each of them powerful-
ly establishes the equation between education 
and freedom.

During this same time, Malcolm was 
introduced to the Nation of Islam through the 
visits and letters of his siblings, all of whom 
were recent converts. Adding Islam to the 
black nationalism and pan-Africanism of their 
Garveyite upbringing was not a surprising 
step. Marable provides an interesting overview 
of Islam’s adoption by black intellectuals 
like Edward Wilmot Blyden, as well as its 
emergence among the “illiterate sharecroppers 
and landless workers who had trekked from 
the rural South during the initial wave of the 
Great Migration” (and later, of course, its 
appeal to America’s black prison population). 
The faith often took unorthodox and strangely 
distorted forms, from the Moorish Science 
Temple (founded in Newark in 1913) to the 
Ahmadiyya movement (founded in 1889 in 
India, spreading to the U.S. in the 1920s) to 
the Nation of Islam (begun in Detroit during 
the Great Depression). It didn’t take long 
for Malcolm to become the most disciplined 
of followers. The Nation set forth a very 
strong anti-vice program, recasting Islam’s 
religious proscriptions (no alcohol, no pork) 
as part of its anti-white message. Once 
Malcolm understood his earlier life of crime, 
addiction, and sexual license as a form of 
enslavement—a continuation of the white 
conspiracy to weaken and oppress blacks—
his fecklessness and aversion to work were 
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esis of his public speaking career: “My read-
ing had my mind like steam under pressure. 
Some way, I had to start telling the white man 
about himself to his face.” He joined the pris-
on debating club, honing his skills as an ora-
tor. He learned much more than how to score 
polemical points. He studied human nature 
and figured out how to reach “this caged-up 
black man.” 

After his release from prison, Minister Mal-
colm showed what the art of rhetoric could do. 
The Nation of Islam burgeoned from a few 
hundred members in 1952 to tens of thou-
sands by 1960. Malcolm also had important 
debates with James Farmer and Bayard Rustin 
in which he quite adeptly made the weaker ar-
gument the stronger, thereby gaining the ad-
miration of many blacks who were not about 
to join the Nation of Islam but who carried 
a new militancy into the civil rights struggle, 
triggering the Black Power movement. And, 
of course, his confrontational language and 
threats of violence frightened the bejesus out 
of white Americans and the FBI (which had 
been keeping tabs on him since 1950 when 
he was still in prison). Many whites were in-
trigued, nonetheless. Malcolm became a high-
ly sought-after speaker on college campuses; 
in 1964, only Barry Goldwater (whom the 
contrarian Malcolm in fact supported for the 
presidency) drew more invitations. 

Hatreds

The nation of islam could not contain 
Malcolm X. His trajectory towards in-
dependence has certain parallels with 

the intellectual journey of Frederick Douglass. 
For many years Douglass advocated the view 
of the American Anti-Slavery Society that the 
U.S. Constitution was a blood-soaked pact 
with the slave-holding devil. Reform via the 
courts and ballot box was adamantly rejected 
by William Lloyd Garrison and his followers. 
Because the government was fundamentally 
corrupt, one should simply “come-out” from it. 
Over time, Douglass became convinced that 
this millenarian brand of Abolitionism was 
politically unworkable—Americans were not 
about to annul the Constitution as a result 
of appeals to conscience—and irresponsible, 
since it supported the slaveocratic interpreta-
tion of the Constitution. Eventually, Douglass 
issued his own declaration of independence, 

“Change of Opinion Announced,” express-
ing his new conviction that the Constitution 
was “a glorious liberty document.” Garrison, 
a mentor whom Douglass had idolized, did 
not treat dissenters kindly (although, being 
a pacifist, he had no goon squads to enforce 
sectarian orthodoxy). 
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replaced by astonishing powers of self-control 
and concentrated effort. 

These two developments—his turn toward 
the life of the mind and his embrace of a life 
of faith—are conflated in the Spike Lee movie 
Malcolm X where a fictitious prisoner named 
“Baines” plays the role of both scholarly mentor 
and NOI missionary. The inaccuracy is per-
haps justified by the fact that once Malcolm 
became a Black Muslim he entirely subordi-
nated his intellectual curiosity to his new faith. 
He read ever in quest of evidence of the white 
man’s deviltry. It wasn’t hard to find: “I per-
ceived, as I read, how the collective white man 
had been actually nothing but a piratical op-
portunist who used Faustian machinations to 
make his own Christianity his initial wedge in 
criminal conquests.” He also read for evidence 
of “the black man’s true role in history”—a 
role that had been deliberately concealed and 

“whitened”: “Spinoza impressed me for a while 
when I found out that he was black. A black 
Spanish Jew.” One sees here the skewing of ed-
ucation toward an ideological and collectivist 
purpose. In a prescient short essay titled “The 
Myth of Black Studies,” published in 1969, 
Bayard Rustin demolished this brand of “my-
thologized history” which has as its main aims 

“political mobilization” and psychological up-
lift. Instead of the “cheap separatist solution” 
of Afrocentrism, Rustin declares: 

What Black Studies should mean is a 
thorough and objective scholastic inqui-
ry into the history of the black man in 
America. This history has been scandal-
ously distorted in the past…. But I am 
afraid that Black Studies, as it is pres-
ently conceived by its proponents on 
campus, will not correct these errors so 
much as compound them, for its prima-
ry purpose will be to further ends that 
are fundamentally nonscholastic.

W.E.B. Du Bois, who was not averse to ed-
ucation serving certain race-purposes, none-
theless also insisted upon a conception of lib-
eral education that transcended group-con-
sciousness. At the close of his essay “Of the 
Training of Black Men,” he describes “that 
higher individualism which the centres of 
culture protect” and which offers “the chance 
to soar in the dim blue air above the smoke.” 
Malcolm rightly said of his time behind bars 
that “up to then, I never had been so truly 
free in my life.” But freedom has degrees; and 
admirable though his self-education was, its 
partisan nature closed him off from the ulti-
mate freedom.

Malcolm’s studies galvanized his activism. 
In the Autobiography, he explains the gen-
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The essential lines of Malcolm’s rethinking 
were similar to Douglass’s, despite extremely 
important differences in the substance of their 
positions. The Nation of Islam, like the Ameri-
can Anti-Slavery Society, was a “come-outerist” 
organization. It denounced existing arrange-
ments in the strongest terms and yet scorned 
ordinary political engagement. Elijah Muham-
mad instructed his followers not to participate 
in civil rights rallies, protests, or boycotts. The 
NOI very actively sought recruits who then 
lived in a kind of internal exile; members, for 
instance, dealt as much as they could with 
NOI-owned businesses. Labeling King and 
other leading lights “Uncle Toms,” the Nation 
instead pursued “an anti-integrationist strat-
egy.” Accordingly, in 1961, Elijah Muhammad 
reached out clandestinely to the Klan, with 
Malcolm serving as the point man. Muham-
mad hoped the Klan would support his solu-
tion: not just segregation but full separation—
in furtherance of which the Nation sought the 
Klan’s help in purchasing substantial tracts of 
land in the South. (Malcolm’s involvement in 
this scheme provokes Marable’s strongest criti-
cism: “To sit down with white supremacists 
to negotiate common interests, at a moment 
in black history when the KKK was harass-
ing, victimizing, and even killing civil rights 
workers and ordinary black citizens, was de-
spicable.”) Also in 1961, Muhammad reached 
an open accord with the American Nazi Party 
led by George Lincoln Rockwell. Flanked by 
his storm troopers, Rockwell began attending 
NOI events, pledging his support and hail-
ing Elijah Muhammad as the “black Hitler.” 
White-hatred and black-hatred had hatred in 
common; they had Jew-hatred in common, too. 

Malcolm found these alliances distasteful 
and he knew they hurt his credibility in the 
wider world. The praise of white suprema-
cists for the NOI is reminiscent of the praise 
that John A. Campbell of Alabama bestowed 
on one of the Garrisonian tracts setting forth 
the pro-slavery character of the Constitution. 
Strategizing with John C. Calhoun, Camp-
bell declared it “an able pamphlet…[which] we 
might circulate to great advantage excluding a 
few paragraphs.” When slaveocrats start dis-
tributing abolitionist literature, someone has 
the wrong approach—so too when Klansmen 
and Nazis salute you as brothers in arms. Dou-
glass’s disaffection from Garrisonianism was 
furthered by his debates with Gerrit Smith and 
other political-action abolitionists. For Mal-
colm, Bayard Rustin assumed this pivotal role. 
In a radio debate with Malcolm in November 
1960, Rustin demonstrated both the incoher-
ence and inefficacy of the NOI version of black 
separatism. The two men remained friends 
and debate partners. According to Marable, 

Malcolm “knew Rustin was right” but, at that 
point, his doubts were not fully fledged enough 
to set him on a truer and better path. Within a 
very few years he did get there—or at least he 
got to the trailhead.

Ballots or Bullets

It remains to say something about mal-
colm’s emerging political philosophy in the 
final tumultuous year of his life. In the im-

mediate wake of his departure from the NOI 
in 1964, he founded two organizations: Mus-
lim Mosque Inc. (MMI) and the Organiza-
tion of Afro-American Unity (OAAU). The 
first was a splinter group of Malcolm loyalists 
from the Nation of Islam whom he sought to 
Islamicize. The transition was difficult for for-
mer NOI members who had not experienced 
the epiphany he had during his recent hajj. 
Nonetheless, Malcolm managed to secure rec-

priate Malcolm X for their own anti-Ameri-
can agenda. In 1984, revolutionary Iran was 
the first country to commemorate him with a 
postage stamp. Although the U.S. tried to re-
appropriate him in 1999 with its own stamp, 
this was unconvincing to John Walker Lindh, 
the youthful, white, Malcolm X devotee who 
became “the American Taliban.” Al-Qaeda too 
has deployed Malcolm: in a 2008 video, al-Za-
wahiri quoted Malcolm to denounce president-
elect Barack Obama, Colin Powell, and Con-
doleezza Rice as “house Negroes.” Malcolm 
is here no more than a pawn in Islam’s larger 
theological-political battles. 

During the 24 weeks that Malcolm spent 
abroad from April through November of 1964, 
spiritual discovery was not his sole purpose. 
He was attempting to convince African and 
Arab nations to take the complaints of Ameri-
can blacks to the United Nations. He sought 
to internationalize the domestic struggle. He 
spent quite a bit of time in Ghana with the 
radical expatriate community gathered around 
Nkrumah; the young Maya Angelou was so 
smitten with him that she returned to the U.S. 
to assist with his other new organization, the 
purely secular Organization of Afro-Amer-
ican Unity (modeled on the Organization of 
African Unity) which was formed to give Mal-
colm an institutional base for his entry into 
the American political scene. Marable treats 
this pan-African strategy with more defer-
ence than it deserves. King’s verdict at the time 
was more accurate: “Ghana, Zambia, Tanza-
nia and Nigeria are fighting their own battles 
for survival against poverty, illiteracy and the 
subversive influence of neocolonialism, so that 
they offer no hope to Angola, Southern Rho-
desia and South Africa, and much less to the 
American Negro.” A century earlier, Frederick 
Douglass had made the same case that injus-
tice in America was best addressed on the spot:

If we cannot make Virginia, with all her 
enlightenment and Christianity, believe 
that there are better uses for her ener-
gies than employing them in breeding 
slaves for the market, we see not how 
we can expect to make Guinea, with its 
ignorance and savage selfishness, adopt 
our notions of political economy…. The 
means for accomplishing our object are 
quite as promising here as there, and 
more especially since we are here already, 
with constitutions and habits suited to 
the country and its climate, and to its 
better institutions. 

The last point about “better institutions” 
is crucial. Because of those better institu-
tions, Douglass was confident that principled 

ognition from the Islamic Federation of the 
United States and Canada, thereby position-
ing himself as an evangelist for Islam and ef-
fectively marginalizing the Nation. Drawing 
upon the extensive and varied contacts he had 
made throughout the Middle East (the Saudi 
royal family, the Muslim Brotherhood, the 
PLO, and Gamal Abdel Nasser), the MMI 
was ready to become a “conduit for Arab fi-
nancial aid.” Regrettably but perhaps not sur-
prisingly, Malcolm embraced the anti-Zionist 
invective of his new connections, shifting also 
from the pro-capitalist stance of the NOI to 
praise for those paragons of socialism, Fidel 
Castro and Mao Zedong.

Although the MMI rapidly collapsed after 
Malcolm’s death, and the NOI has likewise 
faded, it is a remarkable fact that more than 
a million African-Americans now identify as 
Muslim. Daniel Pipes has calculated that black 
Americans are 200 times likelier to convert 
to Islam than white Americans, with hip-hop 
artists, athletes, and other celebrities sport-
ing Malcolm X hats in the vanguard. Despite 
Malcolm’s late turn toward tolerance and the 
generally non-extremist character of American 
Muslims, Islamists abroad have tried to appro-

Malcolm X was on
firmer ground than 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 
He stood with Locke, the 
American revolutionaries, 

and Abraham Lincoln.
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change was possible in the United States. 
There are signs that Malcolm—despite his 
ingrained Garveyite/Nation of Islam/pan-
African tendency to long for some other land 
where dark complexions would be the major-
ity—had begun to see some hope for his peo-
ple within America. Minority status might 
not mean permanent oppression. Thus, even 
as he remained critical of those who posited 
integration as the goal of the movement (“you 
can sit down next to white folks—on the toi-
let. That’s no revolution”), he became willing 
to join with other civil rights organizations 
in denouncing state-imposed segregation. At 
the same time, he made an effort (not always 
successful) to moderate his earlier disrespect-
ful characterizations of other black leaders. 

Finally, in his greatest speech, “The Ballot 
or the Bullet,” Malcolm X began to reflect on 
the deepest questions of law and citizenship. 
Discussion of the relationship between bal-
lots and bullets has a distinguished history 
in American political thought. Lincoln, for 
instance, when he argued against the consti-
tutionality of secession, urged us to remember 

“that ballots are the rightful and peaceful suc-
cessors of bullets; and that when ballots have 
fairly and constitutionally decided, there can 
be no successful appeal back to bullets; that 
there can be no successful appeal except to 
ballots themselves, at succeeding elections.” 
Of course, in denouncing secession, Lin-
coln was not denying the existence of a right 
of revolution—there could be situations in 
which ballots have not fairly and constitution-
ally decided. Lincoln agreed with Jefferson 
that where “peaceable remedies are unpro-
vided,” the “sword of revolution” is always the 
ultimate resort. Frederick Douglass too had 
used the alliterative formula in a short 1859 
editorial entitled “The Ballot and the Bullet.” 
In arguing against Garrison’s no-voting theory, 
Douglass stated: “What we want is an anti-
slavery Government, in harmony with our 
anti-slavery speech, one which will give effect 
to our words, and translate them into acts. For 
this, the ballot is needed, and if this will not 
be heard and heeded, then the bullet.” 

Malcolm X understood this Lockean logic. 
Legitimate government based on a free bal-
lot binds the individual—binds him to work 
through the prescribed mechanisms of demo-
cratic consent; illegitimate government does 
not. The Lockean corrective to governmen-
tal abuse is revolution—or at least a potent 
threat that people will exercise their right of 
revolution. As Malcolm put it: “It’ll be Mo-
lotov cocktails this month, hand grenades 
next month, and something else next month. 
It’ll be ballots, or it’ll be bullets. It’ll be lib-
erty, or it will be death. The only difference 

about this kind of death [as compared to the 
turn-the-other-cheek deaths of those pledged 
to nonviolence]—it’ll be reciprocal.” Despite 
the incendiary quality of his language, Mal-
colm was careful to present this violence in 
the Lockean context of justifiable self-defense: 

“I don’t mean go out and get violent; but at the 
same time you should never be nonviolent un-
less you run into some nonviolence.” 

Malcolm’s targets were the segregationist 
authorities who were initiating the state of 
war and the followers of King who thought 
they could devise a nonviolent form of resis-
tance or a civil form of disobedience. Malcolm 
was consistently critical of King’s betwixt-and-
between strategies. If the action is nonviolent 
it’s not really resistance; remember, “ballot” is 
a kind of shorthand not just for the elective 
franchise but for all the tools of democratic 
citizenship: free speech, the rights of assem-
bly and petition, and access to the courts (in-
cluding the powerful tactic, used to the full by 
the NAACP, of testing the constitutionality 
of local and state laws). If, on the other hand, 
the action is truly disobedient (i.e., against the 
law), then it cannot be civil. In the final chap-
ter of his Second Treatise, Locke pokes fun at 
the unintelligible notion that one could “strike 
with Reverence.” Theoretically, Malcolm was 
on firmer ground than King. He stood with 
Locke, the American revolutionaries, and 
Abraham Lincoln—all of whom understood 
the choice to be either the ballot or the bul-
let, either the obligations of citizenship or the 
right of revolution. Psychologically too, Mal-
colm had a strong case: “If you don’t take this 
kind of stand, your little children will grow up 
and look at you and think ‘shame.’” 

Fairness

People today often make the case 
that Malcolm was useful to the cause 
of racial justice because his extremism 

frightened white Americans into accepting re-
forms they otherwise wouldn’t have—in other 
words, Malcolm played bad cop to Martin’s 
good cop. But instead of blithely harnessing 
Malcolm to the onward rush of progressive his-
tory, perhaps we should consider the possibil-
ity that elements of Malcolm’s radicalism were 
in fact superior, on their own terms, because 
they held true to the nation’s foundations and 
were in the long run less dangerous. Malcolm 
X is not antinomian in the way that King is. As 
Lincoln argued in the Lyceum Address, anti-
nomianism (which acknowledges no authority 
other than the individual conscience) threat-
ens not just law and order but law and justice. 
While I disagree fundamentally with Malcolm 
X’s assertion that blacks in America were noth-

ing more than “victims of Americanism,” his 
classic formulation of the issue—“in 1964, it’s 
the ballot or the bullet”—allows us to ask the 
rarely-raised question whether the struggle for 
civil rights could have achieved its end without 
resort to King’s brand of supposedly “civil” dis-
obedience. Would it have been better to focus 
more exclusively and directly on the ballot? 

This seems to be the route Malcolm was 
exploring. Despite an opening statement of 
the black man’s essential alienation, “The Bal-
lot or the Bullet” is by no means a straight-
forward call to arms. It’s more a nuanced 
thinking through of the alternatives. Mal-
colm notes that since the white vote is always 
split, the black minority could hold outsized 
electoral influence. One aim of the speech is 
instruction in how to use the ballot wisely—
after all, “a ballot is like a bullet.” Malcolm is 
quick to acknowledge that greater political 
maturity may not be enough, if all politics in 
America is a white conspiracy—as race-based 
gerrymandering indicated. Nonetheless, he 
does not abandon the search for properly po-
litical solutions. Echoing Douglass, he notes 
that the parchment regime is on the side of 
fairness: “the Constitution itself has within 
it the machinery to expel any representative 
from a state where the voting rights of the 
people are violated.” Although he mentions 
favorable decisions by the Supreme Court, he 
still doesn’t trust Uncle Sam. By the end of 
the speech, he expands his search for friendly 
law to the World Court; but even this inter-
national strategy is grounded in law. 

Malcolm’s sense of not belonging in Ameri-
ca began early. His rage ran deep. Born “Little,” 
he struggled manfully against the belittlement 
that American race relations imposed on him. 
It’s not clear where his greatly-questing spirit 
would have taken him had he lived beyond the 
age of 39. Whatever the twists and turns ahead, 
I suspect Malcolm would have preserved his 
ability to charm and surprise. At the Harvard 
Law School Forum in December 1964, Mal-
colm told a story of being on a plane, conversing 
pleasantly for 35 or 40 minutes with the white 
woman seated next to him. Seeing his mono-
gramed briefcase, she asked him “what kind of 
last name could you have that begins with X?” 
His answer: “Malcolm.” It took her some min-
utes to put that puzzle together but finally she 
blurted out, “You’re not Malcolm X?… I just 
wouldn’t believe that you were that man.” 

Diana Schaub is the Garwood Visiting Professor 
at Princeton University, a member of the Hoover 
Institution’s task force on the Virtues of a Free So-
ciety, and the co-editor with Amy and Leon Kass 
of What So Proudly We Hail: The American 
Soul in Story, Speech, and Song (ISI Books). 
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Book Review by Craig S. Lerner

Have a Nice Millennium
The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, by Steven Pinker. 

Viking, 832 pages, $40 

The good news proclaimed in steven 
Pinker’s new book is that human beings 
are much less violent than they used to 

be, and are likely to become much more peace-
able in the future than they are today. Accord-
ing to Pinker, a professor of psychology at Har-
vard University and the author of such widely 
read works as The Blank Slate (2002) and The 
Language Instinct (1994), the waning of religion 
and the embrace of secular reason have made 
us not simply wealthier and healthier than our 
ancestors, but also more intelligent and moral. 

“It is easy to forget,” the author writes, “how 
deeply brutality was once woven into the fabric 
of daily existence.” Modern life is still marred 
by violence, but the men and women of today, 
sheltered by powerful nation-states, pacified 
by commerce and technology, and increasingly 
freed from “malignant” doctrines like the “sa-
credness of the soul,” are more reasonable, and 
therefore more peaceful, than those of the past. 

A week spent watching television news-
casts would seem to demolish Pinker’s his-
torical claim that violence is declining. Such 
generalizing, Pinker argues, exaggerates the 
importance of proximate and readily apparent 
data. One confronts savagery surpassing our 
own era’s in the Homeric and Biblical texts, 
and those ages, anthropological and fossil evi-
dence suggests, were calmer than our earliest 

condition. Pinker rejects attempts to locate 
our genetic origins in the lazy and sex-crazed 
bonobos, and dismisses as fanciful a primor-
dial time of hunter-gatherer harmony. 

In fact, prior to the formation of nation-
states, roughly 20% of our ancestors died by 
human hand. Claims to the contrary, focus-
ing on deaths in large-scale battles, ignore the 
predatory raids and random homicides that 
were once quotidian. Within the past two 
millennia, violent death has become ever less 
common. Pinker assembles in a table the top 
20 human atrocities, first by raw number and 
then converted as a percentage of the extant 
human population. World War II, with 55 
million dead, barely makes the top 10 on an 
adjusted basis, well surpassed by the Mongol 
conquests of the 13th century. 

Pinker may be right that violence (through 
warfare and homicide) has receded, although 
the table stacks the deck in his favor. The mul-
tiple wars of the 20th century are disaggre-
gated, with the result that none scores nota-
bly high after adjusting for global population. 
By contrast, the “Mideast Slave Trade,” with 
a reported 19 million dead, wins the bronze 
medal as third most deadly event in human 
history. It spanned 12 centuries, however, 
from 700 to 1900 A.D. Historians a millen-
nium from now, if they exist, will likely collect 

several wars of the last century (World War I, 
the Russian Civil War, World War II, etc.), as 
a single event. So aggregated, the “Germanic 
Wars of the Twentieth Century” emerge, even 
on a converted basis, as one of the deadliest 
conflicts in history.

But let’s grant that the 65 years 
since World War II really are among 
the most peaceful in human history, 

judged by the percentage of the globe wracked 
by violence and the percentage of the popula-
tion dying by human hand. Since there have 
been other calm periods, such as the 18th cen-
tury, why should we regard this latest dip in vi-
olence as anything other than a random, tem-
porary occurrence? In seeking to make sense 
of this evidence Pinker pushes his thesis in a 
more provocative and questionable direction. 

He starts by stipulating that man is geneti-
cally the same as he was 10,000 years ago, at 
least with respect to those traits relevant to an 
inclination to violence. He further posits that 
we remain locked in a Hobbesian trilemma: 
impelled to violence by the desire to take the 
next guy’s property and women, or the fear that 
he will raid us first, or the impulse to acquire 
glory. Pinker reduces the thirst for glory to the 
need to acquire a reputation for violence, which 
serves as a credible deterrent to other attackers.
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What has changed over these 100 centu-
ries? First, powerful nation-states, claiming 
a monopoly on the legitimate exercise of vio-
lence, increased the cost of plundering neigh-
bors and reduced the need to engage in hair-
trigger responses to minor incursions. Then 
commerce and capitalism created opportu-
nities for profitable interactions that made 
it possible to regard others, even of different 
races and nations, as partners rather than an-
tagonists. Technological developments from 
the printing press to the internet further lev-
eled the world, making bellicose chauvinism 
in favor of one’s own class, race, or nation 
increasingly untenable. Bizarre ideas fester 
in hermetic isolation, Pinker argues; the dis-
semination of science and literature drives 
home the contingency of one’s own place and 
the equality of man.

For pinker, modern life is marked by 
ever increasing circles of reciprocity, en-
compassing wider and wider groups of 

people. These interactions encourage habits of 
self-control and cultivate a deeper respect for 
others. We are not, however, more empathetic 
than our ancestors, just more reasonable—
better equipped to engage in scientific and ab-
stract reasoning; and he cites claims that I.Q. 
scores have risen over the past century. Greater 
intelligence has produced a greater receptivity 
to liberalism, defined as a respect for personal 
autonomy and liberty, and quite simply better 
behavior, reflected by an aversion to the sort 
of cruelty and violence that was formerly com-
monplace. Pinker dismisses even our “recent 
ancestors” as “morally retarded.” 

This moral backwardness rested heavily on 
the obsession with grandiose ideas. He ap-
plauds the fact that honor and glory fail to 
inspire those seduced by the comforts of bour-
geois life. And the waning of religion has been 
an even more pointed blessing. The “greatest 
damage,” Pinker writes, “comes from religious 
beliefs that downgrade the lives of flesh-and-
blood people, such as the faith that suffering 
in this world will be rewarded in the next…. 
[T]he belief that one may escape from an eter-
nity in hell only by accepting Jesus as a savior 
makes it a moral imperative to coerce people 
into accepting that belief.” Fortunately, Pinker 

contends, reverence for Biblical texts is merely 
gestural today. Political conservatives may pro-
fess allegiance to God and country, for exam-
ple, but none of them applauds war or invokes 
authority, ethnic cohesion, racial exclusion, or 
even tradition in any meaningful sense. They 
are at best incoherent and sometimes just plain 
dumb liberals. George W. Bush, says Pinker, 
had the third lowest I.Q. of any president. 

Let’s start with the presidential I.Q. study 
upon which Pinker relies. I.Q. tests did not 
even exist until the early 20th century, so 
most of its ludicrously precise estimates—
Martin Van Buren (132.9), James Buchanan 
(122.8), Ulysses S. Grant (115.0)—deserve 
horselaughs. John F. Kennedy is conveniently 
credited with an I.Q. of 156, though his tested 
I.Q. was 119, or roughly 10 points lower than 
George W. Bush’s. Although Pinker professes 
to be above partisanship, it is more accurate 
to say he is ignorant of politics, which allows 
him to assert that political debates a century 
ago were less sophisticated than today’s. An 
hour spent reading the Lincoln-Douglas de-
bates of 1858 would obliterate this argument. 

Pinker’s broader claim that we moderns, not 
just the politicians among us, are smarter than 
our ancestors is also dubious. If I.Q. scores are 
increasing, the effect appears to be small and 
concentrated in the less intelligent half of the 
population. The smarter half may, in fact, be 
less distinguished than its counterpart a centu-
ry ago, which would be consistent with declin-
ing SAT scores. Furthermore, given that his 
earlier works trumpeted the heritability of in-
telligence, he should be troubled by the inverse 
relationship between birth rates and measured 
intelligence in the world today. A thoroughgo-
ing Darwinist might wonder whether the mod-
ern world has spawned dysgenic conditions 
with respect to traits that code for intelligence. 
Given the importance Pinker places on cogni-
tive ability in promoting moral behavior, this 
equivocal evidence about our race’s intellectual 
capacities would seem to pose a problem. 

Pinker misses other storm clouds 
that loom on the horizon. For example, 
he is encouraged by the recent reduc-

tion in violent crime, citing it as evidence of 
our enhanced powers of self-control. Another 

explanation would focus on the fact (conced-
ed by Pinker) that today nearly 1% of Ameri-
can adults are in prison, an incarceration rate 
roughly five to eight times higher than it was 
four decades ago. Our society is able to dedi-
cate so many resources to preventing crime 
only because of our unsurpassed wealth. 
Were an economic dislocation to curtail our 
ability to punish foreign and domestic trans-
gressions so severely, the respite in violence 
might quickly cease. 

Pinker’s confidence that technology will 
continue to level the globe, promoting human 
commonality and thereby reducing violence, is 
less an argument than an attitude. The future 
effect could easily be the opposite, with scien-
tific advances accentuating differences, render-
ing the beautiful more beautiful, the intelligent 
more intelligent, allowing the elite to separate 
itself from the dregs of humanity, and compro-
mising the inherently tenuous recognition that 
all human beings are fundamentally equal. 

In an incongruous passage, he recounts his 
own childhood joy playing dodge ball, and 
notes with bemusement that prohibiting such 
games in an attempt to extirpate violence con-
stitutes “overshooting.” This recollection is an 
opaque concession that human beings in gen-
eral, and young men in particular, find some-
thing innately gratifying about besting others 
in physical confrontations. Why not remake 
ourselves to remove these traits? Though he 
expresses doubts about genetically engineer-
ing carnivores into herbivores, he never ex-
plains why. Others might reject this brave new 
world out of respect for human dignity or the 
soul, but for the author these are pernicious 
concepts.

Steven Pinker depicts a world in which 
human rights are unanchored by a sense of 
the sacredness and dignity of human life, but 
where peace and harmony nonetheless emerge. 
It is a future—mostly relieved of discord, and 
freed from an oppressive God—that some 
would regard as heaven on earth. He is not 
the first and certainly not the last to entertain 
hopes disappointed so resolutely by the his-
tory of actual human beings. 

Craig S. Lerner is a professor at George Mason 
University School of Law.
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Book Review by Edward Feser

Science and Scientism
On Being: A Scientist’s Exploration of the Great Questions of Existence, by Peter Atkins.

Oxford University Press, 152 pages, $19.95

The Tyranny of Science, by Paul Feyerabend.
Polity Press, 180 pages, $54.95 (cloth), $17.95 (paper) 

Scientism is the view that all real 
knowledge is scientific knowledge—
that there is no reliably objective, ratio-

nal form of inquiry that is not a branch of sci-
ence. It is a key ingredient of the work of New 
Atheist writers like Richard Dawkins and the 
late Christopher Hitchens, and its proponents 
dismiss philosophy’s and theology’s claims to 
provide distinctive but equally rational and 
objective avenues to truth. But the view faces a 
notorious problem: scientism is not itself a sci-
entific thesis, but a metaphysical one. Hence 
it is either self-defeating, or implies so broad 
a construal of what is allowed to count as “sci-
ence” that the claim that all real knowledge is 
scientific knowledge becomes trivial. 

Convinced that non-scientific modes of in-
quiry are not worth investigating, proponents 
of scientism tend to know very little about the 
actual arguments of the philosophers and theo-
logians whose work they dismiss, and are rare-
ly conscious of the philosophical difficulties 
inherent in their own position. Consequently, 
their arguments typically reduce to a circle of 
mutually reinforcing prejudices. They “know” 
that science alone provides genuine knowledge 
because purported alternatives do not rest on 
methods of the sort applied in physics, chem-
istry, and biology; and they “know” that those 
methods alone are rational because they are 
the only ones utilized by science. 

Chemist Peter Atkins’s disappointing new 
book On Being manifests all of these weak-
nesses, and fails even to convey much of the 
grandeur of the science he (rightly) esteems. 
Ostensibly its aim is to present “a powerful 
declaration of the atheist scientist’s view,” and 
in particular to show how science—and sci-
ence alone—provides rationally grounded 
answers to the questions raised by philoso-
phy and religion. In fact it is little more than 
a jumble of platitudes, begged questions, un-
defended assertions, and dyspeptic attacks 
on straw men, peppered here and there with 
some disconnected bits of scientific trivia. 

“The scientific method,” Atkins boldly pro-
claims, “is the only means of discovering the 
nature of reality.” But how does he know this? 
Does the scientific method itself tell him? 
Then the result is a circular argument. Does 
he know it by some other method, then? In 
that case there is some reliable but non-scien-
tific method after all. If there is a way out of 
this dilemma, Atkins does not tell us what it 
is. Indeed, he seems completely unaware that 
there is any problem here in the first place, 
though it is well-known to philosophers.

And what exactly is the “scientific 
method”? Atkins tells us that it involves 

“making observations and comparing notes.” 
This is so vague that there are vast systems 
of metaphysics—for example, the theism of 

prominent contemporary philosophers of 
religion like Richard Swinburne and William 
Lane Craig, or the more ancient systems 
of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas—that 
are perfectly compatible with it, insofar as 
they claim empirical foundations and put 
a premium on the give and take of critical 
philosophical debate. Yet Atkins would 
presumably not wish to count Swinburne’s, 
Craig’s, Aristotle’s, or Aquinas’s arguments for 
the existence of God as “scientific.” Perhaps he 
would answer that these are scientific theories, 
but refuted ones. Yet Swinburne, Craig, and 
contemporary Aristotelians and Thomists 
would obviously disagree. So how would 
Atkins respond to their arguments? We do not 
know, because he does not even acknowledge 
their existence, much less answer them.

Nor does he tell us how he would 
respond to rationalist philosophers 
who hold that there is genuine knowl-

edge that is not grounded in observation; or 
to Platonist arguments for the existence of a 
realm of numbers and other abstract objects, 
distinct from either the material world or the 
human mind; or to Cartesian and other dual-
ist arguments for the non-material character 
of the mind; or to the great variety of other 
contemporary philosophical arguments—put 
forward by prominent secularists as well as 
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those sympathetic to religion—to the effect 
that materialism, naturalism, and scientism 
are seriously problematic and fail to do justice 
to what we know about the nature of human 
thought and action, moral value, and indeed 
the practice of science itself. These sophisti-
cated philosophical challenges, though well 
known to (and paid attention by) naturalists 
and secularists within academic philosophy, 
are simply ignored by Atkins. He directs his 
fire only at easy targets—Creationists, Rap-
ture enthusiasts, and other bogeymen—and 
pretends that those who disagree with him 
have on their side only faith and wishful 
thinking rather than rational arguments.

The irony is that Atkins also repeatedly 
acknowledges that his own commitment to 
scientific method ultimately rests on “faith”—
his own word—and occasionally hints vague-
ly that he realizes that there are philosophical 
issues raised by his position that he does not 
pretend to have answered. When it serves his 
purposes, he commends precision in thought 
and language, rightly dismissing those who 
would characterize this as pedantry with 
the quip: “So? Science is all about pedantry.” 
Yet just a few pages later—where greater 
precision over the notoriously problem-
atic concept of “species” might get him into 
trouble—he suddenly warns that insisting 
on “rigid” definitions would “freeze thought”! 
He also admits that philosophers are likely 
to be annoyed by his sloppy use of terms like 

“physical,” “material,” and “naturalism,” but 
insinuates that he needn’t bother with their 
concerns. He then goes on to define “natu-
ralism” as “the view that everything there is 
springs from the natural world and involves 
no supernatural intervention”—oblivious of 
the fact that, since the “supernatural” is just 
what goes beyond the “natural,” his “defini-
tion” is completely uninformative.

As E.A. Burtt warned long ago in his 
classic book The Metaphysical Foundations of 
Modern Physical Science (1924), those who dis-
miss metaphysics in favor of their preferred 
conception of scientific method succeed only 
in making a metaphysics of that method it-
self. They cannot escape philosophy, but do 
it badly precisely because they insist that they 
are doing something else. Atkins’s book joins 
the recent philosophical efforts of Richard 
Dawkins and Stephen Hawking in confirm-
ing Burtt’s prophecy. But in the final analysis 
On Being fails even as bad philosophy, because 
it does not even attempt to persuade those who 
do not already share Atkins’s faith-based view 
of the world. It is a purely devotional work, 
and a Manichean one—a paean to scientism 
intended to fortify Atkins’s co-religionists in 

their twilight struggle with the dreaded fun-
damentalist enemy. 

None of this would have surprised 
the late philosopher of science Paul 
Feyerabend, who once complained 

to his colleague Wallace Matson:

The younger generation of physicists, the 
Feynmans, the Schwingers, etc., may be 
very bright; they may be more intelli-
gent than their predecessors, than Bohr, 
Einstein, Schrödinger, Boltzmann, 
Mach, and so on.   But they are uncivi-
lized savages, they lack in philosophi-
cal depth…. [Quoted in Imre Lakatos 
and Paul Feyerabend’s For and Against 
Method, 1999.]

When we consider that Feynman and 
Schwinger were greater figures than Atkins, 
Dawkins, or Hawking, the decline in philo-
sophical self-awareness among contemporary 
scientists is stark indeed. But it is not their lack 
of philosophical acumen per se that is Feyera-
bend’s concern in The Tyranny of Science, a 
recently translated series of lectures delivered 
in Italy in 1992, two years before his death. 
His target is rather the dogmatic, ideological 
thinking that has in many quarters come to 
surround science, and which threatens to stifle 
other, equally legitimate forms of inquiry. (It 
seems the book’s title is an editor’s, not Fey-
erabend’s own. The Tyranny of Scientism would 
have been more appropriate, if less catchy.)

Its clear, conversational style makes the 
book a useful introduction to Feyerabend’s 
thought, though to those unfamiliar with his 
work it might seem odd how much more at-
tention Feyerabend pays to the origins of sci-
ence in early Greek philosophy than to the 
concrete results of modern scientific research. 
But he has good reason to do so, for the ide-
ology of scientism is not grounded in those 
results, but rather in a set of assumptions 
that were introduced into Western thought 
by pre-Socratic thinkers like Xenophanes, 
Parmenides, Pythagoras, and Democritus. In 
the familiar modern notion that the abun-
dant diversity of concrete natural phenom-
ena disguises a reality of abstract universal 
laws, Feyerabend sees a secularized version 
of Xenophanes’ abolition of the various id-
iosyncratic gods in favor of a single, rarefied, 
omnipotent deity. Parmenides was explicit 
that the everyday human world of sundry 
and changing things is mere appearance, and 
that reality is ultimately static, uniform, and 
impersonal. The Pythagoreans added an in-
sistence that the true structure of the world 

is mathematical. And Democritus and other 
atomists taught that color, odor, taste, and the 
like, as common sense understands them, are 
illusions, and that the physical world is in fact 
made up of nothing more than particles mov-
ing purposelessly through void space.

Modern science has inherited these ideas, 
and in Feyerabend’s view they give the lie to 
the suggestion that science is grounded in ex-
perience. In fact, he argues, science is predi-
cated on the denial of experience, on squeez-
ing the rich variety of the world as we know 
it in everyday life into a kind of desiccated 
Procrustean bed. For whatever doesn’t fit the 
picture of reality as made up of meaningless, 
mathematically definable elements is simply 
not allowed to count as real or “objective,” but is 
relegated to the realm of illusory appearances. 
With this Feyerabend has no quarrel as long 
as it is understood to be merely one approach 
to understanding the world among others, 
with its own strengths and limitations. The 
trouble is with the pretense that this scientific 
picture of the world is the only legitimate one, 
and gives an exhaustive account of reality. For 
one thing, this pretense is incoherent. For if, 
like Gnostics, those beholden to scientism 
claim that the world of commonsense experi-
ence is illusory, then they can hardly appeal 
to experience as an evidential basis for science. 

“They are Gnostics, yes,” Feyerabend says, “but 
rather confused ones.”

For another thing, there is no good ar-
gument for scientism in the first place. Its 
advocates appeal to the “success” or “perfor-
mance” of science in their defense, but this 
is a non sequitur. As Feyerabend points out, 
mere predictive success does not suffice to 
establish even that a theory is true (let alone 
the whole truth), since the history of science 
teaches us that competing theories can dis-
agree in their accounts of what ultimately ex-
ists and yet equally well account for all obser-
vational evidence.

The deeper point, though (which Feyera-
bend only hints at), is that the success of the 
methods of science in illuminating those as-
pects of nature susceptible of prediction and 
control simply does not imply that nature 
has no other aspects. Those who think oth-
erwise are like the drunk who assumes that, 
because the area under the street lamp is the 
only place he would be able to see the keys he 
has lost, there must be no other place worth 
searching for them. 

Edward Feser is the author of The Last Super-
stition: A Refutation of the New Atheism (St. 
Augustine’s Press) and Aquinas: A Beginner’s 
Guide (Oneworld Publications). 
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Essay by William Voegeli

Enough Already

“I’d rather be lucky than good,” said 
Vernon “Lefty” Gomez, the New York 
Yankees’ Hall of Fame pitcher. One 

needn’t be an athlete to appreciate his jaunty 
stoicism about how little we can effect, and 
how much we are affected. 

Writers, fidgeting in front of their comput-
ers, convinced that outside forces no more de-
termine the fate of their work than they do the 
outcome of chess matches, are in particular 
need of the solace and humility Gomez prof-
fers. It’s hard for an author to know, and un-
seemly for him to say, whether he’s written a 
good book. Clearly, however, my book, Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State, has 
been a lucky book—lucky in the way that doc-
toral dissertations on the Soviet Union, com-
pleted months before its demise, were unlucky. 

I sent Never Enough ’s manuscript to En-
counter Books in March 2009, six weeks 
after Barack Obama was inaugurated presi-
dent. Having finished a book about the prop-
er dimensions and provisioning of the welfare 
state at just the moment when the electorate 
seemed to have laid that question to rest, I 
thought my timing was as bad as that of as-
piring Sovietologists in 1991. The Democrat-
ic victories in the elections of 2006 and 2008, 
combined with the credit crisis and recession 
that followed the collapse of the Lehman 
Brothers investment bank, apparently meant 

liberals would have decades in which to make 
big government bigger, while conservatives 
would spend long, dismal years praising free 
markets and limited government to shrink-
ing islands of true believers amidst seas of 
empty chairs.

“For the first time since the Johnson Ad-
ministration, the idea that government should 
take bold action to create equal opportunity 
for all citizens doesn’t have to explain itself in 
a defensive mumble,” George Packer wrote in 
the New Yorker after the 2008 election. Time 
magazine’s cover on the election reached back 
even farther, photoshopping Barack Obama 
into a Franklin Roosevelt pose, complete with 
pince-nez and cigarette holder. Peter Bein-
art’s cover story, “The New Liberal Order,” 
contended, “If [Obama] can do what FDR 
did—make American capitalism stabler and 
less savage—he will establish a Democratic 
majority that dominates U.S. politics for a 
generation.” Beinart predicted that Obama 
would have an “excellent chance” to launch 
that “era of liberal hegemony” by widening 
and deepening the Democratic base, since 

“taking aggressive action to stimulate the econ-
omy, regulate the financial industry and shore 
up the American welfare state won’t divide his 
political coalition; it will divide the other side.”

Matt Bai of the New York Times was one 
of many political analysts endorsing this the-

sis. The week before the 2009 inauguration he 
wrote that Obama “stands to become the first 
president since the 1970s to unapologetically 
spend the taxpayers’ money—and, more likely 
than not, he won’t have to raise anyone’s taxes 
to do it. No liberal born after Roosevelt could 
ask for more.”

Enter the Tea Party

Never enough’s luck had changed 
by the time its first copies reached 
bookstores in May 2010. The “set-

tled” question of the need for a much bigger 
welfare and regulatory state had become un-
settled after the nation took a sharp detour off 
the road to social democracy. The book makes 
no mention of the Tea Party, for example, 
which coalesced and began asserting itself in 
the first weeks of what was supposed to be the 
new liberal era. By August 2011 Peter Bein-
art was writing that although “Barack Obama 
may be president,” the Tea Party is “running 
Washington.” Showing undiminished con-
fidence in the crystal ball that served him so 
badly three years before, he declared that the 
debt ceiling agreement cutting federal spend-
ing without raising taxes “ended whatever 
hopes liberals once entertained that…we were 
living in another great age of progressive re-
form.” To the contrary, America has entered 
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ber where Wyoming’s 564,000 residents en-
joy equal representation with California’s 37 
million was condemned as “resolutely, aggres-
sively, anti-democratic,” one which “ought to 
be abolished.”

Economies, Good and Bad

It will be noted in considering these 
arguments that Team Obama, which deft-
ly surmounted every obstacle on the road 

to the White House, is the same crew with 
the same captain that suddenly lost the abil-
ity to articulate its priorities and principles. 
Furthermore, the Tea Party ideology is not 
fundamentally different from the conserva-
tism of Barry Goldwater’s followers, who re-
viled but scarcely delayed the advent of Great 
Society liberalism. Finally, the constitutional 
framework that robbed Barack Obama of the 
chance to be a transformational president was 
the one that allowed Lyndon Johnson to enact 
landmark Great Society legislation, and Ron-
ald Reagan to dramatically lower and simplify 
federal taxes in 1981 and 1986. 

In other words, these insubstantial expla-
nations for the evanescent era of liberal he-
gemony after November 2008 seem to have 
been built to assuage rather than persuade. 
For those who write and read these arguments, 
only malign or random forces outside liberal-
ism can account for a liberal epoch that ends 
a few weeks after it begins. It’s not that liber-
als would rather be lucky than good, exactly. 
Rather, believing liberalism inherently good, 
they are left with bad luck, principally in the 
form of inadequate champions and egregious 
adversaries, as the only possible explanation 
for its setbacks. There’s no need, in other 
words, to entertain the possibility that liber-
alism itself has defects that vitiate its political 
appeal and governmental efficacy. 

The fact that activist government is in trou-
ble in arenas both within and beyond Ameri-
can national politics, however, makes it hard 
to believe that none of liberalism’s troubles are 
of its own making. In December 2010 a New 
York Times article warned that “many state 
and local governments have so much debt—
several trillion dollars’ worth, with much of it 
off the books and largely hidden from view—
that it could overwhelm them in the next few 
years.” Furthermore, “It is the long-term prob-
lems of a handful of states, including Califor-
nia, Illinois, New Jersey, and New York, that 
financial analysts worry about most.” The ar-
ticle was too diplomatic to point out that this 
handful is no eclectic assortment, but an honor 
roll of states where the New Deal faith in the 
moral imperative and practical feasibility of 
big government holds sway. Richard Ravitch, 

an “era of fiscal scarcity,” meaning that “pro-
gressive dreams are now likely dead for many 
years to come,” while “the Tea Party’s dream 
of a government reduced to its pre-welfare-
state size becomes ever [more] real.”

Replacing the anticipation of hegemony 
with resignation to futility has caused bitter-
ness, confusion, and despair among liberals. In 
2010 the journalist Michael Tomasky advised 
his fellow liberals to come to terms with the 
fact that, against all expectations, “the party 
of government’s very raison d’être” had ceded 
rather than gained ground during Obama’s 
presidency. “The great bottom-line hope back 
in November 2008 was that Obama was go-
ing to restore trust in government and prove it 
could solve problems. That hasn’t happened.”

Holding forth on why that hasn’t happened 
has become an industry, one of the few to ex-
pand during Obama’s presidency. Liberals 
have ascribed most of the blame for scuttling 
their semi-permanent majority to Barack 
Obama, Mitch McConnell, and James Madi-
son. That liberals should repudiate a Demo-
cratic president, so soon after experiencing 
multiple O-basms in public during his cam-
paign, is startling. (“He is not the Word made 
flesh, but the triumph of word over flesh, over 
color, over despair,” Ezra Klein wrote for the 
American Prospect after the 2008 Iowa cau-
cuses. “Obama is, at his best, able to call us 
back to our highest selves, to the place where 
America exists as a glittering ideal, and where 
we, its honored inhabitants, seem capable of 
achieving it, and thus of sharing in its meaning 
and transcendence.”) By the summer of 2011 
the leftist historian Michael Kazin lamented, 

“Obama has fallen short of FDR” because he 
“appears to have no strategy for creating a long-
term majority—either for his party or for the 
progressive causes he believes in.”

A Tomasky article written at the same time, 
during negotiations over the debt ceiling, com-
plained, “Obama has hardly ever gone to the 
American people to insist firmly that there are 
some things he would never abide.” He fails to 
make clear what political principles he holds 

“sacred or inviolate” because what’s most im-
portant to Obama is “not to lead. It’s not to 
fight. It’s not even to win. It’s to be the most 
reasonable and unflappable person in the 
room.” A few weeks later Tomasky delivered 
an even harsher judgment: there are “millions 
and millions of Americans who invested great 
hope in [Obama], and he has let them down. 
Let them down terribly.”

Liberals came to consider Obama’s even-
tempered commitment to post-partisanship, 
however admirable in the abstract, a betrayal of 
their cause in the circumstances following the 
2008 election, because it meant capitulating to 

the Tea Party and scorched-earth congressio-
nal Republicans. “How can you sustain a de-
mocracy if one of the two major political par-
ties has been overrun by nihilists?” Joe Klein of 
Time asked during the debate over health care 
in 2009. The dwindling remnant of “honorable 
conservatives” among Republicans has been 

“overwhelmed by nihilists and hypocrites more 
interested in destroying the opposition and 
gaining power than in the public weal.” Two 
years later Jacob Weisberg of Slate decried the 
same dynamic even more stridently: “A Con-
gress dominated by mindless cannibals is now 
feasting on a supine president.”

Congressional Republicans had so much 
success in diluting, delaying, and impeding 
the Democrats’ agenda after the 2008 elec-
tion, many liberals concluded, not just because 
Obama was feckless and the GOP reckless, 
but because our Constitution is fundamental-
ly flawed. In expecting Barack Obama to be 
a 21st-century Franklin Roosevelt they were 
looking forward to a way of governing as well 
as a set of policies, joining a long procession 
of intellectuals and activists who hoped the 
extraordinary set of circumstances that gave 
rise to the New Deal would define the norm. 
As the political scientist Sydney A. Pearson, Jr. 
explained:

When [FDR] took office in 1933 the 
separation of powers effectively ceased 
to function for the first time in a major 
domestic crisis other than civil war. The 
first hundred days of Roosevelt’s admin-
istration saw the executive branch write 
laws in the White House, send them to 
Capitol Hill where they were rubber-
stamped without debate, and enacted 
into law. For a brief period the Ameri-
can people saw how a parliamentary 
system would function.

The first sentiment animating 19th-cen-
tury Progressivism was admiration of par-
liamentary democracy, a system sometimes 
described as dictatorship punctuated by elec-
tions. It has remained appealing ever since to 
intellectuals and activists for whom “the prac-
tice of American democracy meant the insti-
tutionalization of the liberal-progressive agen-
da,” in Pearson’s words. Many liberals were 
enraged that Senate minority leader Mitch 
McConnell could marshal his 41 Republican 
colleagues to exploit the filibuster and other 
procedural arcana to thwart 59 Democratic 
senators as well as President Obama and the 
Democratic majority in the House of Repre-
sentatives. These complaints that the Senate’s 
rules frustrate democracy led to complaints 
that its existence does so: a legislative cham-
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who was then New York’s lieutenant governor, 
told the Times that the most deeply indebted 
jurisdictions did not borrow themselves into 
peril “with bad motives.” Rather, “Ninety-five 
percent of them didn’t understand what they 
were doing. They did it because it was easier 
than taxing people or cutting benefits.”

Considering the question of big govern-
ment from an international perspective, the 
European social democracies that don’t have 
sovereign debt crises are imperiled by ones 
that do. Even if those massive problems are re-
solved without catastrophe, Europe’s welfare 
states still confront demographic tides engulf-
ing their social insurance systems. It appears 
that history played a cruel joke on liberals just 
as they were toasting the advent of their long 
ascendency. Janet Daley of London’s Telegraph 
wrote that Americans in 2008 “elected a gov-
ernment which chose to embark on the social 
democratic experiment at precisely the mo-
ment when its Western European inventors 
were despairing of it, and desperately trying 
to find politically palatable ways of winding it 
down.” In Europe, home of the “post-war phi-
losophy which accepted the state as an unques-
tionable source of benevolence and all-perva-
sive social justice,” according to Daley, “there 
is now a broad understanding that the social 
democratic project itself is unsustainable: that 
it has grown wildly beyond the principles of 
its inception and that the consequences of this 
are not only unaffordable, but positively dam-
aging to national life and character.”

Liberals will object that efforts in America 
and Europe to “reduce—or, at least, to exam-
ine rigorously—the role of government inter-
vention in all areas of social life,” in Daley’s 
words, are entirely the consequence of a severe 
global recession brought on by the excesses 
of capitalism, not by the excesses of efforts 
to make it more stable and less savage. Thus, 
the current travails prove nothing about the 
intrinsic viability of social democracy.

The experience of California, however, one 
of the states most committed to activist gov-
ernment, argues that the only thing more in-
imical to the liberal project’s fiscal health than 
a bad economy is…a good economy. It was in 
1999, when the dot-com boom was turning 
every Silicon Valley nerd into a millionaire, 
inundating California’s state and local govern-
ments with tax revenues, that the state legisla-
ture enacted SB 400, making public workers’ 
pensions considerably more generous. 

State highway patrol officers, for example, 
had their pension benefit formula changed 
from “2 at 50” to “3 at 50.” That is, after 1999 
a patrolman as young as 50 could, with 25 
years of service, retire with 75% of the salary 
he received during the 12-month period in 
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which he was most highly compensated—3% 
of salary for each year on the force. A 30-year 
veteran would receive a pension equal to 90% 
of salary. Those pensions would have equaled 
50% and 60% of peak salary, respectively, un-
der the pre-SB 400, “2 at 50” formula. SB 400 
conferred corresponding pension increases on 
most other state employees, and set in motion 
a process that extended them to California’s 
local government employees as well. All these 
benefits were applied retroactively, indexed 
against inflation, and paired with generous 
health insurance and survivor benefits.

One of the reasons the state legislature 
passed SB 400 with little debate or dissent—
it carried the Assembly by a vote of 70-7, and 
the state senate by 39-0—was that CalPERS, 
the state’s public employee retirement system, 
authoritatively assured lawmakers that, in ef-
fect, the dot-com boom would go on forever. 
Expecting returns on its investment portfolio 
to continue at the rate of the late 1990s for 
at least the next decade, CalPERS advised 
that SB 400’s pension enhancements could 
be implemented “without it costing a dime of 
additional taxpayer money.” When market re-
alities proved very different from this wishful 
thinking, public employers’ obligations to pay 
into pension funds soared, costing the state 
billions of dollars more than CalPERS had 
predicted, and still leaving it and other public 
pension funds severely under-capitalized.

Mondale’s Ghost

“Happy days are here again” did 
not become the New Deal theme 
song by accident. Decades of ex-

perience with liberalism in America and so-
cial democracy in Europe show that social 
welfare commitments, pledges that com-
mentators not otherwise fond of faith-based 
arguments insist must be held “sacred or in-
violate,” are routinely predicated upon robust, 
never-ending economic growth. As a result, 
welfare state obligations chronically exceed 
the revenues meant to cover them by a GDP 
percentage point or two. Or a few. Or a few 
more than a few.

In 1967 Paul Samuelson, one of the fore-
most economists of the past century and a 
leading American apostle of Keynesianism, 
discussed social insurance in a Newsweek col-
umn destined to be quoted repeatedly, always 
by conservatives:

The beauty about social insurance is 
that it is actuarially unsound. Everyone 
who reaches retirement age is given ben-
efit privileges that far exceed anything 
he has paid in. And exceed his payments 

by more than ten times as much (or five 
times, counting in employer payments)!

How is this possible? It stems from 
the fact that the national product is 
growing at compound interest and can 
be expected to do so for as far ahead 
as the eye cannot see. Always there are 
more youths than old folks in a grow-
ing population. More important, with 
real incomes growing at some 3 percent 
per year, the taxable base upon which 
benefits rest in any period are [sic] much 
greater than the taxes paid historically 
by the generation now retired....

Social Security is squarely based on 
what has been called the eighth won-
der of the world—compound interest. 
A growing nation is the greatest Ponzi 
game ever contrived. And that is a fact, 
not a paradox.

Compound interest is a marvel. If a nation’s 
welfare state obligations are growing faster 
than the demographic and economic foun-
dation that must provide for them, however, 
there’s a problem—indeed, a problem that 
compounds over time as the gap between com-
mitments and revenues widens and ultimately 
devastates. A council of philosopher-kings, 
such as the late Professor Samuelson’s fellow 
Nobel laureates in economics, might have the 
wisdom and unfettered power to bend the 
payment and revenue curves until they align. 
But in a democracy where politicians compete 
for the voters’ favor, borrowing is always “eas-
ier than taxing people or cutting benefits,” in 
Lieutenant Governor Ravitch’s words. 

Samuelson’s ode to compound interest ap-
peared late in the afternoon of America’s long 
postwar boom, but was written as though 
1967 was still the morning of an endless, sun-
lit day. Assured by pronouncements like his, 
as the California legislature was assured by 
the CalPERS assessment of SB 400, Con-
gress approved double-digit increases in So-
cial Security four times in the five years after 
1967. Compounded (of course), the increase 
amounted to 71.5%.

Why doesn’t America have a vast, gener-
ous, enveloping welfare state like the ones in 
Europe? Why does the one we do have grow 
so much more slowly than its liberal advo-
cates would like? These questions have been 
the subject or subtext of innumerable semi-
nars at the Brookings Institute and Kennedy 
School of Government, as well as conversa-
tions at the Democratic National Committee 
headquarters. 

I submit that the Occam’s Razor answer 
really is the best explanation: America doesn’t 
have a big welfare state because the American 
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people don’t want one. “Wanting one” does 
not mean telling some polling firm’s dial-and-
smile employee who’s just interrupted your 
dinner that, yes, you “favor” “more” govern-
ment spending on this social need or that so-
cial problem. Such slender, amorphous survey 
data do more to mislead than reveal.

Wanting a big welfare state means agree-
ing to pay for it. That, again, is different from 
telling the intrusive pollster—anonymously, 
hypothetically, non-bindingly—that you’re 
amenable to higher taxes to further some 
good cause. Intensity, which does and should 
matter in a democracy, is a quality public 
opinion surveys measure badly but actual 
elections reflect well. It took Democrats sev-
eral years and electoral defeats to realize, for 
example, that the polling majorities in favor 
of gun control were sirens luring them into 
political danger. It turned out that many 
people in the not-so-small minority opposed 
to gun control were prepared to vote for or 
against a candidate on that basis, while very 
few people who told a pollster they favored 
gun control favored it so avidly that the issue 
determined their vote.

A democratic nation that wants a big welfare 
state, then, is one where a clear, durable major-
ity is willing, even determined, to elect parties 
and politicians who explicitly tell the voters 

that prosperity, decently and harmoniously 
shared, requires much higher levels of govern-
ment services and expenditures, that these 
necessities cannot be rendered without raising 
taxes, and if elected they will do all they can to 
enact such tax increases. Politicians like…well, 
there’s the problem. Politicians like former 
Vice President Walter Mondale, who told the 
1984 Democratic convention, “Mr. Reagan will 
raise taxes, and so will I. He won’t tell you. I 
just did.” Mondale’s candor earned him victo-
ries in the District of Columbia and his native 
Minnesota, forcing President Reagan to cobble 
together an Electoral College majority by car-
rying the other 49 states.

The ghost of Mondale’s promise and subse-
quent defeat has haunted his party since 1984. 

“When campaigning for president, Obama 
had to pledge, as all Democrats since Walter 
Mondale have, that he would never raise a tax 
on middle-income people,” Michael Tomasky 
wrote in 2010. “Obama had to make his sub-
$250,000 pledge, or he probably would have 
lost the election.”

Discrediting Liberalism

The best evidence that the american 
people oppose a European-sized wel-
fare state is the Democrats’ embarrass-

ing contortions to belie their efforts to bring 
about exactly that result. Fears about asking 
voters for the revenue a big welfare state needs 
cause Democrats, as we have seen, to hope 
desperately that a full-throttle economy will 
solve their problem for them by rendering the 
tax question politically moot. When liberal 
politicians acknowledge that tax increases are 
necessary for sustaining and expanding activ-
ist government, they immediately retreat to 
howlers about the feasibility of paying for their 
agenda by holding more than 95% of the coun-
try exempt from higher taxes. Obama “had to 
commit himself, if he wanted to be president, 
to a bad fiscal policy,” according to Tomasky. 
Or, in the opinion of Jonathan Chait, a tireless 
advocate for higher taxes on the affluent, “It 
has become clear that Obama’s pledge not to 
raise taxes at all on anybody earning less than 
$250,000 a year is no longer compatible with 
even the minimal demands of government 
over the next decade.”

When liberals do secure major expansions 
of the welfare state, of which the Patient Pro-
tection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) in 
2010 was the most important in many years, 
they insist their achievement is quite different 
from what it seems to be. Barack Obama bet 
his presidency, in the journalist Ryan Lizza’s 
assessment, on the idea that health care re-
form would also be, or at least be seen as, a 
plan to reduce the federal deficit. The argu-
ment, which originated with Obama’s first 
OMB director, Peter Orszag, was that since 
the federal government already knew how 
to provide much better health care for much 
less money, it needed only a good deal more 
power to “persuade doctors to become more 
efficient health-care providers, thus saving bil-
lions of dollars.” The tortured argument that 
the government could improve its finances by 
giving more assistance to more people caused 
even observers who liked PPACA, such as the 
Atlantic Monthly’s Clive Crook, to deplore the 
politics that carried it to victory:

It is right to provide guaranteed health 
insurance, but wrong to claim this great 
prize could be had, in effect, for nothing. 
Broadly based tax increases and funda-
mental reform to health care delivery 
will be needed to balance the books. 
Denying this was a mistake. What was 
worse—an insult to one’s intelligence, 
really—was to argue as Obama has…
that this reform was, first and foremost, 
a cost-reducing initiative, and a way to 
drive down premiums.

The dilemma is that efforts to advance the 
liberal project, even successful ones, end up 

The U.S. Constitution           A Reader  
 

Edited by the Hillsdale College Politics Department

Featuring 113 primary source 
documents, � e U.S. Constitution: 
A Reader was developed for 
teaching the core course on the U.S. 
Constitution at Hillsdale College.

E D I T E D  B Y  T H E  H I L L S D A L E  C O L L E G E  P O L I T I C S  D E PA R T M E N T

The U.S. Constitution
A Reader  

Divided into eleven sections with introductions 
by members of Hillsdale’s Politics Department 
faculty, readings cover the principles of the 
American founding, the framing and structure of 
the Constitution, the secession crisis and the Civil 
War, the Progressive rejection of the Constitution, 
and the building of the administrative state based 
on Progressive principles.  

Hillsdale College   |    East College Street, Hillsdale, MI     |   hillsdale.edu

HillsdaleUSConstitution.com



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 37

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

discrediting the liberal idea. The journalist 
and blogger Matthew Yglesias lamented the 
unfortunate lesson taught by Obama’s 2008 
campaign: “A platform of no tax increases for 
the bottom 95 percent can win elections, but 
it reinforces rather than debunks the right’s 
fundamental view of the tax question—that 
public services aren’t worth paying for—and 
merely suggests that the correct answer is to 
get someone else to pay for them.” Believing, 

“The most important issue is whether or not 
the government has the revenue needed to 
finance generous spending on social services,” 
Yglesias reminds liberals that their lodestar, 
the “Scandinavian model of a cradle-to-grave 
welfare state” is “financed largely through re-
gressive taxation.”

The problem with trying to secure “enough 
revenue to...implement a transformative do-
mestic agenda,” is that the politics of raising 
taxes “at least a little from a broad group of 
people” is “tricky.” Raising government tax 
revenue to “unprecedented high levels will 
require winning a difficult argument about 
what’s economically feasible.” These difficul-
ties in no way suggest that liberalism has a 
fundamental problem in securing popular 
support. People have always grumbled about 
paying taxes, Yglesias contends, even while 
understanding, “Taxes let people take risks 
with their lives, guarantee a financially se-
cure retirement, educate children, keep our 
roads drivable, pay police, and help ensure 
that the benefits of prosperity are broadly 
shared.”

Only when the virtuous people were de-
ceived and betrayed by conservative dema-
gogues did the tax issue become a dagger 
pointed at liberalism’s heart:

But starting in the late 1970s, politi-
cal entrepreneurs on the right helped 
launch a broad “tax revolt” that com-
pletely changed the public’s view of tax-
ation. Before, higher taxes were a price 
that one might or might not want to 
pay in order to finance an expenditure. 
After, taxes became an unmitigated evil, 
and “to do that, you’d have to raise taxes” 
became an unanswerable objection to 
any policy endeavor.

One problem with this analysis is that 
there is, in fact, an obvious answer to conser-
vatives’ “unanswerable” objection: “Yes, we 
will have to raise taxes, but all of us are going 
to be better off with higher taxes and addi-
tional government programs than with lower 
taxes and fewer policy endeavors.” This obvi-
ous answer, however, is essentially the Mon-
dale tax promise.

People vs. the Powerful

Mondale’s defeat, and the ensuing 
conviction that liberal politicians 
must never again suicidally prom-

ise higher taxes and more extensive welfare 
state benefits, raises another problem with 
Yglesias’s argument. Is it really the case that 
the tax revolt “completely changed the public’s 
view of taxation?” This version of recent histo-
ry ascribes remarkable powers to conservative 

“political entrepreneurs,” like the ones who 
thought up California’s Proposition 13 and 
guided it to a landslide victory in June 1978. 

It also ascribes remarkable stupidity to the 
American people. For many years they made 
the rudimentary connection between the level 
of taxes and the level of government benefits, 
which meant they were at least amenable to 
arguments that their interests would be well-
served by “generous spending on social ser-
vices.” All it took, however, were preposterous 
conservative claims that taxes are “an unmiti-
gated evil” for them to abandon their long 
years of clear, responsible thinking. 

Everyone in politics, across the ideological 
spectrum, is susceptible to the “Howell Raines 
Fallacy,” named by Mickey Kaus in honor of a 
former New York Times editorial page editor, 
and describing that page’s “easy assumption 

that one’s righteous views are shared by the 
great and good American People.” Conserva-
tives, however, standing athwart history yell-
ing Stop, are better prepared to take political 
setbacks in stride. We expected them, after 
all, and have the further consolation of seeing 
our hell-in-a-handbasket analyses vindicated. 

The cognitive dissonance liberals suffer 
when their own righteous views are not shared 
by the people is far more acute, being so dif-
ficult to reconcile with liberalism’s master-
narrative. “Standing up for ‘the people, not the 
powerful’…is the Democratic Party’s meaning 
and mission,” former Vice President Al Gore 
wrote in 2002. The “struggle between the peo-
ple and the powerful was at the heart of every 
major domestic issue” during his 2000 presi-
dential campaign and remains “the central dy-
namic of politics.” There is no easy way, start-
ing from that premise, to account for evidence 
that the people are tuning out or even standing 
up to liberal meliorists, whose purpose in life 
is standing up for them against the powerful.

Thus, liberals believe that Americans, deep 
down, want a Scandinavian welfare state, or 
would if only they understood its virtues. 
Yglesias shows that liberals are so committed 
to this idea that they are prepared to imply 
strongly that if Americans don’t want what 
liberals want for them it’s because they can’t 
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more votes Walter Mondale might have lost 
had he jettisoned the vague commitment 
to “raise taxes” in favor of the bold promise 
to increase them by 40%, which is what add-
ing a tenth of GDP to the tax bill would have 
meant in 2010, and you grasp the essence of 
the liberal dilemma. 

The Terms

Thus, there’s no reason to anticipate 
that the attractions of a much bigger 
welfare state will be a lever liberals can 

use to pry unprecedented tax increases from 
American voters. Liberals thought the crisis 
of 2009, if they didn’t let it go to waste, would 
guarantee them an era of hegemony. The cir-
cumstances greeting the Democrats turned 
out to be unpropitious in one crucial respect, 
however. The ability of Social Security and 
Medicare to withstand the demographic wave 
of baby boomers, who were just beginning to 
enroll in the programs as Obama settled into 
his new job, raised the question of whether 
America could afford the welfare state it al-
ready had, gravely complicating efforts to 
persuade the people to endorse an even big-
ger one.

The corresponding political question is 
whether conservatives can use resistance to 
tax increases as a lever to move the electorate 
to accept a welfare state significantly smaller 
than the one sprawling up and out from the 
foundations laid by the New Deal and Great 
Society. The fiscal policies put forward by Paul 
Ryan, the Republican chairman of the House 
Budget Committee, are best understood as an 
attempt to accomplish this goal. Ryan’s ap-
proach tells voters that if federal taxes are to 
be maintained at their historic levels, around 
18% of GDP, big changes will have to be made 
in the welfare state. His proposal, for example, 
turns Medicaid into a block-grant program, 
and changes Medicare from a defined-benefit 
to a defined-contribution insurance system.

Will that dog hunt? The early indications 
are that voters aren’t stampeding to embrace 
Ryan’s approach. A few weeks after he un-
veiled his proposal the Democrats made it, 
especially the Medicare changes, the basis of 
their successful campaign in a special election 
for a New York House seat, in a reddish up-
state district (NY-26) Republicans had held 
in the adverse elections of 2006 and 2008.

And yet. It’s highly unlikely that our fiscal 
problems will be decided entirely on conser-
vative terms, where government spending is 
ratcheted down to permit the continuation of 
tax levels Americans have grown accustomed 
to. It’s also unlikely they will be resolved en-
tirely on liberal terms, where taxes ratchet up 

Why doesn’t America 
have a vast, generous, 

enveloping welfare 
state like the ones 

in Europe? Because 
the American people 

don’t want one.

understand it. (He refrained, at least, from 
echoing Jane Smiley, the novelist who blamed 
John Kerry’s defeat in 2004 on the fact that 

“red state types, above all, do not want to be 
told what to do—they prefer to be ignorant. 
As a result, they are virtually unteachable.”)

Such are the lengths liberals will go to 
banish the thought that the people reject the 
liberal agenda despite understanding it, or 
perhaps even because they understand it. In 
fact, there are good reasons to doubt that in 
or about June 1978 human nature changed. 
In the aftermath of the tax revolt people view 
taxes pretty much the way they always have, 
as “a price that one might or might not want 
to pay in order to finance an expenditure.” The 
problem is that people don’t want to pay high-
er taxes because they think the expenditures 
liberals keep recommending don’t sound like 
they’re worth it. The people might, for exam-
ple, resist the idea that the dramatic expansion 
of social welfare programs will have wondrous 
results because they have a feeling—vague, 
perhaps, but not unfounded—that we have 
already experienced a quasi-dramatic expan-
sion of social welfare programs, one that has 
had sub-wondrous results. 

Updating some of the statistics in Never 
Enough’s first chapter, in 2010 the federal gov-
ernment spent $7,369 per American through 
its Human Resources programs (Social Se-
curity; all other income support programs; 
Medicare; all other health programs; and 
all programs in education, job training, and 
social services). Adjusted for inflation, those 
per capita outlays were twice as high as they 
had been in 1989, 3.1 times as high as in 1974, 
and 4.4 times as high as in 1970. Are the 
most vulnerable among us twice as numerous 
as they were 20 years ago, and four times as 
numerous as 40 years ago? Or have the most 
vulnerable been rendered 50 or 75% less vul-
nerable than they were two and four decades 
ago? If not, and if we rule out the possibility 
that Americans today have amnesia about the 
Third World quality of life we endured in 1989 
or 1970 before government programs rescued 
us from squalor and misery, we have to rule 
in the possibility we’ve built a welfare state 
that has earned a dubious achievement award 
in the category of spending lots of money to 
little effect. 

Never Enough argued that America’s wel-
fare state would be leaner, fairer, and more ef-
fective if its programs were means-tested, so 
that we radically curtailed the provision of 
public benefits to the least vulnerable among 
us. Means-testing is a necessary condition 
for a politically and economically sustainable 
welfare state but not, however, a sufficient one. 
The parts of the welfare state that are already 

means-tested have grown dramatically, even 
though the problems those programs are 
meant to alleviate do not seem markedly less 
severe. A 2009 Heritage Foundation study of 
71 means-tested welfare programs found that 
expenditures on such programs had increased 
from 1.2% of GDP in 1964 to 5% of a far larg-
er GDP in 2008, and were on track to aver-
age 6% of GDP for each year in the decade 
after 2008. The $714 billion spent on these 
programs in 2008, $522 billion by the federal 
government and $192 billion by the states, 
worked out to $16,800 for each American liv-
ing below the poverty line in 2008. Even di-
vided among people with incomes up to twice 
the poverty level ($44,400 per year for a fam-
ily of four in 2008), who are eligible for many 
means-tested programs, each one would have 
received about $7,000.

An American voter, then, need not be 
greedy, bigoted, callous, or fanatical—or in 

the thrall of political operatives who are—
to conclude that the startling tax increases 
needed to secure the blessings of a European 
cradle-to-grave welfare state are distinctly 
resistible. Denmark, France, Germany, and 
Sweden all devote more than a fourth of their 
GDPs to government social spending, accord-
ing to the latest figures (2007) from the Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development. The United States allocates 
less than one-sixth of GDP for those pur-
poses. To have spent an additional 10 GDP 
percentage points on social programs in 2010 
would have cost roughly $1.45 trillion, and 
allowed America to emulate “the most de-
cent societies in human history,” according 
to Paul Krugman’s recent characterization 
of Europe’s social democracies. It would also 
require, absent still more government borrow-
ing, a tax increase of about $12,800 for every 
household or, if we honor President Obama’s 
promise about shielding non-affluent fami-
lies from higher taxes, an increase averaging 
$256,000 on each household in the top 5% of 
the income distribution. Imagine how many 
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to cover the promises the welfare state has al-
ready made, and then go up a lot more to pay 
for the additional promises liberals want it to 
make. A resolution that prevents a national 
bankruptcy, whether achieved in one grand 
bargain or through a series of policy changes 
taking place over several election cycles, is 
almost certainly going to fall somewhere be-
tween these two poles.

The question of whether the compromise 
will be made largely on liberal or on conser-
vative terms depends on which side has the 
upper hand, politically, in the negotiations. 
That, in turn, will depend on the choice 
the American people make once it becomes 
clear to them that they must make a choice. 
Do they want a welfare state that can be 
sustained by a tax burden in line with the 
one we have known since the 1980s? Or do 
they want significantly higher, broadly ap-
plied taxes, in order to continue expanding 
the New Deal-Great Society welfare state, 
thereby rejecting the idea of making funda-
mental changes to it?

Elections like the one in NY-26 don’t 
prove that when push comes to shove the 
voters will break in the Democrats’ direc-
tion. Rather than choosing high taxes over 
a limited welfare state, the voters may have 
been expressing the hope that such a choice, 
which America has postponed for many years, 
is one we can go on postponing. Democrats 
did not win, in other words, by asking voters 
to choose between Paul Ryan’s Medicare plan 
and instituting a national Value Added Tax. 
They won by encouraging the belief that the 
indefinite continuation of Medicare wouldn’t 
require any difficult choices. The fiscal arith-
metic argues that this hope, like so much else 
about our welfare state, cannot be sustained 
indefinitely. 

Dieting the Beast

The assessment in never enough i 
now question most strongly is that 
supply-side tax cuts turned out to be 

of little value to conservatives in their efforts 
to reduce and ultimately reverse the growth 
of the welfare state. The basis for dismissing 
the “starve the beast” argument that tax cuts 
would ultimately force spending cuts is that 
the beast is ravenous, but not fussy. It will 
devour dollars that have been borrowed as 
eagerly as ones that have been taxed. As the 
journalist Jonathan Rauch put it, the trans-
formation of “a limited-government move-
ment into an anti-tax movement” has meant 
that conservatism “is not starving the beast. It 
is fueling the beast’s appetite. And the beast 
has a credit card.”

Sovereign credit cards also have credit lim-
its, however, as events on trading floors and in 
election booths since 2009 have reminded us. 
Perhaps—the question will be settled in mar-
kets and elections in coming years—tax cuts 
do starve the beast, but only after we’ve ap-
proached the point where borrowing can no 
longer make up for the revenue not generated 
by taxes politicians are afraid to raise. Con-
servatives can take hope on this point from 
Matthew Yglesias’s gloomy prediction that 
by ruling out tax increases on anyone making 
less than $250,000, Obama and the Demo-
crats have made “something approximating 
Ryanism inevitable.”

Conservatives could help their cause and 
their country by following Congressman 
Ryan’s lead in making clear that their goal is 
not to starve the beast, which implies it will 
die, but to come up with a diet that reconciles 
the welfare state’s genuine needs to the food 
supply’s limits. The historical data, some of it 

presented in Never Enough, show that as na-
tions prosper their welfare states have always 
expanded. It’s plausible for democratic elec-
torates to decide that economic growth gives 
a society the leeway to direct a portion of its 
additional income into public programs while 
the rest is consumed or invested privately.

Though the alternative path has hardly 
ever been taken, it is equally plausible. A de-
mocracy could conclude that a growing econ-
omy means that a welfare state with a clearly 
defined mission, as opposed to one where the 
goal posts are constantly receding as we move 
toward them, can be financed by spending a 
decreasing portion of the nation’s increasing 
wealth. This is exactly the approach we have 
taken with defense spending. In 1953, at the 
height of the Korean War, America devoted 
14.2% of GDP to national defense. In 2010 
we spent 4.8%. By this measure, our defense 
spending has declined by two thirds. But 
America today is a much richer country than 
it was in 1953. Measured in real dollars rather 
than GDP points, we spent 20% more for de-
fense in 2010 than we did in 1953. There is 
no obvious reason why the same logic should 
not permit welfare state spending to grow in 
absolute terms, if necessary, while shrinking 
relative to a larger economy. If the aversion to 
taxes and the limits of borrowing mean that 
we are approaching a time when it becomes 
impossible to do welfare state business the old 
way, then conservatives will get an opportu-
nity, perhaps soon, to persuade America to try 
a new one.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books. This essay is adapted 
from the preface to the new paperback edition of 
Never Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare 
State (Encounter Books).



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 40

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Book Review by Patrick Chamorel

Specter of Decline
Mélancolie Française, by Éric Zemmour. 

Librairie Arthème Fayard, 256 pages, 17 €

La France est-elle Finie?, by Jean-Pierre Chevènement. 
Librairie Arthème Fayard, 320 pages, 19 €

Is france doomed? and would its demise 
be a Gallic tragedy only, or signal the dis-
mal prospects of European nation-states 

in general, as well as those in other parts of 
the world founded by Europeans? 

The specter of decline haunted French 
society after 1870, 1918, and 1940. Two 
prominent French authors now offer brilliant, 
in-depth analyses of a nation that has relin-
quished its sense of mission, and the desire 
to succeed or even survive. Both Éric Zem-
mour’s Mélancolie Française and Jean-Pierre 
Chevènement’s La France est-elle Finie? are er-
udite, thoroughly researched, tightly reasoned, 
and elegantly written. 

Zemmour is a well-known political colum-
nist for the center-right newspaper Le Figaro, 
a ubiquitous debater on television, and one 

of the rare public intellectuals on his side of 
the political ledger. Predictably, the Left has 
turned him into its bête noire, devoting entire 
books to discrediting him. Last year, several 
far-Left organizations had him condemned 
by the courts for hate speech after he declared 
that “French people from immigrant stock are 
more frequently controlled by the police be-
cause most drug dealers are black and Arabs; 
this is a fact!” In the national debate on free-
dom of speech that ensued, Zemmour sarcas-
tically remarked that anti-French and “reverse 
racist” lyrics, for example in rap songs, do not 
draw the same ire from the politically correct. 

Among Zemmour’s supporters during 
his widely-publicized trial was Jean-Pierre 
Chevènement, the former leader of the So-
cialist Party’s left wing, several times a cabi-

net minister and presidential hopeful. Even 
though they come from opposite ends of the 
political spectrum, the two authors share a be-
lief in the nation-state, national identity, and 
what the French call “the authority of the state.” 
Their common foes believe attachments tran-
scending the nation—to Europe, the human 
race, or the environment—or multicultural 
ones fragmenting it should dominate and 
ultimately extinguish nationalism. The over-
arching conviction that prompted Zemmour 
and Chevènement to write their books is that, 
for the first time in its tumultuous and glori-
ous history, France’s survival as a nation-state 
is under threat. The reason: the combined 
assaults of European integration, globalized 
markets, and the growing attraction of multi-
culturalism as a way to integrate immigrants. 
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The books follow distinct paths of in-
quiry. Zemmour embraces the grand epic 
of France’s history since the birth of the na-
tion in 496, when, according to the Historia 
Francorum by Gregory of Tours, the Catholic 
baptism of King Clovis established France’s 
political and religious identity. Zemmour’s 
revisionist interpretation of that history pos-
its that France’s vocation from the start has 
been to emulate and succeed the Roman 
Empire. France modeled its approach to in-
tegrating foreign people and territories on 
Rome’s, in search of a new “Pax Romana.” Yet 
despite successes under Charlemagne, Louis 
XIV, the Revolution, Napoleon, and more re-
cently at the launch of European integration, 
it fell short of establishing a lasting empire 
that would comprise most of the Benelux, the 
Rhineland, and Northern Italy. Hence, Zem-
mour’s book title Mélancolie Française reflects 
the country’s waning sense of identity and 
self-confidence even before the world came to 
be dominated by continent-size nation-states, 
masses, and markets. 

Chevènement confines his intellec-
tual inquiry to the last half-century, 
making clear that “A nation need not 

become an empire to succeed…. Waterloo 
did not prevent the message of the Revolu-
tion from spreading across Europe.” His 
model is the nation-state inherited from the 
1789 Revolution. In this “meditation on how 
France came to doubt of herself,” he leaves 
open the possibility of another national re-
bound, but without specifying how and when. 
For Zemmour, on the contrary, France has 
long been on a downhill slope and is about to 
perish as a nation-state from the same causes 
Rome did: less from enemy invasions than 
from losing control of its own territory and 
failing to turn its own Visigoths into fervent 
patriots.

Both Zemmour and Chevènement concur 
with the late historian Fernand Braudel that 

“France’s great and permanent tragedy since 
the 16th century” is, paradoxically, the result 
of its enviable geographic position. France 
could define its grand strategy and place in the 
world in relation to the European continent, 
or in terms of the open seas of the Atlantic 
and Mediterranean. Never forced to choose 
or combine, England benefitted from the clar-
ity of being dealt only one option. 

According to Zemmour, France’s decline 
started not in the 19th but the 18th century. 
Its causes are two-fold. Externally, Britain’s 
determination to prevent a “Pax Franca” on 
the continent favored the rise of a united 
Germany as well as anti-French coalitions—
provided these powers did not interfere with 

Britain’s interests in the open sea. Unlike 
Britain, Catholic France chose not to rely on 
private finance to fund its overseas expansion, 
or on emigration to secure its conquered ter-
ritories. It is no small irony that the largest 
flow of emigration, by the Huguenots fol-
lowing Louis XIV’s revocation of the edict of 
Nantes in 1685, primarily benefitted France’s 
enemies. Over time, France became unable 
to stop Britain on the sea, while Britain suc-
ceeded in undermining French dominance on 
the continent. 

But Zemmour also argues that, more than 
its rivals, France was inclined to prefer a frag-
ile peace over the pursuit of its own interests. 
He ascribes this failure to France’s “pacifist” 
inclination. After pointing to Louis XV and 
Talleyrand’s shortcomings, Zemmour even 
indicts Napoleon for failing to exploit his vic-
tory over the Prussians at Jena in 1806, al-
lowing a vengeful Marshal Blücher to tilt the 
outcome at Waterloo. In the mid-19th centu-
ry, leaders of the Romantic movement, such 
as poet and politician Alphonse de Lamar-

and objectivity. His provocative argument 
manages to confirm the liberals’ distorted 
view of France as “nationalist,” as well as ev-
erybody else’s equally flawed image of a “paci-
fist” France. Has France made more strategic 
mistakes and had more missed opportunities 
than its rivals? Did these result from pacifism 
or its internal divisions, political instability, 
and available means and objectives? Paradoxi-
cally, Zemmour fuels the “Blame France First” 
mood he otherwise, justly, denounces. Yet, 
unlike the Left, he tries to rehabilitate power 
as the nation’s legitimate goal, and military 
strength as a legitimate way to achieve it. This 
alone goes a long way towards explaining why 
his opponents hate him. 

Chevènement and zemmour point to 
European integration as today’s cause 
célèbre of the pacifists. The Left’s em-

brace of Europe is in line with the shift of mes-
sianic nationalism from Left to Right since 
the middle of the 19th century. One disturb-
ing implication of that shift is documented by 
the Israeli historian Simon Epstein in Le Para-
doxe Français (2008), discussed by Zemmour. 
According to Epstein, many in the higher ech-
elons of the Vichy government came not from 
the Right, as is widely assumed, but from the 
Left. They were attracted by the prospect of 
peace in a fraternal albeit German-dominated 
Europe. In the process, these Vichyists, often 
pro-Dreyfus in their youth, adopted the anti-
Semitism of their likely saviors. Most French 
nationalists joined Charles de Gaulle rather 
than Pétain. Epstein’s stunning paradox ex-
plains why the Left was so keen to demonize 
Vichy as a “fascist” regime: in one stroke, they 
exonerated themselves and discredited the 
Right for decades. Zemmour sums it up best: 

“The Right perished from a crime committed 
by the Left.” 

European unification within the bound-
aries of the Carolingian empire was France’s 
last attempt to establish its “Pax Romana.” 
Both Vichy Leftists and European federal-
ists guided by Jean Monnet were convinced 
that lasting peace required nation-states to 
wither away. Zemmour and Chevènement 
try to debunk the illusion that the world 
has entered a post-national phase, pointing 
out that today’s great and rising powers are…
strong nation-states.

Once again, France was frustrated in its 
quest for empire. Europe became too large, 
too market-oriented, too divided politically, 
and too German. America and Britain have 
successfully prevented a French-dominated 
but not a German-dominated Europe. Yet, 
pro-Europeans in France echo their Vichy 
forbears: “France has missed its European 

tine, welcomed the “liberal” German unity 
inspired by the French nation-state and im-
proved by the absence of militarism! Social-
ist leader Jean Jaurès advocated pacifism until 
his assassination on the eve of the declaration 
of war in 1914. 

Zemmour criticizes Marshal Philippe Pé-
tain, of course, but surprises by condemning 
his choices in World War I no less than his 
role in World War II. The hero of Verdun 
stopped General Robert Nivelle in his tracks 
at Chemin des Dames in 1917 to save lives 
and prevent mutinies, even though Nivelle 
was “potentially on his way to Berlin.” Ameri-
can participation in the final victory allowed 
Woodrow Wilson and David Lloyd George 
to deny Georges Clémenceau the left bank of 
the Rhine in the 1919 peace settlement, in the 
hope of avoiding more German humiliation. 
Viewing Germany as the “victim of Versailles,” 
France’s allies deterred it from using force 
after Hitler reoccupied the de-militarized 
Rhineland in 1936. Britain’s traditional view 
of France as too powerful and a greater threat 
than Germany survived into the 1930s. 

Much criticism can be—and has been—
offered about Zemmour’s historical accuracy 

Self-hatred is the 
favorite French way 

of coping with a sense 
of decline. 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 42

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

opportunity, but a German Europe is better 
than a nationalist France.”

Chevènement’s intellectual puzzle is “why 
has the Left sacrificed its soul—the nation-
state, the universalist/egalitarian model 
of integration of foreigners, and socialism 
itself—to an economically liberal Europe 
and multiculturalism? Even the Gaullists re-
nounced the nation for Europe’s sake.” Once 
a close ally of François Mitterrand, Chevène-
ment explores the reasons that led the former 
president to take that “fateful turn.” Less than 
two years into his failed socialist experiment, 
Mitterrand changed his message: “I can’t give 
you socialism, but I can give you Europe.” He 
did not purposely use Europe as a cover for 
economic liberalization, which did not appeal 
to him, but neither did he challenge that kind 
of Europe either, in an effort to avoid France’s 

“isolation.” The author’s conclusion is that, af-
ter the debacle of June 1940, Mitterrand—
who was born the year of Verdun—lost faith 
in France’s ability to survive on its own as a 
nation-state. For most French elites, recovery 
under de Gaulle was a mere parenthesis, the 
last hurrah in an unstoppable downfall. 

Chevènement is wrong to believe 
that France did not benefit from Eu-
rope. External pressure greatly facili-

tated internal reforms, the political blame for 
which was conveniently directed at Brussels, 
not Paris. But market reforms are exactly 
what Chevènement, who still believes in the 
obsolete dirigiste model, wants to avoid. With 
the rest of the Left, he’d rather denounce what 
he perceives as an ever-harsher form of capi-
talism than emphasize France’s reluctance to 
reform. The socialist platform for the 2012 
presidential elections evokes the Beatles’ song 

“Back in the USSR”: more public employees 
and social programs, and increasing taxes on 
the rich. Plus ça change…. 

More convincing is the denunciation by 
both authors of multiculturalism. The tradi-
tional universalist, egalitarian French model 
of integration emphasized citizenship at the 
expense of ethnic, racial, and religious alle-
giances. That model is now unraveling in the 
face of massive immigration, combined with 
the anti-assimilationist ideology of left-wing 
activists and European bureaucrats. 

Chevènement asks the crucial question: 
“How can a nation that does not like itself suc-
ceed at integrating immigrants?” A nation that 
has lost its self-confidence is an easy target for 
the foes in its midst, who stand ready to de-
liver the final blow. The description of French 
history as a succession of crimes against eth-
nic and racial communities lays the ground-

work for retrospective guilt over colonialism 
and demands for open-ended repentance. 

Self-hatred is indeed the favorite French 
way of coping with a sense of decline. In 
2005, for example, President Jacques Chirac 
cancelled the celebration for the bicentennial 
of the victory at Austerlitz, on the grounds 
that Napoleon reinstated the slave trade out-
lawed by the Revolution. Deploring the great 
pressure put on long-term French citizens to 
adapt to immigrants, compared to the weak 
and diffident efforts to induce immigrants 
to emulate or even accommodate the ways of 
the native French, Chevènement comes to the 
conclusion that “there is no longer a dominant 
French culture; it has lost its identity, its legit-
imacy and attractiveness at home and abroad.” 

In an illuminating book, fractures 
Françaises, social geographer Christophe 
Guilluy further documents Zemmour’s 

analysis. Immigrants, especially Muslims, in-
creasingly live and marry among themselves. 
They are no longer adjusted to French soci-
ety by the white working-class, which now 
has left the banlieues—urban neighborhoods 
dominated by public housing projects—to re-
settle in exurbs and rural areas. Misusing the 
analogy of the black American ghetto of the 
1950s and ’60s, the political Left, along with 
most American observers, has concluded that 
segregation is motivated primarily by racism. 

Guilluy and Zemmour beg to differ: the 
reasons for the working-class exodus have 
more to do with socio-economic factors and 
crime than racist attitudes, which most social 
scientists have found to be almost non-exis-
tent. Hence, Guilluy’s insistence, in line with 
Edward Banfield’s argument about America 
in The Unheavenly City (1970), that “crime 
creates the ghetto, not the other way around.” 
In addition, contrary to the conventional wis-
dom, the banlieues are neither isolated nor 
confining—they were once populated by the 
middle-class and their residents are highly 
mobile. Thanks to drug trafficking, welfare 
benefits, and the presence of more, not fewer, 
public services than in the rest of the country, 
the banlieues are less poor than many of the 
working-class exurbs. Yet, for the Left, im-
migrants are the new proletariat, so riots and 
crime are the legitimate expression of the new 
communitarian struggle. No wonder the Left 
is soft on crime!

The prospect for more integrated neighbor-
hoods is clearly hampered by the anti-assimi-
lationists’ reluctance to socialize immigrants 
into the French culture. A minimum wage set 
too high to make those lacking qualifications 
employable, coupled with over-generous wel-

fare and unemployment benefits, further im-
pedes integration. 

Jean-Marie Le Pen’s far-Right party, the 
National Front, now led by his daughter Ma-
rine, is no more racist than most of its sup-
porters. It has become the party of those in 
the working- and middle-classes who have 
been left behind. Hit hardest by globalization, 
these people are also alienated by the ideol-
ogy of multiculturalism. Unlike the “Ameri-
canized elites” and “Islamicized immigrants” 
(to use Zemmour’s words) who ignore them 
at best and call them racists at worst, these 
citizens still believe in national identity, pa-
triotism, and the work ethic. 

At the other end of the political spectrum, 
the Left, comprising public employees, bour-
geois bohemians in the cities, intellectuals, and 
immigrants, is split between rigid defenders of 
laïcité (secularism) and multiculturalists, who 
prefer tortured arguments about the benignity 
of Islamist extremism to uttering a word criti-
cal of a Muslim minority. The Left has man-
aged to downplay these tensions by focusing on 
what it believes are France’s two main curses: 
growing social inequalities induced by global-
ization (notwithstanding the fact that income 
distribution in France is the most egalitarian 
of all Western democracies), and President 
Nicholas Sarkozy’s policies on immigration 
and crime, allegedly inspired by the National 
Front. The Left’s policy proposals are testi-
mony to its unreconstructed ideology and its 
radicalization in the face of the financial crisis. 

The success or failure to integrate 
immigrants will determine what kind 
of country France will turn out to be in 

the future. Muslims, doubling in numbers ev-
ery 15 years, a growth rate four times higher 
than the indigenous population, are expected 
by some demographers to constitute a ma-
jority in France by 2050. Sarkozy has been 
criticized by the far-Right for too much legal 
and illegal immigration, as well as the lack of 
results on integration and crime. Conversely, 
he has been chastised by the Left for even 
timidly trying to regulate immigration and 
for referring to “national identity.” For the 
first time in national elections, ethnic voting 
has become an important factor, which could 
give the Left an overwhelming advantage in 
2012. Let’s hope Zemmour is proven wrong 
when he asserts: “The paradox is that by the 
time demographics might help put France 
back into the lead in Europe, France will have 
ceased to exist as a nation.”

Patrick Chamorel is a senior resident scholar at  
the Stanford in Washington program.
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Essay by Colin Dueck

How Wars End

Last june, president obama announced 
that “the tide of war is receding” in Af-
ghanistan. Actually it is the tide of 

Americans that is receding, under Obama’s 
own instructions. Public opinion within the 
United States is tiring of the Afghan conflict. 
The welcome demise of Osama bin Laden is 
taken as a further argument for winding up 
and coming home. Yet the war in Afghanistan 
is likely to go on. Obama normally refuses to 
speak of warfare in terms of victory or defeat, 
and in this he is a faithful representative of 
contemporary Western elite opinion. The fact 
is, however, that wars today usually end in 
the same way they always have: one side wins. 
Will the United States win the war in Af-
ghanistan, and more broadly, the war against 
al-Qaeda? Or will it convince itself that con-
clusive victory is impossible, after a decade of 
tremendous effort?

The Bargaining Model

In contemporary political science, the 
leading approach to the study of war ter-
mination is known as the bargaining mod-

el. Drawn from rational-choice theory, this 

model posits that the main cause of war is 
poor or incomplete information. If potential 
belligerents understood perfectly their rela-
tive strengths and weaknesses, there would 
be no need for war in the first place. Instead, 
a political agreement would be reached be-
forehand based upon the true, existing, and 
known balance of power. In these assump-
tions, violent hostilities can only begin when 
the combatants disagree about their relative 
strengths or ability to achieve certain politi-
cal goals. War itself then becomes the cru-
cial testing ground for the relative power of 
the two sides. The battlefield reveals, in the 
most brutally honest way, the true capabilities 
of each belligerent. Once combat settles the 
question of who is stronger, a peace agreement 
is reached on that basis. Diplomatic negotia-
tions are therefore not antithetical to warfare; 
they are the inevitable political expression of 
military facts on the ground. Warfare is a 
kind of tacit bargaining process in which com-
batants test their strength, precisely in order 
to determine a realistic basis for a reasonably 
durable peacetime settlement.

Such at least is the starting point for the 
bargaining model of war, which has been im-

mensely influential in recent years. Yet in real-
ity many factors prevent an easy resolution of 
hostilities between wartime belligerents. It is 
not as though combatants simply fight, gain 
better information about one another’s capa-
bilities, and then conclude peace agreements 
in a straightforward way. Three noteworthy 
new books on war termination draw attention 
to these complicating factors. Elizabeth Stan-
ley’s Paths to Peace (2009), Dan Reiter’s How 
Wars End (2009), and Gideon Rose’s How 
Wars End (2010) look at how actual wars have 
ended, from the American Civil War to the 
war in Iraq. Stanley’s book is the best scholarly 
analysis and revision so far of the bargaining 
model of war termination. Rose’s book is more 
accessible and less theoretical, explaining why 
U.S. officials have tended during wartime to 
plan inadequately for postwar arrangements. 
But the real point of comparison among them 
is their modifications to the bargaining mod-
el. Stanley, an assistant professor of security 
studies at Georgetown University, thinks that 
wartime leaders become overly invested politi-
cally and psychologically in the continuation 
of combat, requiring changes in one or more 
side’s governing coalition before a peace agree-

The Triumph of the Victor; drawing by Elliott Banfield after a painting by Peter Paul Rubens. 
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ment can be reached. For Dan Reiter, profes-
sor and chair of political science at Emory 
University, belligerents often look for total 
victory on the battlefield in order to elimi-
nate fears that the other side will not keep the 
peace. Gideon Rose, editor of Foreign Affairs, 
argues that combatants work on assumptions 
drawn from the lessons of history that get in 
the way of a sensible postwar settlement. All 
three authors, in other words, build upon the 
bargaining model but introduce some type of 
complication that frequently impedes a timely 
and rational peace agreement.

Liberal Assumptions

As one can see, certain of the tacit 
assumptions and implications of the 
rational-choice model of war tend to 

align quietly but comfortably with a philo-
sophically liberal view of the world. The first 
such assumption is that warfare is inherently 
irrational and explicable only by some sort of 
cognitive or institutional dysfunction. The 
second is that a timely peace agreement end-
ing any given war is obviously to be desired. 
The third is that anything getting in the way 
of such an agreement is to be deplored. As 
is often the case in academic writings, these 
assumptions are not spelled out but simply 
taken for granted.

So, for example, in the case of the Korean 
War, Stanley, Reiter, and Rose all bemoan the 
inability of the various combatants to come to 
a peaceful settlement in 1951 or 1952 rather 
than 1953. American officials, in particular, 
are chastised for their insistence that prisoners 
of war from Communist countries be allowed 
to decide whether to defect or return home—a 
major sticking point in cease-fire negotiations 
during the latter half of the war. But none of 
the authors fully addresses the question of 
whether the American demand was right or 
wrong. It is not obvious that the forcible and 
unwilling return of prisoners of war to slav-
ery, torture, or death at the hands of various 
totalitarian regimes was a trivial or unworthy 
matter. In any case, as all three scholars rec-
ognize, the crucial obstacle to an armistice in 
1951-52 was Stalin’s determination that the 
Korean conflict be used to tie down and bleed 
American forces far away from Europe. Only 
after Stalin died in March 1953 did Moscow 
countenance a Korean cease-fire.

The Korean case illustrates a general prob-
lem with the bargaining model, at least as it 
is commonly employed by political scientists 
today. It is not peace alone, or peace regard-
less of cost, but the precise terms of peace 
that ought to be our chief concern. More-
over, there are at least two ways of reaching 

a peace settlement: to concede whatever the 
other side wants, or to persevere and escalate 
until one forces concessions or surrender on 
the other side. The second path is historical-
ly common, and in many cases both morally 
admirable and operationally plausible. Yet 
academic writings on the subject tend with 
amazing frequency to dismiss this approach 

would succumb to German domination. Cold 
War conflicts in Korea and Vietnam deter-
mined whether those countries would come 
under Communist totalitarian rule. And 
the first Gulf War determined whether Ku-
wait would fall to Saddam Hussein’s tyranny. 
These were each strategically important, mor-
ally worthy questions that in the end could 
only be settled by war. None of these ques-
tions would have been settled satisfactorily by 
having the great Western democracies simply 
concede the issue. The Union persevered and 
escalated its military efforts under Abraham 
Lincoln until it wore out the Confederacy. 
The Western allies persevered and escalated 
their efforts in 1917-18 until the German 
army collapsed. The U.S. persevered in Korea, 
and threatened escalation under Eisenhower, 
until it secured both Communist concessions 
on the POW issue and the freedom of South 
Korea. President George H.W. Bush perse-
vered and escalated an American response to 
Saddam Hussein in 1990-91 that resulted in 
the liberation of Kuwait. And in the one case 
mentioned where the U.S. effectively con-
ceded, the outcome was hardly satisfactory: 
namely, the total submission of Vietnam to 
Communist and Soviet-allied one-party rule. 
The most obvious lesson from all of these cas-
es is not that warfare is inherently senseless, 
or that military escalation cannot work, but 
that war sometimes settles morally significant 
questions by force and tenacity.

Our War

Today, the united states is engaged in 
a worldwide struggle with militant Is-
lamist terrorists and insurgents—a true 

war and one that has already lasted decades, 
as Thomas Donnelly and Frederick Kagan of 
the American Enterprise Institute point out 
in their Lessons for a Long War (2010). Many 
Westerners would like to think that the stakes 
of this war are not vital; that it is all the result 
of some terrible misunderstanding; that the 
United States itself may be primarily to blame; 
and that in any case we can and should disen-
gage ourselves at little cost. Similar arguments 
were made in every one of the historical cases 
mentioned earlier. But the jihadists under-
stand the nature of this struggle better than we 
do. All we have to do is listen to them, since 
they are happy to state their claim. They say 
very clearly and with obvious conviction that 
they aim at the restoration of a trans-national 
Islamic caliphate; the overthrow of secular gov-
ernments within the Arab world and beyond; 
the complete ejection of Western influence 
from the non-Western world; the restoration 
of Islamic rule in historically Muslim territo-
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as necessarily futile, counter-productive, and 
war-mongering.

An alternative understanding might point 
out the following historical pattern. The 
U.S. Civil War determined whether slavery 
or the American Union would survive. The 
two world wars determined whether Europe 
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Obama’s Wars

Woodward’s modus operandi 
has been to write a gossipy, well-
sourced account of inside-the-Belt-

way politics every two years or so, based upon 
the fact that leading presidential advisers 
want Woodward to hear their point of view. 
The books then become essential Washing-
ton reading, because everybody says they are, 
even though the books are devoid of substan-
tive analysis or even context. To paraphrase 
Abraham Lincoln: people who like this sort 
of thing will find this the sort of thing they 
like. Nevertheless, some important facts and 
themes do shine through the chatty, discon-
nected haze of Obama’s Wars. To begin with, 
there is no indication that Obama had fully 
thought out, as of mid-2009, the implications 
of his 2008 campaign promise to escalate mil-
itarily in Afghanistan. It was merely a useful 
way of indicating to the median American vot-
er that the young Illinois senator was no left-
wing hippie. Soon after becoming president, 
Obama authorized some 20,000 additional 
U.S. troops for Afghanistan together with a 
so-called “civilian surge” that did not amount 
to much. He then appointed a new general to 
oversee America’s efforts in the field, Stan-
ley McChrystal. The mission declared by the 
White House was to “disrupt, dismantle, and 
defeat al-Qaeda” in its Afghan base through a 
new U.S. effort against the Taliban. Obama 
and many of his civilian advisers seem to have 
believed that these initiatives fulfilled his 
2008 pledge to refocus U.S. attention on Af-
ghanistan. General McChrystal then had the 
temerity to point out in public that existing 
U.S. troop levels were obviously inadequate to 
the stated mission. Though McChrystal could 
have been more diplomatic, he was right. 

The Obama Administration was forced to 
conduct a second and much more contentious 
round of deliberations in fall 2009 over the 
question of America’s precise military com-
mitments. Unfortunately this came hard upon 
widespread charges of fraud over presidential 
elections in Afghanistan—charges that made 
our ally in Kabul all the more suspect to many 
Americans. In any case Obama conducted a 
full-scale review of U.S. strategy toward Af-
ghanistan that lasted the entire autumn of 
2009. One might think that such a methodi-
cal vetting and analysis of all options would be 
a healthy thing, and in the abstract it is. But in 
this case the most striking feature of the pro-
cess was Obama’s desire to split every differ-
ence between various groups of advisers, for 
the sake of domestic and bureaucratic politics.

Obama’s leading military advisers—Gen-
eral McChrystal and Joint Chiefs of Staff 
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ries; the destruction of Israel; and the death of 
millions of Americans. They declare not only 
that they are at war with the United States, but 
that this war can have no ending short of ut-
ter defeat for one side or the other. And they 
pursue this war primarily through the delib-
erate killing of innocent civilians—a barbaric 
policy not adopted even by Nazi Germany. 
One would think that the moral and geopoliti-
cal stakes could hardly be clearer. Yet somehow 
respectable mainstream thinking in Western 
intellectual circles has come to the conclusion 
that this is a morally troubled and overhyped 
struggle. Indeed, Barack Obama said as much 
when running for president.

A crucial front right now in the long war 
with jihadist terrorists is along the border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The 
death of Osama bin Laden has not changed 
the basic dynamic there. It was of course the 
Afghan Taliban regime that provided refuge 
and shelter for al-Qaeda prior to September 
11, allowing thousands of would-be terror-
ists to rotate through training and indoctri-
nation camps. The George W. Bush Admin-
istration succeeded in the autumn of 2001 
in toppling the Taliban from power, strik-
ing a heavy blow against al-Qaeda’s major 
base. But the administration’s operational 
approach in Afghanistan was so light-footed 
that it failed to encourage either politically 
stable conditions in that country or the ut-
ter destruction of al-Qaeda. During Bush’s 
second term in office, the Taliban rebounded 
with a powerful insurgency. As Seth Jones, a 
RAND analyst and adjunct professor at the 
U.S. Naval Postgraduate School, shows in 
his book, In the Graveyard of Empires (2009), 
this resurgence was powered not so much 
by economic motives or ethnic divisions as 
by the Taliban’s extremist religious ideology 
and by weakness on the part of the exist-
ing Afghan government. Within the United 
States, Democrats like then-Senator Barack 
Obama argued that the administration had 
neglected Afghanistan while focusing on 
Iraq. On its merits this was a pretty good 
argument—and certainly a useful one po-
litically. The only question was whether the 
argument was sincere. Many liberal Demo-
crats revealed the basic insincerity of their 
position upon coming into possession of the 
White House in 2009. Afghanistan, they 
now argued, was another Vietnam, a futile 
war in a peripheral location and a distraction 
from pressing social and economic needs at 
home. Vice President Joseph Biden became 
the most powerful spokesman for this point 
of view. Bob Woodward describes the result-
ing political and bureaucratic tussle in his 
book Obama’s Wars (2010).
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Chairman Mike Mullen—argued for 40,000, 
or at the very least 30,000, additional U.S. 
troops for Afghanistan. Any fewer, they sug-
gested, would certainly fail to accomplish the 
stated mission. In saying this, the soldiers had 
the strong support of CIA director Leon Pa-
netta. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates leaned to-
ward this position as well. On the other side, 
Vice President Joe Biden, Obama’s leading 
political advisers, Rahm Emanuel and David 
Axelrod, the U.S. ambassador to Afghani-
stan, Karl Eikenberry, and congressional lib-
erals like Nancy Pelosi were all deeply wary 
of such an escalated American military pres-
ence. Biden became the spokesman for the 
opposition, as it were, arguing for diplomatic 
outreach toward the Taliban, a more limited 
commitment of 20,000 additional troops, and 
an increased reliance on long-distance air-
strikes by unmanned drones against terrorist 
camps. Behind this argument was the power-
ful, longstanding left-liberal fear that foreign 
wars would endanger domestic social reforms, 
as they had Harry Truman’s Fair Deal and 
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Indeed, the 
titanic domestic struggle over health care re-
form loomed in the background during this 
Afghan policy review.

After exhaustive and exhausting rounds 
of discussion, most of which were leaked to 
the press, Obama decided that it would be 
best to give everybody some of what they 
wanted, and to escalate militarily while in-
dicating publicly certain strict limits to that 
escalation. In his final decision, announced 
in December 2009, the president authorized 
another 33,000 troops to Afghanistan, but in 
a gesture intended to reassure dovish skeptics, 
simultaneously announced that U.S. troops 
would start to come home in July 2011. This 
fudging condition was itself fudged in a fur-
ther crucial footnote, where it was stated that 
the summer troop withdrawal would be sub-
ject to conditions on the ground. Obama’s de-
cision was designed to satisfy on the one hand 
military demands for more troops, and on the 
other left-liberal political demands for a vis-
ible endpoint to U.S. efforts in Afghanistan. 
The two imperatives worked directly against 
each other; openly declared exit dates were 
nonsensical militarily. If Taliban insurgents 
knew that the U.S. would be on its way home 
starting July 2011, they could simply wait out 
the Americans. Still, that would be more of 
a problem for the U.S. military in Afghani-
stan than for Obama’s political team, who 
were deeply suspicious of electoral complica-
tions arriving in uniform. It is hard to think 
of any case in American history where a U.S. 
president began a major military effort by an-
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nouncing exactly when he intended to start 
withdrawing American troops from battle. 
But Obama’s most fervent admirers appeared 
to believe that this represented a kind of po-
litical and bureaucratic masterstroke. Biden 
was left to think he had won the essential ar-
gument, and so was McChrystal.

Most of the major developments of 2010 
went against the Biden camp and its ill-
conceived strategy for long-distance disen-
gagement. A media scandal over General 
McChrystal’s lack of political savvy led to his 
replacement by General David Petraeus in 
June 2010, giving the U.S. war effort a new 
leader of immense credibility. At a November 
2010 NATO conference held in Lisbon, the 
Obama Administration quietly affirmed that 
U.S. troops would be in Afghanistan through 
2014. A December Afghan policy review that 
same year ended up reaffirming the existing 
approach and postponing any heated debate. 
It was left for Obama to announce in summer 
2011 exactly how many troops he intended 
to withdraw and at what pace. Meanwhile, 
American soldiers and Marines hammered 
Taliban forces, robbing the jihadists of valu-
able numbers, space, and morale.

On June 22, 2011, Obama took to the 
airwaves to announce the beginning of U.S. 
troop withdrawals from Afghanistan. He de-
clared that the United States would remove 
5,000 troops immediately, another 5,000 by 
the end of 2011, and then a further 23,000 
by September 2012. Everyone had expected 
some sort of token withdrawal, but the over-
all size and pace of the announced disengage-
ment came as a surprise to many defense 
experts, whether Democratic or Republi-
can. The decision had no clear military ra-
tionale. If Afghanistan was strategically vital 
to U.S. counter-terrorism efforts, as Obama 
himself had said rightly and repeatedly, why 
walk away from combat just when the Tali-
ban were reeling? And if American forces 
were having a damaging effect on the Taliban, 
which they certainly were, why withdraw in 
such large numbers and at such a fixed pace, 
in the very middle of the 2012 combat season? 
The conclusion was inescapable: the chief con-
sideration inside the White House was not 
military but political, specifically electoral. 
In other words, Biden was back. Obama and 
his leading political advisers were obviously 
determined to run on a re-election platform 
emphasizing the conclusion of “Bush’s wars.” 
They also needed to stave off any possibility 
of a left-wing anti-war challenger, within the 
2012 Democratic primaries. So the overarch-
ing concern was to have all U.S. troops from 
the autumn 2009 Afghan surge visibly on 
their way home well before November 2012. 
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themselves, are inadequate militarily, because 
they do little to reassure Afghan civilians that 
they are safe from the Taliban. And if Afghan 
civilians feel unsafe cooperating with Ameri-
can and allied forces, they will not provide the 
intelligence necessary to defeat the insurgents. 
Fortunately the U.S. Army and Marines are 
now far better at counterinsurgency opera-
tions than they were six or seven years ago. 

The Obama Administration made a major 
commitment in 2009-10, however reluctant-
ly. There are still almost 100,000 American 
troops in Afghanistan. To say that they have 
already been there for years is patently false; 
most only arrived in summer 2009, and many 
parts of the country had never seen an Ameri-
can soldier beforehand. In other words, the 
U.S. effort in Afghanistan has barely had a 
chance to succeed. The essential thing is not 
to pull the plug, in some mistaken sop to sup-
posed domestic political pressures, but to per-
severe and give American forces a chance to 
be effective. We know very well that this war 
will not climax with dramatic pitched battles. 
But it is entirely possible and indeed necessary 
for U.S. and allied forces to grind down the 
insurgents until they are incapable of giving 
al-Qaeda a major safe haven. To that end, we 
can only hope that Obama corrects his June 
2011 Afghanistan decision over the coming 
months, and emphasizes from now on Amer-
ica’s determination to persevere against the 
jihadists in that country. It is not impossible 
for the United States to achieve vital strate-
gic successes in Afghanistan. But it is hard 
to achieve that success under a half-hearted 
commander-in-chief following a half-hearted 
approach.

Al-Qaeda Delenda Est

Raising our sights to the overarch-
ing, long-term struggle between the 
United States and al-Qaeda, is there 

any way to know how it will end? For all the 
scholarly work that has been done during the 
last decade on terrorism and counter-terror-
ism, remarkably little has been done to com-
pare the ways in which terrorist campaigns 
come to a conclusion. Audrey Kurth Cronin 
fills this gap admirably in her book How Ter-
rorism Ends (2009). Using intelligent analysis 
and a wide array of historical examples, the 
professor of strategy at the U.S. National 
War College distills several ways in which 
terrorist campaigns are terminated: first, by 
the government’s arresting or killing a terror-
ist group’s main leader; second, by the entry 
of a terrorist group into negotiations and le-
gitimate political processes; third, by achieve-
ment of the group’s political aims; fourth, by 

If this sounds like a lousy way to make fateful 
decisions on matters of life and death, it is.

Obama follows an erratic but revealing 
pattern on major national security questions. 
Sometimes, as in June 2011, he makes ter-
rible decisions. Sometimes, as with the strike 
on bin Laden, he makes good ones. Other 
times, as in Afghanistan 2009-10, he settles 
temporarily on something close to the right 
approach, though not exactly for the right 
reasons. A similar pattern can be seen on re-
lated concerns such as the detention and trial 
of suspected terrorists. He simply doesn’t 
want to argue about matters of national se-
curity. They are not his chief priority. On the 
contrary, an uncompromising left-liberal line 
on a wide range of national security questions 
would no doubt distract from his main agen-
da, which is to introduce transformational 
domestic reforms to America’s society, pol-
ity, and economy. All of this is suggested in 
Woodward’s book, however obliquely. Obama 
is not a principled dove on Afghanistan, or a 
full-feathered hawk; he would just rather not 
talk about it. He does take al-Qaeda seri-
ously—that much is clear. But he has always 
been half-hearted about the U.S. war effort in 
Afghanistan, fearful that it will endanger his 
re-election, and doubtful of its necessity. His 
strongest conviction appears to be not that the 
United States must win, but that he must win 
2012, and to that end American troops must 
be on their way home long before the election. 

Winning in Afghanistan

Michael o’hanlon, a senior fellow 
at the Brookings Institution, and 
Hassina Sherjan, the president of 

Aid Afghanistan for Education, make clear 
in their book, Toughing It Out in Afghanistan 
(2010), that U.S.-led military success in that 
country is both vital and possible. If the Af-
ghan insurgents win, they will no doubt make 
room for their al-Qaeda allies to plan terrorist 
attacks from recovered territory, as they did 
before 9/11. Taliban leaders share with al-Qa-
eda a violently brutal, anti-Western ideology. 
While the U.S. and its Afghan allies may be 
able to splinter off select groups on the mar-
gin, the core leadership of the Taliban is just 
as hostile to the United States as al-Qaeda is. 
Vice President Biden’s notion that Washing-
ton can cut a worthwhile deal with the Taliban 
is therefore profoundly misguided; the Tali-
ban’s leaders are not interested. Similarly mis-
guided is Biden’s argument that long-distance 
aerial drone strikes can substitute for boots 
on the ground. Everything we know about 
the nature of successful counterinsurgen-
cies suggests the opposite. Drone strikes, by 
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rorism typically fails when popular support 
for it dries up. The question then is whether 
al-Qaeda and its affiliates are anywhere near 
that point. Certainly they have succeeded in 
alienating millions of ordinary Muslims over 
the years through brutal attacks on innocent 
Muslim civilians. At the same time, the un-
pleasant fact is that millions of other Mus-
lims internationally continue to sympathize 
with not only the goals but the tactics of al-
Qaeda; these sympathizers provide a crucial 
source of funding, recruits, shelter, and politi-
cal sympathy for radical Islamist terrorism in 
significant parts of the world. The long war 
against jihadist terrorists will therefore go 
on for some time, and it is essential that the 
Western mentality be one of tenacity rather 
than fatigue or self-flagellation.

Whatever the flaws in Cronin’s analysis, she 
makes an all-too neglected observation: al-
Qaeda will one day come to an end. They may 
pull off further terrorist attacks, but al-Qaeda 
and its affiliates will not succeed in achieving 
their great aim of a transnational Caliphate 
and the destruction of Western influence in-
ternationally. When framed in terms of their 
own stated goals, we see how doomed these 
fanatics really are. In the final analysis, their 
constructive power is minimal and their ap-
peal self-limiting. Nor, we might add, will 
there be a negotiated conclusion to this long 
war between al-Qaeda and the West. The 

bargaining model of war points out that di-
plomacy is useless without force in the back-
ground—a useful lesson to remember. Yet in 
the case of al-Qaeda, we face a group that de-
clares openly and quite rightly the impossibil-
ity of negotiations with its deadliest enemies. 
Here is where the bargaining model reaches 
its limits. In circumstances where ideologi-
cal fanatics declare a fight to the knife against 
some chosen adversary, as al-Qaeda has done, 
there is nothing to do but destroy them. No 
other end is possible. Al-Qaeda’s own leaders 
say as much. So in this case, there will be no 
peace between the two sides, however much 
Western left-liberal opinion might pine for 
it. Instead, the safest prediction is that the 
U.S. and its allies will eventually succeed in 
wearing down jihadist terrorists as we have 
worn down previous murderous ideologues, 
through a combination of force, intelligence, 
and ideological appeal, in spite of all short-
term errors, doubts, and fears. This long war 
will then come to an end, in the way that most 
wars do: one side will win. And it will not be 
al-Qaeda.

Colin Dueck is an associate professor of public 
and international affairs at George Mason Uni-
versity, and the author, most recently, of Hard 
Line: The Republican Party and U.S. Foreign 
Policy since World War II (Princeton Univer-
sity Press).

marginalization or implosion due to loss of 
popular support; fifth, by defeat through gov-
ernmental repression or brute force; and sixth, 
by transition toward other forms of violence 
such as organized crime or even large-scale 
insurgency. Cronin finds that the killing of a 
terrorist group’s main leader usually has lim-
ited immediate effect on that group’s capabili-
ties; al-Qaeda will remain a threat even with-
out bin Laden.

Cronin’s basic argument is that terrorist 
groups usually wither away and fail in the end, 
but that the path to such failure more often 
lies through the loss of popular support than 
through the direct use of force against terror-
ists. Indeed one of her main concerns is that 
governments unintentionally encourage more 
terrorism through violent over-reactions. Yet 
however much this may be true of certain 
regimes such as Putin’s Russia, for the most 
part it is not true of the United States and its 
major democratic allies. If anything, Western 
elites tend to shy away from forceful methods 
of counter-terrorism. Those that do not—no-
tably, in Israel—are regularly chastised, as 
they are by Cronin. Indeed, she goes so far 
as to say that governments that directly tar-
get terrorists by force are no better morally 
than the terrorists. This is like saying that a 
woman who forcibly defends herself against 
rape is no better than the rapist. Cronin is on 
firmer ground when she points out that ter-
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Book Review by Michael Burlingame

Why They Fought
The Union War, by Gary W. Gallagher.

Harvard University Press, 256 pages, $27.95 

Less than a month after the civil 
War began, Abraham Lincoln ex-
plained what the conflict represented. 

When told that the White House mailbag 
bulged with appeals to emancipate the slaves, 
the president, who hated slavery as much as 
any abolitionist hated it, replied

For my own part, I consider the central 
idea pervading this struggle is the neces-
sity that is upon us, of proving that pop-
ular government is not an absurdity. We 
must settle this question now, whether 
in a free government the minority have 
the right to break up the government 
whenever they choose. If we fail it will 
go far to prove the incapability of the 
people to govern themselves.

It has become trendy in some historical cir-
cles to regard the Civil War as a bloody, tragic 
conflict whose only moral accomplishment (a 
rather tarnished one at that) was the aboli-
tion of slavery. But that is not how Northern 
supporters of the war effort viewed it. Like 
Lincoln, they—and their counterparts in the 
loyal slave states—understood that it was a 
struggle first and foremost to save the Union 
and thereby to vindicate free government. A 
leading Democratic newspaper remarked in 
May 1865 that the world owed a debt of grati-
tude to the victorious federal troops who

have secured the perpetuity of that 
Union upon which the hopes of the op-
pressed of all climes and countries de-
pend. They are the champions of free 
governments throughout the world. 
The applause which greets them comes 
not from the Washington crowds alone, 
nor from the millions of their fellow-cit-
izens in all the States, but we can hear 
it ringing across the Atlantic, echoed 
alike from the Alps and the Andes, and 
swelled by the majestic chorus of repub-
lican voices from Mexico to Denmark.

Gary W. Gallagher acknowledges this 
fundamental truth in a companion study to 

his The Confederate War (1997) that bucks 
the trend of the regnant progressive school of 
American historiography. In The Union War, 
the eminent University of Virginia Civil War 
historian challenges the numerous “exclusion-
ary narratives” that deemphasize the impor-
tance—and moral significance—of preserving 
the Union. Politically correct historians find 
little worth preserving in the Union that was, 
as one of them put it, “grounded in ruthless 
ideas of inequality of race, class, and gender.” 
Barbara Fields of Columbia University argues 
that simply to maintain such a nation was “a 
goal too shallow to be worth the sacrifice of 
a single life.” Recoiling from “unionist trium-
phalism,” another historian asserts that when 
viewing the results of the war, “where others 
stress the advance of freedom I see some of 
that and a lot more continuity of domination 
and oppression.”

Gallagher rightly insists that 
such a “largely ahistorical exercise” 
of assessing “the motivations and be-

haviors of the Civil War generation through 
the analytical prism of current social and 
cultural norms” produces a caricature “of a 
benighted, unworthy North.” To place those 
motivations and that behavior into their 
proper context, the author industriously 
mined many traditional sources—the writ-
ings of Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant, the 
diaries and letters of more than 300 Union 
soldiers, several dozen regimental histories, 
and many newspapers and periodicals—as 
well as less obvious sources like popular 
songs (though he curiously omits “The Bat-
tle Hymn of the Republic”), patriotic enve-
lopes, inscriptions on postwar monuments, 
and speeches given at the dedication of those 
monuments. 

Those sources fail to support today’s “pop-
ular understanding of the war as primarily a 
crusade for black freedom,” as Gallagher puts 
it. Instead, loyal supporters of the war cared 
primarily about restoring the Union. To be 
sure, many Northerners eventually came to 
support emancipation as a military necessity, 
but not as a principal war aim in itself. 

Gallagher dissents from some other 
popular beliefs about the war. Black troops, 
he argues, did not play a critical role in the 
outcome of the conflict. Though compris-
ing nearly 10% of the Union army, they 
were mostly used in support roles, perform-
ing “valuable but not decisive service.” He 
also disputes the notion that the war trans-
formed the way that Americans thought of 
their country. Nobody, he cautions, “should 
infer a sea change in attitudes toward the na-
tion.” Nationalism was strong after the war, 
to be sure, but it was also strong before the 
war. Gallagher criticizes “the-slaves-freed-
themselves” thesis (popularized by Professor 
Fields in Ken Burns’s Civil War documen-
tary), noting that while credit for wartime 
emancipation belongs to Lincoln, Congress, 
and to some extent the slaves themselves, 

“without the United States army, none of the 
other actors could have succeeded on a broad 
scale.” Recent historians have neglected mili-
tary history and consequently have underes-
timated the vital importance of the army in 
securing emancipation.

Gary gallagher’s short, persuasive 
book would have been more per-
suasive had he also explored more 

fully constituent mail received by congress-
men and senators, or examined congressio-
nal debates, especially those generated by 
the Crittenden-Johnson resolution adopted 
by Congress in July 1861 and rescinded four 
months later. It stated that the war was be-
ing waged to “defend and maintain the su-
premacy of the Constitution and to preserve 
the Union” and not to overthrow or interfere 

“with the rights or established institutions” of 
the states. 

But these quibbles aside, The Union War 
provides readers with a compelling account of 
why the war was fought.

 
Michael Burlingame holds the Chancellor Naomi 
B. Lynn Distinguished Chair in Lincoln Studies 
at the University of Illinois at Springfield, and 
is the author, most recently, of Lincoln and the 
Civil War (Southern Illinois University Press).



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 50

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Essay by Michael Nelson

Soldiers and Citizens

This year marks the 50th anniversa-
ry of two best-selling Cold War thrillers, 
each playing on growing public concern 

that civilian authorities would lose control 
of the military. In Fail-Safe, Eugene Burdick 
and Harvey Wheeler based their fictional 
president’s loss of control on a combination of 
technical failure and military Standard Oper-
ating Procedures (SOP). The technical failure 
occurred when an attack order was mistak-
enly sent to an American bomber armed with 
nuclear weapons and bound for Moscow; the 
SOP required the pilot to ignore a presiden-
tial order to turn back, counterfeit commands 
being just the sort of trick the Soviets would 
employ. Fletcher Knebel and Charles W. Bai-
ley II’s Seven Days in May offered an equally 
nightmarish account, describing a plot by a 
charismatic air force general in league with 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff to seize power from 
the president, who had just negotiated a nu-
clear disarmament agreement with the Soviet 
Union. In 1964 the two novels were made 
into well-crafted motion pictures, but both of 
them were overshadowed by yet another film 
released that year: Dr. Strangelove, or How I 
Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. 
Dr. Strangelove had it all—the runaway bomb-
er, the irreversible SOP, the out-of-control 
general—and was darkly funny to boot.

Truman and MacArthur 

It’s hardly coincidence that these sto-
ries appeared and flourished when they did. 
After the Second World War, the new nucle-

ar age and the newly permanent standing army 
had made citizens nervous. President Harry S. 

Truman’s removal of Douglas MacArthur (a 
real-life charismatic general) from command of 
allied forces in the Korean War—and the ensu-
ing political firestorm—were barely a decade old. 

In hindsight, everything about the contro-
versy, which has received its best treatment in 
Michael D. Pearlman’s Truman and MacAr-
thur: Policy, Politics, and the Hunger for Honor 
and Renown (2008), seems unlikely. Truman’s 
intense study of history had disposed him to 
defer to generals, not confront them. “Of all 
the military heroes Hannibal and Lee were 
to my mind the best,” he wrote in his diary in 
1934. “They won every battle [but] lost the war 
due to crazy politicians.” As head of the Senate 
Special Committee to Investigate the National 
Defense Program during World War II, Tru-
man had focused on contractors rather than 
generals, lest his legislative colleagues adopt 
the kibitzing style of the Civil War-era Joint 
Committee on the Conduct of the War. For his 
part, MacArthur had little interest in defend-
ing South Korea. Seventeen months before 
North Korea invaded in June 1950, he wrote 
that such an invasion would “force abandon-
ment of any pretense of military support.” The 
general’s main interest was in protecting the 
Chinese island of Formosa against the main-
land’s new Communist regime, and in helping 
the deposed government of Chiang Kai-Shek 
use Formosa as a base to regain power.

Ordered by the president to save South 
Korea from defeat, MacArthur engineered 
the daring Inchon landing behind enemy lines 
and, with a green light from Truman, drove 
through North Korea toward China, provok-
ing a massive Chinese counterattack. Seeing an 
opportunity to overthrow China’s Communist 

government, MacArthur pressed Truman for 
permission to invade. In March 1951, after the 
president refused, the general wrote a letter to 
House Republican leader Joe Martin praising a 
speech in which Martin argued that Chiang’s 
army should be unleashed to create “a second 
front on China’s mainland.” Martin released 
the letter and Truman fired MacArthur, a 
wildly unpopular decision that helped make the 
general the most admired man in the country.

MacArthur did his best to translate the 
admiration of his countrymen into a presi-
dential candidacy in 1952, but with little 
success. As Pearlman, a former professor of 
history at the United States Army Command 
and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, 
points out, there’s a reason some generals suc-
ceed in politics while others don’t. “Zachary 
Taylor, Ulysses Grant, and [Dwight] Eisen-
hower were known for informality in dress 
and manner along the lines of citizen-soldiers,” 
he writes. “They stood in stark contrast to 
generals not selected: Winfield Scott (“Old 
Fuss and Feathers”), George McClellan (“the 
Young Napoleon”), or Douglas MacArthur, 
apparently too daunting to carry a national 
nickname.” People admired MacArthur, but 
nobody called him “Mac,” or even “Doug.” In 
contrast, “GIs felt no qualms waving ‘Hi, Ike’ 
to a grinning five-star general waving back.”

Military-Industrial Complex

Eisenhower’s two terms as president 
(he was elected in 1952 and reelected 
in 1956) should have allayed the 

worries about excessive military power that 
MacArthur’s popular defiance of Truman 
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farewell address to warning “against the ac-
quisition of unwarranted influence…by the 
military-industrial complex,” an influence he 
claimed “is felt in every city, every statehouse, 
every office of the federal government” and, 
consequently, may “endanger our liberties or 
democratic processes.” Eisenhower was ex-
pressing his ongoing frustration with waste-
ful spending on expensive new armaments 
that he thought did nothing to keep the na-
tion secure. But his rhetoric far outstripped 
his intended meaning, calling to mind the 
specter of a military that, in combination 
with major corporations, might seize control 
of the government. 

In 1962 the founders of the newly formed 
Students for a Democratic Society joined the 
authors of Fail Safe and Seven Days in May in 
reading Ike’s speech this way. As Ledbetter 
shows, SDS’s founding manifesto, the Port 
Huron Statement, invoked Eisenhower as 
a prophet foretelling “cataclysm, the general 
militarization of American society.” And in 
summer 1962, President John F. Kennedy, 
who had read Seven Days in May, speculated 
to his friend Red Fay that a military takeover 

“is possible”: 

If there were another Bay of Pigs, the 
reaction of the country would be, “Is 
he too young and inexperienced?” The 

had aroused. In addition to ending the war 
in Korea, Ike’s main goal as president was to 
shrink defense spending, which comprised 
60% of the federal budget at the time he 
took office. Congress’s seemingly uncritical 
acceptance of every new proposed weapons 
system “distresses me greatly,” Eisenhower 
said in 1949, while serving as president of 
Columbia University, because it will “damage 
the country financially and without adding 
to its defensive strength.” During his tenure 
in the White House, Ike resisted pressure 
from his generals to intervene on behalf of 
France in Indochina, and from Democrats to 
close what he knew was an imaginary “missile 
gap” with the Soviet Union. He fumed at 
aviation companies like Boeing and General 
Dynamics that lobbied for expensive new 
weapons, at retired officers for joining their 
ranks, and at Congress for succumbing to 
their blandishments. “Increasingly,” writes 
James Ledbetter, editor of Reuters.com, in 
Unwarranted Influence: Dwight D. Eisenhower 
and the Military-Industrial Complex (2011), 

“in 1958 and 1959, he became frustrated 
and annoyed at the incompetence, disloyalty, 
and outright insubordination he perceived 
among military officials ostensibly under his 
command.”

It was in this context that Eisenhower 
chose to devote much of his January 17, 1961, 

military would almost feel that it was 
their patriotic obligation to stand ready 
to preserve the integrity of the nation 
and only God knows just what kind of 
segment of democracy they would be 
defending…. Then, if there were a third 
Bay of Pigs, it could happen.

Second-Guessing 

Concerns about too little civilian 
control of the military ebbed during 
the 1960s presidencies of Kennedy 

and his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, but only 
temporarily. Kennedy brought in Robert Mc-
Namara as secretary of defense to microman-
age the armed services, adopting quantitative 
techniques borrowed from his work in the air 
force during World War II and subsequently 
at the Ford Motor Company. As Columbia 
political science professor Richard K. Betts 
writes in his chapter in Suzanne C. Nielsen 
and Don M. Snider’s well-crafted anthology 
American Civil-Military Relations: The Soldier 
and the State in a New Era (2009), “Tensions 
simmered close to the boiling point…when a 
youthful president, a technocratic secretary of 
defense, and a brashly confident clique of de-
fense intellectuals came to manage a military 
establishment led by officers who had already 
been generals in World War II.” When the 
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Vietnam War—a civilian initiative—heated 
up in mid-decade, McNamara and Lyndon 
Johnson famously leaned over the generals’ 
shoulders to second-guess their choice of ap-
propriate bombing targets. In Dereliction of 
Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to 
Vietnam (1997), H.R. McMaster, an award-
winning teacher at West Point, blasted Mc-
Namara and Johnson for bullying the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and, even more severely, took 
the chiefs to task for allowing themselves to 
be bullied. 

Apprehensions about the dangers of un-
accountable military power revived in a new 
form with the election of Richard Nixon in 
1968. Less than three weeks before Election 
Day, Nixon proposed abolishing the draft 
that had prevailed since the eve of World War 
II and replacing it with an all-volunteer army. 
Nixon’s purpose was political—public sup-
port for the draft had waned as both cause 
and consequence of declining support for the 
war in Vietnam—but as Beth Bailey, a pro-
fessor of history at Temple University, shows 
in her excellent America’s Army: Making the 
All-Volunteer Force (2009), the idea had deep 
intellectual roots among free-market econo-
mists like Milton Friedman and Martin An-
derson. Their argument, which Anderson 
brought into the White House as a young 
Nixon aide, was that the government should 
build an army not by forcing young people to 
serve, but by making pay and benefits so at-
tractive that they would want to. One power-
ful fear that advocates had to overcome was 
that “an all-volunteer force would be alienated 
from civilian society, thus undermining civil-
ian control of the military and increasing the 
likelihood of a coup d’etat.” But so deep was 
the unpopularity of the draft on the antiwar 
Left, the libertarian Right, and, in Nixon’s 
case, the rough political center, that it yielded 
rather easily to the new All-Volunteer Force 
(AVF) in 1973.

The All-Volunteer Era 

The avf has turned out to be a great 
success, so much so that no one calls it 
the AVF anymore; it’s just “the army.” 

But it took a while to get on its feet. By the end 
of the 1970s, Bailey writes, “Quality, as mea-
sured by test scores and high school gradua-
tion rates, was plummeting…. Re-enlistment 
rates were poor,” and more than one third of 
enlistees did not even complete their initial 
three-year commitment. In 1980 army chief 
of staff Edward “Shy” Meyer publicly lament-
ed that the United States had a “hollow army.” 

It took President Ronald Reagan, elected 
later that year, to turn the situation around. 

During his two terms in office pay and ben-
efits rose dramatically, the army launched its 
brilliant “Be All You Can Be” campaign (“one 
of the great advertising slogans of the twenti-
eth century,” writes Bailey), and by 1992 only 
2% of enlistees lacked high school degrees. 

“The army offered more opportunity to racial 
minorities and to women than almost any seg-
ment of civilian society”—not, Bailey notes, 
because of “notions of social good,” but rather 
in pursuit of “its primary mission…national 
defense.” Contemporary liberal critics like 
Representative Charles Rangel of New York 
get it wrong, she shows, when they argue that 
wars are now fought on the backs of the poor 
and members of minority groups. Because 
most poor people can’t meet the army’s quali-
fication standards, “America’s army—even its 
enlisted ranks—is fairly solidly middle class.” 
And of those dying in Iraq, “a disproportion-
ate majority, 2,106 [out of 2,825 by April 
2008], were white.”

Even as the all-volunteer army took solid 
root in the 1980s, the stage was being set for a 
new wave of concern about the adequacy of ci-
vilian control of the military. This concern per-
vades Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn’s 
Soldiers and Civilians: The Civil-Military Gap 
and American National Security (2001). The 
October 1983 terrorist slaughter of 241 Ma-
rines and naval personnel, camped on the tar-
mac of the airport in Beirut, Lebanon, as part 
of an ill-conceived peacekeeping deployment, 
revived all of the military’s post-Vietnam re-
sentment of vague civilian-imposed missions 
with inadequate resources. The result was the 
1984 Weinberger Doctrine (after Reagan’s 
secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger) 
which held that the United States should only 
commit force, in overwhelming numbers, to 
carry out clearly defined missions in which 
vital national interests are at stake and for 
which there is “reasonable assurance” of pub-
lic and congressional support—the opposite, 
in every particular, of the Beirut deployment. 
Colin Powell, when serving as Joint Chiefs’ 
chairman in the early 1990s, added “clear exit 
strategy” to Weinberger’s criteria, and jour-
nalists called it the Powell Doctrine. 

Reagan generally respected the Wein-
berger-Powell restraints, and President Bush 
followed them to the letter when sending 
half a million troops to drive the Iraqi army 
out of Kuwait (and no more) in 1991, win-
ning kudos from the military. In planning 
Operation Desert Storm, Bush later wrote, 

“I did not want to repeat the problems of the 
Vietnam War (or numerous wars through-
out history), where the political leaderships 
meddled with military operations.”

Bill Clinton’s election in 1992, in contrast, 
was highly unpopular among the uniformed 

services. This was partly because of their dis-
respect for Clinton—“the pot-smoking, draft-
dodging, skirt-chasing commander-in-chief,” 
in the intemperate words of one air force 
general—and their fury when one of his first 
acts as president was to order, without con-
sultation, the integration of gays and lesbians 
into the military. Powell, backed by Congress, 
stared down the president, delaying integra-
tion for nearly two decades, and even then 
only after intense discussion up and down 
the ranks. 

Clinton was a Democrat, too, and the of-
ficer corps was becoming increasingly Repub-
lican. As Betts points out in his chapter in 
the Nielsen-Snider volume, the military has 
long been disproportionately Southern and 
conservative. What changed during the late 
20th century was that the Democratic Party 
became an uncongenial home to Southern 
conservatives, and uniformed officers fled to 
the GOP as part of the general migration. On 
top of that, officers bitterly associated anti-
war protests with the failure in Vietnam, and 
anti-war protesters with the Democrats. 

Even when Democratic politicians learned 
their lesson and started praising the military, 
they did so with a tin ear, which is one reason 
why a recent survey of 4,000 army officers by 
Major Heidi Urben found that self-identified 
Republicans outnumber Democrats in the of-
ficer corps by 60% to 18%. “When liberals try 
to ‘defend the troops’ by insisting that troops 
not be sent in harm’s way,” argues Bruce Flem-
ing, a professor in the U.S. Naval Academy's 
English Department, in his sparkling Bridging 
the Military-Civilian Divide: What Each Side 
Must Know about the Other—and about Itself 
(2010), “they’re almost always surprised by the 
troops’ apparent insistence that they want to 
be in harm’s way. That’s what they trained for, 
after all. At least they don’t want to be defend-
ed by liberals. It makes them seem weak.” In 
1999, an extensive survey of military officers 
by the Triangle Institute for Security Stud-
ies (the basis for much of the Feaver-Kohn 
collection and generally confirmed by Major 
Urben’s more recent survey) found that a ma-
jority of officers believed that it had become 
the duty of senior military leaders to “insist”—
not just “advise” or “advocate,” much less “be 
neutral”—that civilian leaders defer to them 
on matters like “setting rules of engagement,” 

“developing an ‘exit strategy,’” “ensuring that 
clear political and military goals exist,” and 

“deciding what kinds of military units (air ver-
sus naval, heavy versus light) will be used to 
accomplish all tasks.”

But the tension between Clinton and the 
armed services wasn’t all personal and parti-
san. The end of the Cold War in 1990, by re-
moving the military’s sole, near-half century-
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long mission of deterring Soviet aggression, 
gave presidents a freer hand both to deploy 
troops in local or regional conflicts (as Bush 
did in Panama and Somalia and Clinton did 
in Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo) and to assign 
them a wider variety of peacekeeping and 
humanitarian assignments. In place of the 
Weinberger-Powell doctrine, the army was 
charged with multiple MOOTWs—Mili-
tary Operations Other Than War—a term 
that by itself reflects the military’s dislike of 
them. “Between 1991 and 1999 alone,” Darrel 
W. Driver, a fellow at the Council on Foreign 
Relations, observes in his chapter in American 
Civil-Military Relations, “the United States 
undertook fifty-four operations for such pur-
poses as drug interdiction, restoring domestic 
order, peacekeeping, infrastructure develop-
ment, disaster relief, and rescuing foreign na-
tionals, along with traditional combat opera-
tions.” Meanwhile, the collapse of the evil em-
pire was leading Congress to shrink the army 
from 785,000 to 480,000—more missions; 
fewer soldiers to execute them. 

The War on Terror 

Evidence that civil-military tensions 
were more than a matter of hostility to 
Clinton in particular and Democrats 

in general came after the election of George 
W. Bush in 2000. To be sure, Bush had cam-
paigned on the theme that the military was 
underfunded and stretched too thin. Officers 
listened to this general expression of sympa-
thy rather than to his September 1999 speech 
at the Citadel: “Our military is still organized 
more for Cold War threats than for the chal-
lenges of the new century—for industrial-age 
operations, rather than information-age bat-
tles…. Our forces in the next century must be 
agile, lethal, readily deployable, and require 
a minimum of logistical support.” Donald 
Rumsfeld, Bush’s secretary of defense, has 
been faulted by critics and former colleagues 
for selectively recounting events in his Known 
and Unknown: A Memoir (2011). But Rums-
feld gets at least one thing right: the “Revo-
lution in Military Affairs” that he launched 
immediately on taking office in 2001—to the 

“harrumphing, protest, and consternation” of 
the military—was Bush’s policy as well as his 
own. 

“Rumsfeld took his marching orders on 
transformation from the president,” Macku-
bin Thomas Owens, Professor of National 
Security Affairs at the U.S. Naval War Col-
lege, rightly observes in his thoughtful and 
comprehensive US Civil-Military Relations: 
Renegotiating the Civil-Military Bargain (2011). 
“A transformed military would substitute in-
formation, speed, and flexibility of action for 

mass on the battlefield.” The president and 
defense secretary’s “vision,” writes Risa A. 
Brooks, assistant professor of political science 
at Northwestern University, in Shaping Strat-
egy: The Civil-Military Politics of Strategic As-
sessment (2008), “posed a direct challenge to 
the army’s organizational concept of how war 
should be fought: with lighter forces more re-
liant on technology than boots on the ground, 
versus with heavy reliance on ground forces 
and mass armies.”

Rumsfeld and Bush appeared to be vindi-
cated after 9/11, when they brushed aside Joint 
Chiefs’ chairman Hugh Shelton’s claim that it 
would take months to ramp up an invasion of 
Afghanistan. Instead they worked with Gen. 
Tommy Franks, the head of the U.S. Central 
Command (CENTCOM), and Central In-
telligence Agency director George Tenet to 
insert a small number of CIA and military 
special forces operatives backed by precision 
air power—and lots of cash to buy support 

plan was developed before February 2003 
and not completed until April, a full month 
after the war began and even then it was only 
‘power point deep.’” Why? Because the mili-
tary prefers fighting wars to peacekeeping and 
nation-building, and because Rumsfeld, like 
the rest of the Bush Administration, assumed 
that when Saddam was gone, Iraq would sort 
itself out. 

In November 2006, after nearly four years 
of insurrectionary chaos in Baghdad and its 
environs, Bush fired Rumsfeld and launched 
the “surge”: 20,000 additional troops on a 
newly-defined counterinsurgency mission 
to “clear and secure neighborhoods” and 
then “protect the population.” “To an extent 
unmatched since Abraham Lincoln issued 
the Emancipation Proclamation during the 
Civil War,” Owens writes, “President Bush 
assumed responsibility for the strategy and 
conduct of the war.” Bush found his Grant in 
counterinsurgency maestro David Petraeus, 
as would President Barack Obama later when 
he charged the general to bring order to Af-
ghanistan, which had grown equally chaotic. 

A Careful Balance

Civil-military relations is one of 
those things that a country has to get 
right. Too strong a military creates at 

least a potential threat to the regime, and too 
weak a military exposes the nation to invasion. 
Without meaning to, Brooks’s book shows 
how hard getting the relationship right can 
be. Focusing just on “strategic assessment”—

“the process through which relations between 
a state’s political goals/strategies and military 
strategies/activities are evaluated and decid-
ed”—she offers eight case studies from the 
past century. Brooks rates just one example—
Great Britain from 1902 to 1914—as com-
pletely successful. Even then the success last-
ed only until the outbreak of the Great War 
and the emergence of cracks in the civilian 
governing coalition, which tipped the balance 
from the civilian-led “unequal dialogue” she 
basically favors to the strategy driven by the 
generals: a disastrous war of attrition along 
the western front. 

Complicating matters further, especially 
in the contemporary United States, is the re-
cent and increasing reliance on civilian con-
tractors to perform traditional military tasks, 
which is the subject of P.W. Singer’s seminal 
Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the Privatized 
Military Industry (2007). Although most of 
what these contractors do involves the logis-
tics of keeping an army in the field—food, 
construction, sanitation, transport, electric 
supply, and the like—the scope of contractor 
assignments in post-occupation Iraq swelled 

from local warlords. Their approach to the 
spring 2003 war in Iraq, similar in spirit, ap-
peared equally successful at first. Bush asked 
for a plan, the generals responded with what 
Rumsfeld calls “Desert Storm on Steroids,” 
and back and forth they went before agree-
ing on an invasion force of about 200,000 that 
was clearly more than sufficient to topple Sad-
dam. When it came to defeating the enemy’s 
army, the “unequal dialogue”—Eliot Cohen’s 
term—between civilian and military leaders 
seemed to be working. As rendered in Cohen’s 
Supreme Command: Soldiers, Statesmen, and 
Leadership in Wartime (2003), unequal dia-
logue is “a dialogue, in that both sides express 
views bluntly, indeed, sometimes offensively, 
and not once but repeatedly,” but it’s unequal 

“in that the final authority of the civilian lead-
er is unambiguous and unquestioned.”

The problem in both Afghanistan and, es-
pecially, Iraq was that neither party to this 
dialogue was much interested in discussing 
what would happen after the wars were won. 
In Iraq, Owens points out, “while CENT-
COM spent eighteen months, beginning in 
November 2001, on the war plan for MCOs 
[Major Combat Operations], no real postwar 

A recent survey of army 
officers found that self-
identified Republicans 
outnumber Democrats 
in the officer corps by 

60% to 18%.
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to include “the training of the post-Saddam 
police, paramilitary, and army” and even 
shooting assignments like “convoy escort and 
protection of key bases, offices, and facilities 
from rebel attack.” 

The consequences of relying on private con-
tractors, the National Security Fellow at the 
Brookings Institution observes, are political 
as well as military (and economic: the typi-
cal contract employee, whose value is based 
on training received while in uniform, is paid 
double or more what the army pays). When 
Clinton sent troops to the Balkans, contract-
ing out logistics meant not having to take 
the controversial step of calling up National 
Guard and Reserve units. By 2007 in Iraq, 
a defense department study showed, what 
seemed like 160,000 American troops—
a barely sustainable figure from a political 
standpoint—was really 340,000 when con-
tract employees were counted. When Obama 
pulled out the last army unit from Iraq in 
December 2011, about 16,000 Americans re-
mained: 2,000 from the state department and 
14,000 contract employees. As Singer argues, 
“If an operation cannot deploy without priva-
tized assistance because it lacks both public 
and congressional support, then perhaps the 
original rationale deserves further debate.” In 
other words, counting the cost should mean 
counting the real cost.

These caveats aside, it’s worth celebrating 
that no one is writing (or, perhaps more accu-
rately, reaching the bestseller lists with) Seven 
Days in May- and Fail Safe-style dystopias to-
day. Sure, the military has ways of making its 
occasional unhappiness with civilian control 
felt, most of them of the passive-aggressive 
variety. Examples that come up in several of 
these books include the army’s deciding not to 
teach counterinsurgency warfare after Viet-
nam, hoping to deny civilian decision-makers 
that option; and the 2006 “revolt of the gen-
erals” (more precisely, ex-generals channel-
ing many serving generals’ opinion) calling 
on Rumsfeld to resign for what former gen-
eral Barry McCaffrey describes in American 
Civil-Military Relations as “arrogance, disin-
genuous behavior, and misjudgments.” More 
recently, an Obama favorite, General Stan-

ley McChrystal, was fired from command 
of coalition forces in Afghanistan because of 
indiscreet comments some of his aides made 
about Vice President Joseph Biden and other 
administration officials in earshot of a Rolling 
Stone reporter.

That said, the tense relationship between 
military and civilian authorities during the 
1990s and 2000s did not lead to anything 
resembling insubordination—any more than 
Truman’s firing of MacArthur or Eisenhow-
er’s warning about the military-industrial 
complex did. During the Clinton years, an 
unpopular president (at least as commander-
in-chief) “prevailed most of the time,” writes 
Owens, successfully mandating “the involve-
ment of the military in ‘constabulary’ op-
erations (the Balkans and Haiti), substantial 
force structure cuts, the loss of several weap-
ons systems, and the opening of many mili-
tary specialties to women, all contrary to the 
preferences of the military establishment.” 
Clinton’s successor, George W. Bush, faced 
grumbling from the military over his embrace 
of Rumsfeld’s Revolution in Military Af-
fairs and Iraq war plan. In deciding to hasten 
the pace of withdrawal from Afghanistan in 
June 2011, Obama overruled Petraeus, after 
which the general gritted his teeth, publicly 
saluted, and even joined the administration 
as CIA director. One could reasonably argue 
that the civilians were wrong and the military 
was right about any or all of these decisions. 
But there’s no denying that they were made in 
proper constitutional fashion.

Obeying the Law

In truth, lots of things keep even the 
professional military created by the All-
Volunteer Force from becoming an aggres-

sive, invasive tumor within the body politic. In 
their chapter in the Nielsen-Snider volume, 
David R. Segal and Karen DeAngelis point 
out that “the average length of service of all 
American military personnel is only about ten 
years”—an important chunk of an adult life, 
but not necessarily the dominant one. Nearly 
half of the uniformed personnel in Iraq, they 
note, were reservists—that is, part-time war-

riors with full-time civilian occupations. Even 
when deployed, phone calls, e-mails, and nu-
merous forms of social media keep soldiers in 
closer touch with their civilian lives than any 
army in history. These facts alone are reason 
enough to ignore Time magazine’s alarmist 
November 21, 2011, “An Army Apart” cover 
story, with its dire warning that “the mili-
tary community” has become “a garrison cul-
ture” that is “drifting away from mainstream 
American society.”

Among those officers and soldiers who do 
choose the military as their profession, the fi-
delity to civilian control is perhaps greatest. Ev-
ery year or so, as a guest speaker in West Point’s 
introductory American government course (a 
course required of all cadets), I am struck anew 
by how much more time they spend studying 
the importance of civilian control of the mili-
tary than students do in my own intro course at 
Rhodes College. Eventually it occurred to me 
that one of the reasons I and other professors 
at civilian colleges can pass over this subject so 
lightly is that the West Point faculty do not. 
And the lesson they impart extends beyond 
the classroom. It is prominently displayed on 
the wall of one of the loveliest and most-traf-
ficked spots on post, Constitution Corner. Ti-
tled “Loyalty to the Constitution,” the central 
plaque on the wall reads:

The United States boldly broke with 
the ancient military custom of swear-
ing loyalty to a leader. Article VI re-
quired that American officers thereaf-
ter swear loyalty to our basic law, the 
Constitution.

While many nations have suffered 
military coups, the United States never 
has. Our American code of military 
obedience requires that should orders 
and the law ever conflict, our officers 
must obey the law.

Words for civilians to sleep well by.

Michael Nelson is the Fulmer Professor of Politi-
cal Science at Rhodes College and a senior fellow 
at the University of Virginia’s Miller Center of 
Public Affairs.
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

The Limits of Justice
The Nuremberg Tribunals and the Origins of International Criminal Law, by Kevin Jon Heller. 

Oxford University Press, 536 pages, $135. 

The International Criminal Court: Europe’s Guantanamo Bay?, by David Hoile. 
Africa Research Centre, 345 pages, $14.99

International criminal law is now 
taught in law schools. It is a subject with 
its own specialized case books. It is treated 

as a well-established branch of law. But it is, in 
fact, quite new and not at all well-established.

If the Nuremberg trials mark the “origins 
of international criminal law,” as Kevin Hell-
er promises, then the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) is surely its contemporary cul-
mination—and a very troubling one, as David 
Hoile demonstrates in this well-documented 
study. Together, these books illustrate the 
difficulties inherent in the notion of “interna-
tional criminal law.”

Many books have been written about 
the initial “international trial” of Hermann 
Goering and other top Nazis, in which the 
American prosecutors (led by Supreme Court 
Justice Robert Jackson) were reinforced by 
Soviet, British, and French counterparts. 
Heller’s book offers the first detailed survey of 
the follow-on trials at Nuremberg. These tri-
als were organized and implemented entirely 
by Americans, under the supervision of Jack-
son’s successor, Telford Taylor. 

There were twelve such trials, each with 
multiple defendants. Among them were a 
trial of Nazi medical officials for conducting 
ghoulish experiments on concentration camp 
inmates, a trial of top generals for ordering 
war crimes in the field and a trial of Nazi ju-
rists for perverting the legal process accorded 
to enemies of the Reich. (The jurists trial was 
dramatized in the 1961 Hollywood film, “Jus-
tice at Nuremberg.”)

Whether these were, in fact, “internation-
al” trials is a complicated question, to which 
Heller devotes considerable professorial atten-
tion—for which he is well-suited, as a law pro-
fessor at the University of Melbourne. There 
had been international trials before 1945, but 
none had ever been entrusted with criminal 
trials. International arbitration tribunals (or 

“commissions,” as they were sometimes called) 
had only been convened to judge disputes 
between states. International law was seen 
as a body of law exclusively concerned with 
the rights and duties of states toward other 
states—not with the liability of individuals to 

“humanity.” 

Nuremberg pioneered the term “crime 
against humanity” but “humanity” did not 
conduct the trials. In the first round of tri-
als, indictments of “Goering et al.” listed the 
four occupying powers in Germany as the 
prosecuting parties. The law they applied de-
rived from an agreement of the same powers 
reached in London in the summer of 1945—
after negotiations in which only these four 
states participated. 

Heller expresses cautious approval for the 
view that subsequent endorsement by more 
than a dozen other states made the ensuing 
International Military Tribunal (IMT) “in-
ternational.” Yet the IMT, itself, in an early 
ruling held that it was exercising the “sover-
eign authority” of the occupying powers, del-
egated to them by Germany’s “unconditional 
surrender.” Even Heller acknowledges that 
the subsequent trials, conducted entirely by 
Americans, cannot reasonably be described 
as “international.” On the other hand, as he 
reports, the judges insisted that they were not 
an extension of the American court system. 
They accordingly rejected efforts by German 
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What was the law these judges applied? 
Most of the “war crimes” charges tracked 
prohibitions already codified in the 1899 
Hague Convention on the Laws and Customs 
of War—which Germany had ratified at the 
time, as it subsequently ratified the 1907 re-
visions to this convention. Heller concedes 
that “crimes against peace”—plotting aggres-
sive war—was a new category of crime, which 
was indeed vulnerable to German complaints 
about ex post facto justice. There were simi-
lar disputes about the new category of “crimes 
against humanity.” In Heller’s view, such dis-
putes remain “academic.” 

Prosecutors hoped this new category 
would allow them to reach atrocities com-
mitted within Germany before the war, 
transforming the traditional state-to-state 
concerns of international law. For the most 
part, the judges at Nuremberg were not pre-
pared to go along. No one was convicted for 
atrocities committed in Germany before the 
war. All those actually convicted of “crimes 
against humanity” were also found guilty of 

“war crimes” in foreign countries or wartime 
offenses connected with such “war crimes.” 
Such convictions could be reconciled with 
earlier precedents in which the “law of war” 
had been enforced by military tribunals of 
the opposing power.

Though most of heller’s book focuses 
on somewhat technical questions of le-
gal procedure, he does give revealing 

glimpses of the political background. Taylor 
brushed off protests (including some voiced on 
the floor of Congress) that his team of lawyers 
and investigators included too many people 
with left-wing associations, too many people 
who were foreign born, too many Jews. What 
Taylor could not ignore were pressures to scale 
back his prosecution efforts and speed up the 
trials. The U.S. military refused to fund pros-
ecutions on a large scale or for an extended 
period. So while Taylor’s staff had identified 
some 2500 “major war criminals” suitable for 
prosecution, only 177 (a mere 7%) were ulti-
mately brought to trial. Political pressure also 
resulted in abandoning projected trials of ma-
jor German industrialists. American officials 
(including the departing Robert Jackson) wor-
ried that such trials would stoke Communist 
propaganda against “capitalism.” Some of the 
best known and most senior German generals 
(such as Field Marshals Gerd von Rundstedt 
and Erich von Manstein) were also spared 
prosecution on the insistence of U.S. military 
commanders, who were already seeking their 
advice on Russian war tactics. 

The judges, in Heller’s view, were not simply 
puppets of the prosecutors. The results seem 
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defense lawyers to invoke procedural rights 
conferred by American domestic law. 

The confusion of german defense 
lawyers at the time was understandable. 
Though still called “military tribunals,” 

all the judges in these courts were civilians. 
They were recruited from U.S. state courts be-
cause Chief Justice Harlan Stone (who viewed 
the proceedings quite disdainfully) refused to 
approve the participation of federal judges. It 
does not seem to have occurred to anyone to 
recruit foreign judges. Most of the prosecu-
tors wore military uniforms. Some prosecutors 
were actually civilian lawyers on loan from non-
military agencies, but they were all Americans. 

Telford Taylor, an army colonel when he 
assisted Robert Jackson, was promoted to 
brigadier general when he became chief U.S. 
prosecutor in Germany. He not only chose 
the prosecution teams and assigned their cas-
es but advised General Lucius Clay—the U.S. 
military governor in the American occupa-
tion zone—on the selection (and reappoint-
ment) of the judges. It is hard to imagine a 
civilian prosecutor enjoying such an opportu-
nity to shape the bench he will face. It seems a 
bit less jarring, however, if they are all viewed 
as operating within the same military chain 
of command. 
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to bear this out. Of the 177 defendants, 35 
were acquitted—an acquittal rate (20%) that 
exceeds that of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), 
which was sponsored by the United Nations 
and began operating in the mid-1990s. The 
judges defined crimes with more care than 
the U.N. judges have sometimes done. Hel-
ler criticizes the U.N. judges for extending 
Nuremberg precedents (to justify convictions 
against Serb warlords), by misreading the ac-
tual holdings of the Nuremberg tribunals in 
some cases.

Nor were the sentences at Nuremberg par-
ticularly harsh, though (unlike the U.N. tri-
bunals in the 1990s) American judges were 
still willing to impose capital sentences for the 
worst crimes, which they did in 25 cases. But 
as the trials proceeded, the political climate 
was changing. Many of these trials were still 
under way in the spring of 1948, when Stalin 
imposed a blockade of Berlin (relieved by a 
year long Allied airlift) and continued tighten-
ing Soviet control in the Russian occupation 
zone. American authorities began to worry 
about public opinion in the western occupa-
tion zones. And those parts of Germany, where 
opinions could be freely expressed, nearly all 
political parties—and leaders in the Catholic 
and Protestant churches—demanded an end 
to “revenge trials” and “victor’s justice.” 

By 1950, with demands for clemency echo-
ing in the new parliament of West Germany, 
the U.S. High Commissioner for Germany, 
John McCloy, initiated a review of Nurem-
berg sentences. He eventually decided on 
clemency in the majority of cases. As Heller 
reports, only 12 of 25 death sentences were 
ultimately carried out. Of the 38 defendants 
who were sentenced to prison term of 20 or 
more years, all were released within 10 years 
of their sentencing. 

Nor do the trials seem to have 
had much of an educative effect on 
German opinion. Heller reports 

results from surveys in the American occu-
pation zone (conducted by U.S. officials): In 
1946 (at the start of these trials), some 40% 
of Germans endorsed the view that National 
Socialism was “a good idea badly carried out.” 
Two years later (after most of these trials had 
been completed), the proportion of Germans 
holding to this view had risen to 55.5%. In 
1946, 41% of Germans held that National So-
cialism was simply “a bad idea” but two years 
later, those giving this response had dropped 
to 30%. Racist views (as measured by polls) 
remained more or less the same, at about 60%. 
Heller concludes that the educational goal of 
these prosecutions was a “spectacular failure” 

but “might have been doomed from the begin-
ning,” given “the Germans’ unyielding resis-
tance to the war crimes” trials. 

Would trials be more effective if removed 
from the distracting concerns of an occupy-
ing power? Ethnic strife following the break 
up of Yugoslavia prompted the U.N. Security 
Council to establish the International Crimi-
nal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in 
1993. It was hailed as the “first international 
war crimes tribunal since Nuremberg.” Unlike 
the Nuremberg tribunals, this one was not an 
instrument of an occupying power, since the 
scattering of U.N. peacekeepers in Bosnia 
could not even keep the peace there, let alone 
control all the neighboring territories. 

Still, people in Serbia noticed the new tribu-
nal’s sense of timing. It was not until six years 
after its creation that the ICTY indicted Serb 
President Slobodan Milosevic. The indictment 
was announced in 1999, just as NATO was 
bombing Belgrade in a dispute over the Serb 
province of Kosovo—at a time when nationals 
of NATO states predominated on the prose-
cution staff and on the tribunal’s bench. After 
Milosevic was overthrown and subsequently 
extradited to the Hague, broadcasts of his trial 
actually revived his popularity. Before his sud-
den heart attack in 2006, pollsters found he 
had become the most highly esteemed politi-
cian in Serbia—despite all his failed wars and 
abuses of power while in office. 

In 1994, the u.n. created a second in-
ternational tribunal to prosecute perpe-
trators of the genocide in Rwanda—af-

ter the murderous Hutu government had 
already been overthrown by Tutsi rebels 
(whose fellow Tutsis had been the victims of 
the genocide). The new government was so 
exasperated by the delays and distractions 
characterizing this new Hague tribunal that 
it refused, for a time, to allow U.N. officials 
into Rwanda. Rwandan authorities did not 
question the tribunal’s neutrality so much 
as its seriousness. Five years after the tribu-
nal’s creation by the Security Council, it had 
still not imposed final sentence on a single 
one the accused perpetrators in its custody. 
The International Tribunal seemed to think 
there was no urgency at all in responding to 
a genocide that had claimed nearly a million 
lives. In the same period, Rwandan authori-
ties had completed prosecutions of some 
5,000 perpetrators, though the international 
tribunal had ten times the resources of the 
new Rwandan judicial system. 

These U.N. tribunals have been described 
as “ad hoc” responses to particular interna-
tional challenges. Would a permanent, settled, 
genuinely international tribunal do better? 

Experience with the International Criminal 
Court, created by a U.N. conference in 1998, 
offers much reason for pessimism. As David 
Hoile documents, countries where the ICC 
has intervened have reacted in much the same 
way as the Serbs and the Germans before 
them. They regard themselves as victims of a 
very partial tribunal.

Hoile is a scholar now based in 
Britain but he has taught at univer-
sities in Sudan. One of this themes 

is that the Africans feel the ICC has singled 
out Africa for special attention. In the decade 
since the Court began operating in 2002, all 
the prosecution efforts have, in fact, been 
aimed at Africans. The African Union has 
passed resolutions of protest against the ICC. 
And African leaders indicted by the ICC, 
most notably Sudan’s President Omar al-
Bashir, have been openly embraced by other 
African leaders. 

Such displays of solidarity might be 
chalked up to self-protectiveness in what is, 
for the most part, still a club of fellow dicta-
tors. Before his recent overthrow (and indict-
ment by the ICC), Libya’s Muammer Gad-
dhafi was the leading figure in the African 
Union (which, despite the name, is a toothless 
entity, sponsoring little more than hortatory 
resolutions). But Gaddhafi’s enemies were no 
more inclined to heed the ICC than his for-
mer friends had been. Despite the ICC arrest 
warrant for Gaddhafi, rebels who cornered 
him in August 2011 decided it would be bet-
ter, after all, to deliver him to a local morgue 
rather than hand him off to the international 
court in the Hague. Rebel authorities then 
refused to deliver Gaddhafi’s son (also want-
ed by the ICC) to the Hague, insisting they 
would organize a Libyan trial for Gaddhafi’s 
would-be heir.

Africans have reason to be wary. As Hoile 
notes, member states of the European Union 
provide some 60% of ICC funding and oc-
cupy a comparable portion of staff positions 
at the Hague. The E.U. has pressured its aid 
recipients in Africa and Asia to ratify the ICC 
treaty by threatening to withhold assistance 
from those that don’t. And the E.U. has con-
centrated its aid in countries once held as Eu-
ropean colonies. So the ICC is bound to be 
suspected of “neo-colonialism.” Russia, China, 
India—countries that hold themselves out as 
alternatives to “Western hegemony”—have 
also held back from participating in the ICC. 
Europeans have denounced procedural flaws 
in Guantanamo military trials while showing 
no interest in somewhat comparable depar-
tures from normal criminal procedure in ICC 
rules. 
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But what this book actually docu-
ments is not some sinister scheme of 
Euro-domination but the remarkably 

broad discretion of the ICC Prosecutor, a post 
now held by Luis Moreno Ocampo of Argen-
tina. In a decade in office, he has launched only 
a handful of prosecutions. His most publicized 
effort—charging genocide against Sudan’s 
President Bashir for deaths in Darfur—rested 
on such questionable data that even the ICC’s 
own pre-trial court ruled the genocide charge 
invalid (though the appellate panel ordered a 
reconsideration which revived the charge). 

Hoile reports that the Prosecutor’s figures 
for monthly casualties in Darfur were not just 
discordant but wildly incommensurate with 
figures calculated by human rights groups and 
academic experts: Moreno Ocampo claimed a 
death toll in excess of 5,000 a month, when 
others put the figure at between 100 and 200. 
The ICC has no means of gathering evidence 
on site. No one from the Prosecutor’s office 
actually visited Sudan. Neighboring coun-
tries ignored the ICC’s arrest warrant and 
openly received President Bashir in their capi-
tals. More recently, African leaders have talk-
ed about organizing an Africa-only Interna-
tional Criminal Court which would displace 
the ICC from the continent. 

Meanwhile, efforts to negotiate peace in 
Uganda between a democratic government 
and a murderous rebel force (the demented 

“Lord’s Resistance Army” or LRA) were un-
dermined when the ICC Prosecutor insisted 
he would go forward with attempted prosecu-
tions of the rebels. The government offered 
an amnesty to rebels who laid down their 
armies—a strategy that has often smoothed 
the path to peace, as in the Central Ameri-
can civil wars of the 1980s or the American 
Civil War of the 1860s. The ICC refused to 
countenance any sort of amnesty. And the 
LRA has continued to massacre civilians. The 
threat remains so severe that in October 2011, 
President Obama agreed to send U.S. mili-
tary advisors to assist in the ongoing struggle 
against this Central African scourge.

The ICC is dedicated to “ justice” or, as 
Moreno Ocampo has proclaimed, to “ending 

impunity.” The claim is so intoxicating that 
Moreno Ocampo, like other high-level bu-
reaucrats, seems to have been indifferent to 
ordinary good management. Hoile reports 
an episode which only a handful of Western 
media outlets thought worthy of notice: an 
ICC staffer accused the Prosecutor of coerc-
ing sex from a female journalist in 2005 and 
Moreno Ocampo then had the accuser termi-
nated from the Court’s employ. An appendix 
to Hoile’s book reprints the decision of an in-
ternational arbitration award repudiating the 
accuser’s termination. 

Hoile also reprints the text of a letter from 
Human Rights Watch, warning the Prosecu-
tor about patterns of mismanagement in his 
office. The tone of the letter implies that the 
Prosecutor must account to this non-govern-
mental organization for his performance—
which proved, of course, a wild overestima-
tion of NGO leverage. Moreno Ocampo will 
remain in office to the end of his term in June 
2012. In December of 2011, governments 
participating in the ICC treaty agreed that 
he should be replaced by Fatou Bensouda—
Moreno Ocampo’s deputy prosecutor since 
2004—whose main prior experience was at 
the ill-fated International Tribunal for Rwan-
da. International bureaucracies, like most bu-
reaucracies, look after their own. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that people do 
not trust outsiders claiming to deliver justice 
to them—without their consent. Of course, 
genuine evil-doers don’t want justice imposed 
on themselves under any conditions. In this 
world, justice almost always requires coercion. 
But it makes a difference if those who wield 
the sword of justice are at least connected with 
the community in which justice is enforced. 

It was highly optimistic to think Germans 
would see American justice as true justice, 
when imposed by a conquering army. But at 
least, when the United States embarked on 
its trials at Nuremberg, America had already 
conquered Germany—and then stayed to 
preserve minimal order, assure food supplies, 
reconstruction assistance, and defense against 
Soviet armies next door. If the trials did not 
succeed in their “educational goal,” if they 

were subordinated to larger priorities, still the 
larger American project—to establish a secure 
democracy in western Germany—did prevail. 

The european governments that 
launched the ICC in the late 1990s 
had no comparable commitment to the 

countries that would be judged by ICC. Euro-
pean governments no longer have the capac-
ity to provide actual protection to countries 
outside Europe. Instead they offer “ justice.” It 
is, of course, justice without the sword. It is 
justice without involvement or responsibility. 
We might call it hit-and-run justice. 

The ICC was launched in the era that fol-
lowed the collapse of Communism but pre-
ceded the attacks of 9/11—sometimes called 

“the holiday from history.” Two centuries ear-
lier, our Declaration of Independence spoke 
of “the course of human events,” implying an 
intelligible pattern, a set of recurring chal-
lenges, in which some “causes” may “impel” 
men to adopt “necessary” political actions. By 
the 1990s, many Europeans (and quite a few 
American legal scholars) thought it would be 
nice to escape all that calculating and just rely 
on nice people in the Hague to ensure justice. 
Then we wouldn’t have to take sides, pay for 
costly swords, think at all about cause and ef-
fect or anything else. 

Punishment of crime is one of the noblest 
aims of political community. All existing po-
litical communities fall short of their own 
aims; some disdain even to embrace decent 
standards as an aim. We rightly honor vision-
aries who—as we sometimes say—“dared to 
dream” of a higher standard of justice. 

But it is unfair to rank the architects of 
the International Criminal Court in their 
number. International criminal justice is not 
so much a dream of justice as a dream of es-
cape. It is the dream of sleepers whose highest 
priority is to remain in the oblivion of blissful 
slumber. Justice? Security? Stability? We have 
good people at the Hague working on all that! 
Give us a wake-up call in 1999. 

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University School of Law.
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Book Review by Robert R. Reilly

Persecution and the Art of Music
Music for Silenced Voices: Shostakovich and His Fifteen Quartets, by Wendy Lesser. 

Yale University Press, 368 pages, $28

The title of wendy lesser’s book, 
Music for Silenced Voices: Shostakovich 
and His Fifteen Quartets, holds a great 

deal of promise. Shostakovich’s quartets, held 
by many (including this writer) to be his greatest 
music, deserve this kind of attention. But the 
book only partially delivers on its promise. 

Unfortunately, Lesser begins by gratu-
itously maligning Testimony: The Memoirs 
of Dmitri Shostakovich, related to and edited 
by Solomon Volkov. This book, published in 
1979, was assaulted in some quarters as a fab-
rication. One of the leading accusers was Lau-
rel Fay, to whom Lesser, an author, critic, and 
the editor of the Threepenny Review, expresses 
thanks in her acknowledgments page and who 
wrote an endorsement for the book jacket. It 
would be one thing if Lesser simply stated 
her doubts about the work’s authenticity and 
moved on. But she does more. She finds the 
portrait of Shostakovich that emerges from 
Testimony unacceptable, because “nothing is 
gained by this sleight-of-hand effort to trans-
form the reluctant public figure into a secret 
dissident, for the Volkov portrayal of a re-
sentful, self-righteous Shostakovich is far less 
appealing and finally less persuasive than the 
tortured and self-torturing man it replaces.” 

The standard here should be the truth, not 
what is more appealing. Lesser goes on to say 
that, by any standards, the book reads like “a 
bad transcription of a poorly conducted inter-
view.” What’s more, she makes the extraordi-
narily unattractive remark that Volkov, a Jew, 
strikes her as a character “straight out of Go-
gol or Dostoevsky, rubbing his hands with oily 
fake-servitude.” This is nasty stuff.

Unfortunately for Lesser and Fay, a great 
deal of evidence has emerged since the collapse 
of the Soviet Union authenticating Testimony. 
Most of it has been assembled in Shostakov-
ich Reconsidered, a book written and edited by 
Allan Ho and Dmitri Feofanov, published by 
Toccata Press in 1998. Here is a sample of the 
people testifying to the veracity of Testimony: 
Shostakovich’s children, Maxim and Galina; 
conductor and cellist Mstislav Rostropovich; 
his wife, soprano Galina Vishnevskaya; and 
conductor Kiril Kondrashin. In the “overture” 
to the book, conductor and pianist Vladimir 
Ashkenazy states that, “When I read Testi-
mony, there was no question in my mind that 
the real Shostakovich was here in this book.” 
All of these people lived in the Soviet Union 
and knew Shostakovich intimately. Shostakov-
ich Reconsidered is a devastating rebuttal to 

Fay and the others who contested the book’s 
provenance. Lesser apparently does not speak 
Russian, nor was she ever in the Soviet Union. 
For her to dismiss Testimony without even 
acknowledging the existence of Shostakovich 
Reconsidered or of the evidence it puts forth is, 
to put it kindly, a grievous omission. It is hard 
to take her seriously after this. What is more, 
Ho and Feofanov have now issued a follow-up 
volume, titled The Shostakovich Wars, which 
answers the rebuttals to their first book and 
provides further evidence for Testimony. (The 
book is posted for free on the Southern Illi-
nois University, Edwardsville, website.)

I would also contest Lesser’s character-
ization of Testimony as the transcript of a 
botched interview. Having conducted hun-
dreds of interviews myself, including some 
with great 20th-century composers (includ-
ed in my book, Surprised by Beauty [2002]), 
I find Testimony to be a riveting read that 
leaves an indelible impression. I was also a 
minor participant in the Cold War, and had 
the privilege of working with some Soviet 
dissidents. When I first read Testimony, I, 
like Ashkenazy, was completely convinced by 
it. I am even more convinced of its indispens-
ability both as a document of the Cold War, 

A
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are for the ideas of communism,” he answered, 
“No, communism is impossible.” When forced 
to join the Communist Party in 1960, he con-
templated suicide.

Yet to all appearances, he conformed, pub-
licly recanted, and became a good Soviet cul-
tural apparatchik, which included being sent 
abroad as a musical emissary. The sympho-
nies and choral works dedicated to Lenin and 
the Revolution dutifully poured forth from 
his pen, as did the articles praising the “Great 
Leader” (signed but not read by Shostakov-
ich). Even at their best, the symphonies can 
be enigmatic; at their worst, they inexplicably 
degenerate into bombast. Some of the heroic 
symphonies make less than convincing wholes. 
Their caustic grotesqueries and deliberate ba-
nalities, juxtaposed with passages of searing 
intensity and unrelenting power, can leave the 
listener reeling and confused. Are the incon-
gruities lapses of judgment or failures of tal-
ent? Why does the meaning of Shostakovich’s 
symphonic music seem so elusive?

The answer is that Shostakovich was en-
gaged in secret writing in the exact way in 
which Leo Strauss defined it, although trans-
posed to the world of music. In Persecution and 
the Art of Writing (1952), Strauss said, “Perse-
cution…gives rise to a peculiar technique of 
writing…in which the truth about all crucial 

things is presented exclusively between the 
lines…. It has all the advantages of public 
communication without having its greatest 
disadvantage—capital punishment for the au-
thor.” To the consternation of many who had 
interpreted Shostakovich’s music program-
matically, according to various Communist or 

“Great Patriotic War” themes, Shostakovich 
revealed in Testimony that he had been speak-
ing in code. 

For instance, Shostakovich said that the 
end of the Fifth Symphony is a false apo-
theosis: “the rejoicing is forced, created under 
threat…. You have to be a complete oaf not to 
hear that.” The Seventh Symphony, subtitled 
Leningrad, was blatantly used for propagan-
da purposes against the Nazis during World 
War II. Shostakovich said that the Seventh 
was “planned before the war and consequently 
it simply cannot be seen as a reaction to Hit-
ler’s attack. The ‘invasion theme’ has noth-
ing to do with the attack. I was thinking of 
other enemies of humanity when I composed 
the theme.... [I]t’s about the Leningrad that 
Stalin destroyed and that Hitler merely fin-
ished off.” Likewise, the Eleventh Symphony 
is not about the Revolution in 1905: “it deals 
with contemporary themes even though it’s 
called ‘1905.’ It’s about the people, who have 
stopped believing because the cup of evil has 
run over.” Of the 14th Symphony, Shosta-
kovich said, “I don’t protest against death in 
it, I protest against those butchers who ex-
ecute people.” As for why he said different 
things to different people at various times, 
Shostakovich gave a reply that, no doubt, Leo 
Strauss would have enjoyed: “I answer dif-
ferent people differently, because different 
people deserve different answers.”

As mentioned earlier, Shostakovich’s re-
marks in Testimony have the ring of truth: 

“The majority of my symphonies are tomb-
stones…. I’m willing to write a composition 
for each of the victims, but that’s impossible, 
and that’s why I dedicate my music to them 
all.” In Galina Vishnevskaya’s autobiography, 
she wrote, “In his symphonies, those wordless 
monologues, there is protest and tragedy, pain 
and humiliation. If music can be anti-com-
munist, I think Shostakovich’s music should 
be called by that name.” Here is the real sub-
stance of Shostakovich’s symphonic message. 
Yet visits to the graveyard are often difficult, 
and so is listening to many of Shostakovich’s 
15 symphonies. 

Thus we come to the string quartets 
and to Lesser’s meditations upon them. 
To her credit, she does see the quar-

tets as “music for silenced voices,” including 
Shostakovich’s own and those of many others. 
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with extraordinary insights into the nature of 
the Soviet Union, and as a source for under-
standing Shostakovich’s remarkable music. 
The self-portrait of Shostakovich in the book 
also unlocked for me the enigma of some of 
his orchestral music, which had seemed to 
me deliberately disfigured for reasons I could 
not discern.

Dmitri shostakovich (1906-1975) was 
widely touted as a “Soviet” artist 
because he was the first significant 

Russian composer to have been completely 
educated under the new Communist regime. 
Nevertheless, he was in a state of constant 
tension with the Soviet Union, which alter-
nately celebrated and suppressed his music, 
depending on how Joseph Stalin was feeling. 
Stalin first censured Shostakovich’s music in 
1936, calling the opera Lady Macbeth of Mt-
sensk “muddle instead of music.” Shostakov-
ich packed a small bag in readiness for the 
late-night knock at the door that he expected 
would end in a firing squad or internment 
in the Gulag. For the rest of his life, Shosta-
kovich never unpacked his small bag. He was 
always waiting for the sound of the mailed 
fist on his apartment door. In 1956, when 
Shostakovich’s friend Flora Litvinova sug-
gested, “And you, too, Dmitri Dmitriyevich, 
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Shostakovich said, “Art destroys silence.” His 
art, as he put it, is “a requiem for all those who 
died, who had suffered.” I think Lesser is also 
correct in seeing the quartets, a large body 
of fully mature works that were begun after 
the Fifth Symphony, as far more accessible 
than Shostakovich’s symphonic works. The 
quartets are more homogeneous and more 
easily grasped than the symphonies, perhaps 
because of the inherently intimate nature of 
their form, which also precludes their use, or 
abuse, as de rigueur hymns to the Russian 
Revolution. (One hapless Soviet minister of 
culture tried and failed miserably when he 
once gave orders to organize “a quartet of ten 
men.”) Quartets are somewhat protected by 
their privacy. Also, their messages usually 
do not have to be decoded. If Shostakovich’s 
symphonies are tombstones, the quartets are 
the flowers he lays on the graves. Lesser ap-
preciates this.

She proceeds in chronological order by 
interweaving biographical information with 
meditations upon the quartets. At the same 
time, she is careful not to reduce these works 
to a form of musical autobiography. Though 
they are obviously rooted in Shostakovich’s 
experiences, his quartets speak in a universal 
language, which is why we are still listening 
to them.

To her credit, even without Testimony, Less-
er gets a good deal right about Shostakovich’s 
character and the Soviet Union. She is par-
ticularly appreciative of his lacerating humor 
and irony, which is often at the level of Go-
gol or Chekov. How delicious that he should 
respond to conductor Yevgeny Mravinsky’s 
question regarding a certain passage in the 
Eighth Symphony by saying, “the scherzo in 
the second movement represents the function-
ary who has received his exit visa to the West.” 
(In Testimony, Shostakovich said, “humor is a 
manifestation of the divine impulse.”) Lesser 
also has a deep understanding of the spiritual 
price Shostakovich paid for his compromises. 
Of the tremendous self-revulsion he felt at 
having joined the Communist Party, she says, 

“the [public] mask was seeping inward.” 
Even so, Lesser is occasionally prosaic and 

puzzlingly naïve. Early on, she says, “Shosta-
kovich was a brilliant, excitable, successful, 
ambitious Soviet composer. There is nothing 
wrong with this.” For whose benefit is this lat-
ter sentence? Is it meant as an exculpation of 
Shostakovich? By the age of 20, Shostakovich 
was already disillusioned with both Commu-
nism and “Soviet reality.” He certainly seemed 
to think there was something wrong with it. 
That is, after all, why he was so self-conflicted. 
Perhaps what irritates is his having said so in 
Testimony. 

After quoting conductor Kurt Sanderling 
as saying, “Stalin had a very ambivalent at-
titude toward Shostakovich,” Lesser goes on 
to write, “whether Shostakovich was, in turn, 
ambivalent about Stalin is something we will 
never know for sure.” What could Lesser 
mean by this bizarre remark? Ironically, she 
seems to be unaware that Sanderling com-
pletely embraced Testimony: “I have no doubt 
that it’s true.” Had she only allowed herself to 
refer to this book, she would have known that 
Shostakovich could not possibly have loathed 
Stalin more. There are other sources to con-
firm this.

Toward the end of the book, lesser 
describes “a period when lies are rou-
tinely put forth as truth and vice versa. 

I do not know of anyone who has not lived 
in such a period, but the version of it that 
Shostakovich experienced was more extreme 
than most.” This suggests that the difference 
between the Soviet Union and, say, the West 
was one of degree, rather than kind. There 
were simply more lies told there than in, for 
example, West Germany. This statement seri-
ously shortchanges the total inversion of real-
ity on which the Soviet Union was based. As 
Solzhenitsyn and others have testified, suffer-
ing is qualitatively different in a regime found-

“A work of critical importance about American life.” 
                  Prof. Paul Gottfried, Ph.D.

Author of The Strange Death of Marxism

Read a writing sample at: http://victoryofhumanism.wordpress.com/

Beauty was once linked to discipline and 
virtue, as embodied in society’s educated 
elite. Raw nature was seen as ugly and 
confining. Modernism has inverted this. 
It sees social control as the confining 
enemy, while the primitive impulses of 
unfettered nature are considered real and 
beautiful. Faith in nature and the body 
results in a dumbing down of culture and 
politics.

“This book will cause a paradigm shift.”
Scott Kelly, Ph.D. Publisher

Thomas Martin’s first book was described 
as “Revolutionary” “Brilliant” 

and “A work of genius”

ed upon a lie, than in one in which lies simply 
exist. If Lesser does not understand this, can 
she really have understood what Shostakov-
ich underwent?

Lesser’s dismissal of Testimony also leads to 
needless speculation. It is not necessary to ask 

“if Shostakovich associated Jewish music with 
tragic experiences,” when he clearly says in 
Testimony that he did. When one of Shosta-
kovich’s opponents, Pavel Apostolov, the lead-
er of the Party organization of the Moscow 
Composers Union, dropped dead during the 
rehearsal of his 14th Symphony, Lesser says 
that, according to Isaak Glikman, Shostakov-
ich “never once gloated or laughed about it.” 
Yet in Testimony, Shostakovich jokes that 

Apollinaire was stronger [a reference 
to the text of an Apollinaire poem in 
the 14th Symphony]. And Comrade 
Apostolov, right there at the rehearsal, 
dropped dead. I feel very guilty, I had no 
intention of killing him off, even though 
he was certainly not a harmless man.

Also, while Lesser quotes several different 
sources for her account of Stalin’s famous 
phone call to Shostakovich, she doesn’t bother 
to say that those accounts completely comport 
with Shostakovich’s own in Testimony. 
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Despite these serious shortcom-
ings, the principal value of Music 
for Silenced Voices is its attempt to 

grapple with the meaning and significance of 
the 15 quartets. The stylistic touchstones for 
the quartets are not, curiously enough, Béla 
Bartók, Arnold Schoenberg, or Paul Hin-
demith, the three most influential European 
composers in the genre at the time. Neither 
do the principal influences on Shostakovich’s 
symphonies—Mahler and Prokofiev—make 
their presences felt. Without any intermedi-
aries, the quartets, as Lesser points out, es-
tablish their Classical lineage directly back to 
Haydn and Beethoven. In 1956, Shostakov-
ich wrote: “We still can learn a lot from [the 
composers of the classical era whose art] was 
always searching and restless.” This does not 
mean his quartets do not contain surprises. 
Elements of Russian and Jewish folk song can 
give them a gypsy-like wildness akin to Leos 
Janácek’s two great quartets. Also, Shosta-
kovich, for expressive purposes, can take 
things to hair-raising extremes, with pile-
driving, manic repetitions, propelling the 
music into higher and higher registers, with 
tighter and tighter rhythms, until it starts to 
scream and seems about to explode.

Lesser has listened closely and has a num-
ber of suggestions to make regarding each 
quartet. While I hardly agree with them all, 
they have the value of mandating intense lis-
tening. One cannot come away from having 
concentrated on these quartets side-by-side 
with Lesser’s explications of them without a 
deeper understanding and appreciation of 
them. That is the redeeming merit of this 
book.

I also like the way Lesser shows how the 
same element of music can be used to vastly 
different purposes. For instance, speaking of 
the Fifth Quartet, she says that, “the repeti-
tions are both obsessive and probing, not reas-
suring as they are in Bach.” Yet in the Eighth 
Quartet, she points out that “this constant re-
turn to familiar tunes and patterns is reassur-
ing rather than the reverse. It is not obsessive, 
or if it is, it is an obsession we share: the rep-
etition makes us feel that we are being located, 
steadied.” And in contrast with the Eighth, 
in which repetition “is used in the service of 
memory and profundity, like the tolling of a 
bell or the plangency of voices in a round,” she 
says, “in the fragmentary Ninth, it is not used 
in the service of anything; it just sits there, a 
thing in itself, squashing the music with its 
implacable force. It’s as if Shostakovich had 
to push the idea of repeating something as far 
as it could go before he could break through 
on the other side.” This is nicely done, as are 
other comments on the quartets.

The quartets communicate. No matter 
how bizarre some of them can seem, they 
never lose their reference points in song and 
dance—a point Lesser often makes. This is 
because Shostakovich’s interest is not in ab-
straction but in expression. The weirdness is 
not in his means of expression, which are re-
ally quite conventional, despite the occasional 
massive doses of dissonance and harmonic 
eeriness, but in what is expressed—which is 
hardly strange considering what the man and 
his country endured. The ghostly dances and 
songs that pass through Shostakovich’s quar-
tets are from a world that Lenin and Stalin 
attempted to destroy—the world of the hu-
man soul, from which emanate the most basic 
impulses to sing praise and dance in delight. 
This is why we still listen to this musical testi-
mony of how to remain human in the face of 
dehumanization.

Because shostakovich was a non-
believer, one can only wonder why, in 
his last quartet, he chose to write six 

uninterrupted adagios. It is odd that Lesser 
does not reflect upon the fact that no one 
had attempted a string quartet like this since 
Haydn, in his exquisite masterpiece, The Sev-
en Last Words of Christ on the Cross. It is an 
obvious parallel of which Shostakovich must 
have been aware. What can we conclude from 
the desolation Shostakovich lays before us? Is 
this the cross without Christ, or Good Friday 
without the Resurrection? It might fit things 
neatly to say so, but the deep mourning that 
pervades the work is not despair in the con-
ventional sense. “When a man is in despair,” 
said Shostakovich, “it means that he still be-
lieves in something.” 

Lesser is particularly thoughtful in her 
reflections on this quartet. Of its “stately, 
processional feel,” she says, “one would al-
most call the feeling religious, except there 
is no suggestion of God or salvation or re-
demption here—there is nothing religion 
can address, just a sense of saying good-bye, 
and one cannot even be sure whether that 
adieu is made from this side of the grave or 
the other.” True enough, but I disagree with 
those, like violinist Alan George, who claim 
that the 15th Quartet trails off “into noth-
ingness,” a nothingness Shostakovich sup-
posedly embraced. Shostakovich was not a 
nihilist. Nihilists do not make tombstones 
and place bouquets on graves. Neither do 
they thirst for justice. He proclaimed, “The 
people who were responsible for these evil 
deeds will have to answer for them, if only 
before their descendants. If I didn’t believe 
in that completely, life wouldn’t be worth liv-
ing.” Yet, as his music says, it still was. 

Lesser intersperses her meditations on the 
quartets with remarks from musicians who 
have actually played them, including from 
members of the Emerson String Quartet 
and the Fitzwilliam Quartet. She closes with 
two pages on recommended listening that in-
cludes all of the best, except for the Mandel-
ring Quartet’s traversal on the Audite label, 
which was issued at about the same time as 
this book’s publication.

I will end with my own recommenda-
tions, beginning with the Borodin String 
Quartet—the second of its two versions, 

made from 1978 to 1983, and now available 
on Melodiya. With the Borodin, one gets 
the sense that someone is urgently trying to 
speak to you and that there is warm blood 
pulsing through the veins of this music. Their 
greater expressive liberties with rhythms and 
their tremendous range of nuance bring the 
music closer to speech. The Borodin set also 
contains the Piano Quintet in G minor, one 
of the finest chamber works of the 20th cen-
tury, in an electrifying performance by pianist 
Sviatoslav Richter. 

Concerning the quartets, Lesser writes 
that, “The four familial instruments seem to 
whisper directly into our ears, communing 
with us about our own personal sadness and 
anxieties.” This is the sense conveyed by the 
young Mandelring Quartet on Audite. Three 
of its four members are siblings and the fourth 
plays as if he were a family member. They per-
form as if these quartets were taking place in-
side a single soul, achieving an extraordinary 
quality of interiority and unanimity.

There is a budget-priced six-CD set from 
the Fitzwilliam Quartet on the London label. 
Telegraphic clarity, surgical concision, and 
rhythmic drive characterize these versions. 
An almost forbidding perfection pervades the 
performances, which makes the music even 
more eerie. Though the Fitzwilliam formality 
lacks a touch of Slavic wildness, one gets the 
impression of extraordinary music played by 
superb musicians. 

There is also a budget series from Naxos 
with the excellent Eder Quartet. Without 
sacrificing intensity, the Eder achieves amaz-
ing warmth. Their superb renditions are clos-
er in spirit to the Borodin and are available on 
separate CDs for those who wish to sample 
before buying a complete set.

By all means, begin with one of these and, 
with the caveats above, consider having Lesser 
by your side when you do.

Robert R. Reilly is chairman of the Committee 
for Western Civilization and a senior fellow of 
the American Foreign Policy Council.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

King of Pain

Just about everyone who pays any at-
tention at all to contemporary fiction 
knows two things about David Foster 

Wallace (1962–2008): he wrote a thousand-
page novel with hundreds of end-notes that 
launched him as a cult hero, and he killed 
himself while still quite a young man. The 
novel, Infinite Jest (1996), his second, and the 
last one he completed, has established Wal-
lace as a supreme postmodernist master, re-
vered like John Barth or Thomas Pynchon 
by those who take a passionate interest in 
that kind of thing. The suicide for its part 
enhanced the mystique, as suicides of distin-
guished artists almost invariably do.

Wallace may be dead but he is not fin-
ished, or rather the Wallace industry is not 
finished with him. His 2005 commencement 
address at Kenyon College has appeared 
posthumously in a book of postcard dimen-
sions, with one sentence per page, a format 
more suited to the lucubrations of Khalil Gi-
bran or Rod McKuen. Columbia University 
Press has issued Wallace’s undergraduate 
philosophy thesis in a volume with his name 
above the title and his photograph on the 

cover, although his essay actually occupies 
75 pages of a 262-page book, the rest filled 
with pieces by assorted other hands on simi-
lar topics. The torso of an unfinished novel, 
The Pale King, appeared last year. A volume 
of unpublished stories and another of uncol-
lected journalism look to be on the horizon; 
two volumes of letters are in prospect as well.

Encomia soar ever higher with the passing 
of time; every admirer feels obliged to surpass 
every other admirer in the length, breadth, 
and depth of his admiration. James Ryerson, 
an elegant and judicious journalist, mourns 
the loss of contemporary American fiction’s 

“most intellectually ambitious writer.” Greg 
Carlisle, an actor and drama professor from 
Kentucky who spent five years producing a 
500-page commentary on Infinite Jest, calls 
Wallace “the best and most important author 
of the late 20th and early 21st centuries”; one 
supposes Wallace had better be at least that 
important, if the professor is to justify devot-
ing five years of work to criticism of a single 
novel. An even headier enthusiast, Jon Baskin, 
claims nothing less than world-historical sig-
nificance for his hero: 

It became a commonplace and then a cli-
ché and then almost a taunt to call him 
the greatest writer of his generation, yet 
his project remained only vaguely un-
derstood when it was understood at all. 
With the benefit of time, it will be rec-
ognized that Wallace had less in com-
mon with Eggers and Franzen than he 
did with Dostoevsky and Joyce.

Jonathan Franzen, who was tight with 
Wallace, will be joining Don DeLillo and oth-
ers in a collection of memorial essays from 
the University of Iowa Press; the praise will 
doubtless flow profusely, although, novelists 
being what they are, comparisons to Dosto-
evsky and Joyce will likely be in short supply, 
such honorifics generally reserved in celebrat-
ed writers’ minds for themselves alone. Fran-
zen has spoken of an asymmetrical rivalry in 
his friendship with Wallace. Wallace got the 

“cult credibility” and academic regard, while 
Franzen got wider fame and more money—
which is to say, though Franzen does not say it, 
the imprimatur of Oprah’s Book Club. Fran-
zen allows that while he felt the rivalry, per-
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haps Wallace did not. Which is to say, though 
Franzen does not say it, that Wallace was a 
better man than he.

The Kid Had Something

What sort of man was wallace? 
How did he live, how did he want 
to live, and why did he die the way 

he did? What were his intellectual and artis-
tic preoccupations, indeed obsessions? Was 
he the singular genius his perfervid admir-
ers make him out to be: the Dostoevsky of 
our time and place? Without a full-dress bi-
ography available, one can only make a stab 
at these questions at this point. But Wallace 
seems significant enough that one ought to 
make a stab. (For the facts of Wallace’s life 
I rely chiefly on Although Of Course You End 
Up Becoming Yourself: A Road Trip with David 
Foster Wallace (2010), a 352-page edited tran-
script of interviews conducted over several 
days in 1996 by the Rolling Stone journalist 
David Lipsky, and the long New Yorker article 

“The Unfinished” (March 9, 2009), by D.T. 
Max, who is working on a Wallace biography.)

David Foster Wallace was born in 1962 
in Ithaca, New York, where his father, James, 
was a philosophy graduate student, under the 
direction of Norman Malcolm, who had been 

a Wittgenstein acolyte at the University of 
Cambridge. James would soon get a teaching 
post at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, and David would grow up a Mid-
western boy.

Like all robust Midwestern boys, he was in-
clined to raise a little hell, but he was mostly 
inclined to win good grades and tennis tro-
phies. Bookishness, and thoughtfulness, were 
encouraged in the Wallace household, to say 
the least. James read Moby-Dick aloud, every 
last word, including the cetology stuff, to the 
five-year-old boy and his three-year-old sister. 
The procedure likely did no lasting harm. At 
fourteen David asked his father to initiate him 
into certain philosophical arcana, and James 
goggled at his son’s adroit and probing mind.

The boy was also a hot-shot jock, good at 
football, especially good at tennis, becoming 
a regionally ranked junior player, though the 
more adept kids from the Chicago suburbs 
would hose him pretty much every time. He 
lacked the local hot-shot’s confident swagger, 
however: during his senior year of high school, 
anxiety attacks off court would leave him 
soaked with sweat, so that he carried a towel 
around to wipe himself down, along with his 
tennis racquet, to make the towel appear a 
sporting accoutrement. The anxiety caused 
the youth deep shame, his father remembered.

Academic success and emotional trouble 
followed Wallace to Amherst College. Teach-
ers recall him as a student of Stakhanovite 
determination and industry. Mathematics 
and philosophy, especially modal logic and 
Wittgenstein, allured him. But he cracked 
during his second year, and headed back 
home, consulting a psychiatrist, going on an-
tidepressants, working for a spell as a school 
bus driver. A career in academic philosophy 
was the wrong fit for him, he realized, how-
ever everyone else might think he was made 
for it. He would tell an interviewer in 1990, “I 
had kind of a midlife crisis at twenty, which 
probably doesn’t augur well for my longevity.”

Back at Amherst, he started to read a lot of 
fiction, with Pynchon and DeLillo particular 
favorites, and to write with fire in his belly. Not 
only did he produce a prize-winning philoso-
phy honors thesis taking apart a well-known 
essay on fatalism (the belief that what you do in 
the present does not affect the future, a fallacy 
Wallace showed to be a confusion of semantics 
with metaphysics), he wrote a long novel as his 
English honors thesis, The Broom of the System. 
The novel would be published in 1987. Philoso-
phy serves as the armature of the novel, though 
there is no shortage of the customary post-
modern whimsy: characters with funny names; 
a food additive that speeds up infant learning 
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exponentially and reverses senile degeneration; 
a talking cockatiel that becomes, under the in-
fluence of the additive, a Christian television 
prophetic celebrity; nursing home patients who 
disappear en masse, among them the heroine’s 
grandmother, who studied with Wittgenstein 
and proselytizes for the belief that language 
constitutes reality. Wallace would describe the 
novel later as a contest between Wittgenstein 
and Derrida concerning the nature of the real 
world, and would say there were quite a few 
people who liked it but most of them were elev-
en years old. Even for a reader considerably old-
er, the novel has its amusements, but the philo-
sophic seriousness that Wallace’s biggest fans 
love to find everywhere in his work is negligible. 
Still, it was clear that the kid had something.

Dead Ends

For some time now young writers 
have been serving their apprenticeships 
in creative writing programs, and Wal-

lace took the conventional academic route and 
did an M.F.A. at the University of Arizona. 
Sadly, he produced ever more conventional ac-
ademic fiction while he was there, putting the 
finishing touches on Broom and writing the 
short stories that would appear in Girl with 
Curious Hair (1989). It was grad school, but 
the stories were sophomoric. The title piece, 
dedicated to William F. Buckley and Norman 
O. Brown, depicts a night out on the town for 
the yuppie lawyer sexual psychopath narrator 
(he burns the numerous women who fellate 
him, presumably because years ago his father, a 
Marine Corps general, scorched his son’s penis 
with a lighter when he caught the eight-year-
old boy looking at porn and imitating what he 
saw with his ten-year-old sister) and his punk 
rocker companions, whose repulsive vacuity 
suits him right down to the ground. Behind 
the façade of Ivy League blue blazer respect-
ability, maggoty horror pullulates, and that 
goes double if your dad is top military brass, or 
if you admire William F. Buckley. The story is 
sickeningly stupid and puerile. Other celebrat-
ed stories, one about an actress who scores the 
unimaginable coup of one-upping the ironist’s 
ironist David Letterman, another about the 
reunion of all the actors who ever appeared in 
McDonald’s commercials and overly elaborate 
play with John Barth’s canonical story “Lost in 
the Funhouse,” may not be sickening but sure 
are puerile, in the hippest and most advanced 
fashion, of course. Wallace had proceeded 
headlong into a dead end.

Once again, psychologically he crashed 
and burned. He spent a despondent several 
months teaching at Amherst, then returned 
to Arizona, where the despondency turned 

to desperation. From Tucson he called his 
parents to say he was thinking of doing some-
thing dreadful to himself; his mother came 
and got him. A tear-jerking TV movie and his 
sister’s having to leave home for school pro-
voked him to take an overdose of pills. Hos-
pitalization and electroshock followed. The 
drastic treatment restored him, sort of. He 
became convinced writing fiction endangered 
his sanity. Back to philosophy, then, which of-
fered ecstasies of its own, as well as the reas-
surances of reason.

Grad school at Harvard broke him down 
in a hurry. He had always done drugs. In high 
school he had dropped a lot of acid, and it 
had affected him badly, and permanently, he 
feared. At Amherst he had smoked pot, but 
had been too much the swot to let recreational 
puffing interfere with his work. Now he cut 
loose, inhaling marijuana regularly, snorting 
a little cocaine, trying some psilocybin, even 
smoking black tar heroin once, and realizing 
the pleasure it gave could be the end of him. 
He also became something of a barfly, guz-
zling beer and picking up stray women—too 
much beer, too many women. He came to un-
derstand that he was in serious trouble.

A stint at McLean Hospital, a new course 
of the drug Nardil, and a spell in a halfway 
house changed him gradually. He took on 
his drug and alcohol addictions in earnest, 
joining in rehab sessions with the sort of 
people he had never hung out with before: 
as he wrote to his editor, “Mr. Howard, ev-
eryone here has a tattoo or a criminal record 
or both!” The new company he kept, and the 
effort to straighten out his life through the 
regimen of Alcoholics Anonymous and Nar-
cotics Anonymous, transformed him as man 
and writer. The brainy dazzlement of Der-
rida and his ilk, the beguiling rarefactions 
of fashionable intellect, had gotten him no-
where: worse than nowhere—they had land-
ed him in hell. He wanted out, and the com-
radeship of fellow sufferers with the same 
yearning for psychic health helped give him 
strength. The A.A. mantras that supposedly 
serious persons find so trite and ludicrous—
One Day at a Time was the name of a sitcom 
after all—held truths he needed. Reiterated 
common sense aphorisms worked better for 
a desperado like him than renowned profun-
dities, or pseudo-profundities. 

Pain

He had lived for recognition and 
sensual pleasure; he had figured in 
the American entertainment cul-

ture as both producer and consumer; and he 
had scraped bottom. Seriousness, indeed sal-

vation, lay along another road. In 1991 he be-
gan writing Infinite Jest, his intended summa 
on the national compulsion for diversion unto 
death. The book would engage all his powers 
as no previous work of his had done. Wallace 
was writing for his life, and for the lives of his 
countrymen. The matter was as grave as that.

The fundamental human experience in 
this novel is pain—physical, mental, emotion-
al, contrived by the powers so that it is never 
quite the same for any two persons but also so 
that most everyone (there is one possible ex-
ception) gets rather more than he could ever 
want. The very word pain rings throughout 
the novel the way virtue does in Machiavelli 
or real in Proust or good in Hemingway. Seek-
ing pain, killing pain, using pain, surviving 
pain are some of the variations on the theme. 
There are certain peculiarly American aspects 
to this general torment: modern democratic 
life features tortures less spectacular but no 
less intense than the sufferings of Job or the 
fires of the autos-da-fé. (Wallace was writing 
during an interlude of peace.) Of course we 
have analgesics and anesthetics and we don’t 
burn heretics. Compassion is the pre-eminent 
democratic virtue, and many of us feel the 
suffering not only of our fellow human beings 
but of animals that we hesitate to dismiss as 
dumb beasts. Enormities have not vanished 
from our tender-hearted republic, however; 
quite the contrary. Psychic distress abounds. 
People want the wrong things, or want good 
things in the wrong way. Desires all too 
readily become addictions. Antidepressants 
are the most commonly prescribed medica-
tions in America. Our sensitivity to pain has 
prompted us to do all we can to eliminate it, 
but we are ever more vulnerable to the pain 
we cannot root out. And there will always be 
human monsters, who take pleasure in the 
pain of others, who transmit misery from 
generation to generation, who infect whatever 
they touch.

This is the world that Wallace knows as well 
as anyone. The plot-lines sprawl around an ad-
dicts’ halfway house and a tennis academy for 
elite young players, both in a Boston suburb in 
2009, the Year of the Depend Adult Undergar-
ment, in the new era of Subsidized Time. Al-
though one place is a refuge for obvious failures 
and the other a launching site for the enviably 
gifted, some bound perhaps for stardom, both 
places are rife with the endemic American pa-
thology: the longing to avoid the unavoidable 
pains of living, to blur the hard edges of reality. 
Certified social rejects and hot prospects alike 
tend to be sad and desperate characters. Most 
of the best tennis players take small joy in the 
game itself, the activity for its own sake; they 
drive themselves with dreams of making it big, 
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so that they can enjoy the boffo celebrity orgy 
one day. To be a rich and famous entertainer 
is the ultimate good in their eyes; it is what ev-
ery American aspires to, after all. There can be 
grace, in every sense of the word, in practicing 
a demanding sport at a high level; to strive for 
grace in the highest sense is far beyond these 
young and talented yahoos. A lot of the kids 
get loaded on a regular basis; one shrewd stu-
dent entrepreneur does a booming business in 
clean urine for drug tests.

The prime athletes don’t know how good 
they’ve got it. Some other people never stand 
a chance. A young woman who is addicted to 
marijuana and has barely survived a suicide at-
tempt tries to explain to a doctor what depres-
sion is. “It’s like horror more than sadness. It’s 
more like horror.” Depression is the pain that 
won’t quit, emanating from who knows where, 
as though you awakened to find a torrent of 
black widow spiders advancing up your torso 
toward your face. To feel nothing, the woman 
avers, would be better than this. A magna cum 
laude graduate of Brown who is now a halfway 
house resident describes a vision of a “black 
flapping shape” that embodied pure evil in his 
eyes and threatened to ruin him for good: “It 
was total psychic horror: death, decay, dis-
solution, cold empty black malevolent lonely 
voided space. It was the worse thing I have 
ever confronted.” Pain of this order isolates 
the sufferer. To be utterly alone, incapable of 
touching or being touched, is the agony of the 
depressive. It is the agony of almost everyone 
in the novel, to some degree.

Depression and the desire for oblivion 
may be natural enough responses to a world 
as foul as the one Wallace portrays, which 
is the actual world, terrifying enough in it-
self, made grotesque and even more terrify-
ing by magnification. The spectacle is a real 
horror show. An intellectual prodigy, tennis 
ace, and inveterate drug user loses the ability 
to make his thoughts intelligible, and disin-
tegrates into bestial thrashing and grunting 
at a college interview; his father kills himself 
by placing his head into a microwave oven; 
a woman kills herself by plunging her arms 
into a garbage disposal; a cocaine fiend and 
halfway house resident swings stray cats 
against telephone poles and slits the throats 
of neighbors’ pet dogs; a woman in a street 
fight leaves her stiletto heel stuck in a dead 
man’s eye; a drug dealer sews open the eyelids 
of a Dilaudid freak who stole from him, so 
the transgressor won’t miss a moment of the 
dealer’s revenge. Each instance of savagery 
outdoes the previous. Wallace recites an end-
less litany of the perverted and reprehensible, 
as though he were invoking the innumerable 
names of the devil.

That is not to say he doesn’t sometimes 
find the perversity funny, in a diseased way. A 
late night M.I.T. radio host called Madame 
Psychosis summons nature’s unfortunates to 
take the veil of U.H.I.D., the Union of the 
Hideously and Improbably Deformed. “All 
ye peronic or teratoidal. The phrenologically 
malformed. The suppuratively lesioned. The 
endocrinologically malodorous of whatever 
ilk. Run don’t walk on down. The acervu-
lus-nosed. The radically -ectomied.” Ma-
dame Psychosis turns out to be the erstwhile 
PGOAT, or Prettiest Girl of All Time, who 
was accidentally disfigured by acid thrown in 
a fit of insanity by her mother (the garbage 
disposal suicide), and who became the muse 
of an avant-garde film-maker (the microwave 
man). She starred in the underground video 
Infinite Jest, naked, pregnant, her body impos-
sibly lovely, her face discreetly airbrushed: the 
living representation of sex, beauty, tender-

of sobriety, of seeing clearly, of understanding 
why you ever needed to anesthetize yourself: 

“…the way it gets better and you get better is 
through pain. Not around pain, or in spite of 
it.” It is a teaching only the strong can live by; 
those who are not strong enough are in serious 
danger of going down. We are a nation of ad-
dicts, Wallace insists, in a chronic state of de-
nial, craving the wrong kinds of pleasure and 
undone by the wrong kinds of pain. Purifica-
tion is called for. By no means, however, does 
Wallace condemn all activity that is not un-
dertaken purely for its own sake; that would 
be to condemn almost everything people do. 
What he does condemn is gross self-seeking 
ambition that cares only for the prizes and the 
gleam of envy in others’ eyes. In the absence 
of a genuine calling, which does not exclude 
honest ambition, whether one happens to be 
a lawyer or a businessman or an athlete or a 
writer, success is a corrosive illusion. Wal-
lace updates Tolstoy, who labored all his life 
against the insidious collusion of sensuality 
and amour-propre. To live unseduced by media 
sirens or the longing for celebrity or fatuous 
simulacra of love or the urge for simple oblit-
eration is the aim Wallace sets for the reader; 
it is the aim he set for himself as a recovering 
addict and mental patient and as a writer seri-
ous as he had never been before. However the 
world might have damaged you or you have 
damaged yourself, however you might believe 
you need your substance or fantasy of choice 
to make it through the day, resistance and in-
tegrity and moral beauty remain possible.

Two exemplars of moral beauty stand out; 
both are damaged and strange. Don Gately, 
who is a former high school football stud, a re-
covering Demerol addict, and a resident super-
visor at the halfway house, leaps into the mid-
dle of the brawl when a gang of men enraged 
by the butchery of their dog come looking to 
kill anyone associated with the addicts’ haven. 
Gately fights like a hero, and like the thug he 
once was, but he is shot in the shoulder. Hospi-
talized, the agony of his wound aggravated by 
toxemia, Gately refuses pain medication, de-
termined to stay perfectly clean and sober even 
as the doctors pressure him to see reason and 
take the drugs. The closing pages of the novel, 
in which Gately recalls his last high, contain 
some of the strongest and most horrifying 
writing in 20th-century American fiction.

The other moral hero is different as can 
be from Gately: Mario Incandenza, fourteen 
years old, crippled every which way and not 
quite right in the head, yet possessed of an ef-
fulgent innocence, though he is not a sainted 
cartoon character but a living boy of genuine 
charm. Two brothers engage in a bet on wheth-
er humanity is beyond redemption; Wallace 

ness, fecundity, and more; Angelina, Mom, 
and Death. For the video offers lethal bliss: 
anyone who watches it once will watch it over 
and over again without pause, forgetting ev-
erything else, and inevitably dying of the ec-
static overload.

Pascal wrote of the human need for diver-
sion: to think of God, death, the silence of 
infinite space was more than men could bear. 
Wallace shows modern men so desperate for 
diversion that they use it not to avoid death 
but to pursue it. After all, they fear nothing 
that death might hold, for they are sure it 
holds nothing. Pleasure here and now, so real, 
so overwhelming, such a relief from pervasive 
pain, is everything you could want. Ordinary 
living is not worth the trouble when there ex-
ists a way out as rapturous as this. The perfect 
entertainment.

Moral Beauty

What hope then does wallace of-
fer? Against the world’s inhuman 
cruelty, the pointless wreckage of 

addiction, and the wasting mindlessness of 
the entertainment culture, he opposes pain 
that has a plan and a purpose. That is the pain 

Modern democratic 
life features tortures 

less spectacular but no 
less intense than the 

sufferings of Job.
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overtly likens their dispute to that between 
Ivan and Alyosha Karamazov. The optimistic 
brother stands for days on a busy street corner, 
dressed as a typical urban waste product, and 
entreats passersby simply to touch him. No 
one does, until Mario happens along and takes 
his hand affectionately in his own without a 
second thought. Wallace does not overplay 
the moment, and it is one of surpassing love-
liness, all the more so for Wallace’s habitual 
concentration on the hideous and degenerate. 

Infinite Jest is a novel abundant in felt life 
and hard-earned wisdom. One must admit 
it is also abundant in studied bizarrerie and 
rampaging ugliness. Not every reader can 
get past them. While the themes in the ab-
stract take after Tolstoy, the execution goes 
far beyond even Dostoevsky in its obsession 
with the twisted and downright macabre. 
Perhaps this is as fine a novel as someone 
who suffered so grievous a psychic mauling 
as Wallace did (and who does not happen 
to be Dostoevsky) can write. That is a se-
vere qualification, but it is not meant to be a 
condescending one. Wallace issues a stirring 
call to normality precisely because he knows 
what moral sickness is, from the inside. He 
knows the worst about American soulless-
ness, yet offers hope that the most far-gone 
sufferers, among whom he numbers many 
who pass for normal, can recover their souls. 
Infinite Jest is a work of impressive moral am-
plitude, taking in more of modern American 
reality than the novels of most of the recent 
acknowledged realist masters. With this 
novel alone, Wallace will long outlive Mailer, 
Cheever, Updike, Styron, Roth, not to men-
tion Eggers and Franzen.

Too Much to Endure

Wallace never completed another 
novel. He excelled at journalism, 
from a point of view mostly liberal 

but contemptuous of political correctness, 
writing celebrated pieces, some of them many 
miles long, on such subjects as the Illinois 
State Fair, television and American fiction, 
the film-maker David Lynch’s obsession with 
evil, a week misspent on a Caribbean cruise 
ship, the pornography industry, the social im-
plications of prescriptive as against descrip-
tive grammar and usage, the inability of great 
athletes to describe their physical genius, John 
McCain’s extraordinary heroism in Vietnam 
and his conduct on the 2000 campaign trail, 

conservative talk radio, Dostoevsky’s serious-
ness as antidote to postmodernist monkey-
shines, and the ambivalence of a man who 
enjoys the taste of animal flesh toward boiling 
lobsters alive. These and other essays, nearly 
all notable for the sadness and unease that cut 
against their energy and wit, are gathered in 
A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again 
(1997) and Consider the Lobster and Other Es-
says (2005). He continued to write short sto-
ries, chiefly on the themes of depression, emo-
tional fraudulence, loneliness, suicide, and 
double binds; these were collected in Brief In-
terviews with Hideous Men (1999), which was 
made into a movie that he rather liked, and 
Oblivion (2004). He also turned out a learned 
and difficult book about esoteric mathematics 
called Everything and More: A Compact His-
tory of Infinity (2003).

Now Little, Brown has published a 547-
page fragment of the novel Wallace was work-
ing on at the time of his death, The Pale King, 
which takes for its subject life at the Internal 
Revenue Service; transcending the boredom 
and numbness of inescapable routine through 
intense mindfulness is his principal concern 
here. Even pencil-necked geeks at the most 
loathed agency in the American government 
can prove to be heroic; to work with no ex-
pectation of applause but strictly for your own 
satisfaction in doing a stultifying task compe-
tently is the essence of virtue in bureaucratic 
modernity. As an accounting professor tells 
his class: “Here is the truth—actual hero-
ism receives no ovation, entertains no one. 
No one queues up to see it. No one is inter-
ested.” There is bracing realism in that, but 
surely Wallace is promoting, and his book 
is embodying, a doctrine too austere for a 
form such as the novel. Novels have tradition-
ally interested and entertained their readers; 
one might say they are supposed to. To deny 
them these qualities is an innovation one can 
do without. Long stretches of verbatim IRS 
regulations induce not heightened awareness 
but a quick flip of the page to avert coma. One 
may appreciate the devotion of Wallace’s IRS 
agents at their best yet want no part of endur-
ing as a reader the tedium they must endure 
in their duties. There are some fine passages 
in this book, but the whole is interesting only 
as a document of Wallace’s preoccupations as 
the end was approaching.

It was not boredom that killed him, how-
ever. It was the depressive’s despair at pain 
that appeared to have no possible end except 

in death. Wallace had been taking Nardil for 
his depression since 1989. Nardil is a mono-
amine oxidase inhibitor, or MAOI, a member 
of the earliest generation of antidepressants; 
newer drugs are usually not only more effec-
tive against the illness but also less likely to 
cause collateral damage. In 2007 Wallace 
was a happy man, writing, married since 
2004, for the first time, to the artist Karen 
Green, and teaching at Pomona College, one 
of the distinguished Claremont Colleges, 
where he had an endowed professorial chair 
that gave him pretty much free rein. After 
dinner at a Persian restaurant in Claremont 
one evening, he developed excruciating stom-
ach pains that lasted several days. His doctor 
suspected a dire food interaction with Nar-
dil, and suggested Wallace go off that out-
dated medication and try something newer. 
Wallace had already suspected for several 
months that Nardil was impeding the flow 
of The Pale King—though it evidently had 
not interfered with Infinite Jest—so the idea 
sounded promising. But then Wallace tried 
doing without any medication at all, and he 
landed in the hospital in the fall of 2007. Af-
ter that he went on one drug after another 
but never really gave any of them the chance 
to be effective. Not wanting to foul his home, 
he tried suicide by overdose in a nearby motel, 
but survived. A course of twelve electrocon-
vulsive treatments failed to work. He went 
back on Nardil; it did not kick in quickly 
enough. Not caring any more what he fouled, 
on September 12, 2008, he waited for his 
wife to leave for her gallery, wrote her a two-
page note, and hanged himself on the patio of 
their Claremont home. He left a neat stack of 
manuscript pages in his garage office for his 
wife to find.

David Foster Wallace’s suicide was the 
greatest literary tragedy since John Berryman 
flung himself from a Minneapolis bridge in 
1972. The pain of mental illness and drug ad-
diction constituted a frightful part of who he 
was. Out of that pain and his efforts to purify 
and to heal himself he wrote one of the most 
remarkable novels of our time. To say it reach-
es the heights of Joyce or Dostoevsky is going 
too far, but it will stand, and it has something 
crucial to teach generations of readers about 
how to live, even with terrible pain they might 
think they cannot endure.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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Book Review by Michael J. Lewis

Classical Triumph
The New York Public Library: The Architecture and Decoration of the Stephen A. Schwarzman Building, 

by Henry Hope Reed and Francis Morrone. W.W. Norton & Company, 320 pages, $75

Reading henry hope reed and francis 
Morrone’s affectionate, sumptuous 
monograph on the New York Public 

Library reminds us once again of the celebrat-
ed art historian Geoffrey Scott’s admonition 
that architecture is at bottom a sensory expe-
rience. Originally published in 1986, The New 
York Public Library has now been updated to 
mark the centennial of the library’s opening in 
1911, and augmented with color photographs 
by Anne Day. These are exceptionally lovely. 
The building has never been photographed so 
beautifully, or so attentively. The result suc-
cessfully translates the visual richness of the 
library—its controlled opulence, its chromat-
ic splendor—into literary terms, making one 
of those rare occasions where a great monu-
ment has been given the book it deserves.

The sensory reverie that the library induces 
in the authors causes them to hold up every 
aspect of its classical architecture for minute 
and loving inspection. No feature is so insig-
nificant that it cannot be classified, sorted, and 
named. Any passage taken at random shows 
this. The scrupulous study of the handle of the 

door leading out of the trustees’ room (a car-
touche framed in pearls bearing the letters PL; 
leafy sprays, bound by a ribbon; a rosette in a 
small coffer and a boss in godroons, etc., etc.) 
leads to an examination of the hinges to that 
same door (embellished with bound reeds and 
a pinecone finial). It is at this point that one 
realizes that this is rather more than a conven-
tional architectural monograph.

During the heyday of the Modern Move-
ment, the middle of the last century, classical 
architecture had diminished to purely hon-
orific status, a symbolic device that indicated 
that something was important—or aspired to 
be—as on the social security card, or the front 
grill of a Rolls Royce. But classical architec-
ture, properly understood and imaginatively 
deployed, is closer in nature to music, possess-
ing the same properties of rhythm, texture, 
breadth, and density, and is equally capable of 
endless inflection, as these elements are made 
to swell or slacken, or gallop to a crescendo. 
It was to promote the knowledge of classical 
architecture, and to protect America’s legacy 
of classical buildings, that Henry Hope Reed 

founded Classical America in 1968. Since 
then Classical America has published over 
30 books, including reprints of such essential 
reference works as James Stuart and Nicholas 
Revett’s The Antiquities of Athens and Other 
Monuments of Greece (1762)—invaluable for 
that stalwart band of architectural idealists, 
the “young fogeys,” who cling to classicism.

In this same missionary spirit reed and 
Morrone, an architecture critic and the 
author of a guide to the buildings of Phila-

delphia, have conceived The New York Public 
Library. About the building’s actual construc-
tion, they have surprisingly little to say, even 
contending, “Construction techniques need 
not deter us, because they are as unimportant 
an aspect of the New York Public Library as 
they are for most great buildings of the world.” 
This will distress some readers who might 
like to know, for example who the building’s 
contractors were (in fact, they were the Nor-
cross Brothers, a firm of national significance). 
Instead, the book is not so much a history as 
an extended formal analysis, which seeks to 
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make the library’s forms comprehensible to 
a culture for which classicism has become 
a dead language. It is organized as a patient 
and comprehensive tour of the library, begin-
ning with its site on Bryant Park and cover-
ing in turn its facade, portico, entrance hall, 
staircase, and so forth, culminating in the 
principal space of the building, the main read-
ing room, with its staggering 297 by 78 foot 
sweep of space. From there we slowly descend 
by means of another stair to inspect the sides 
and rear of the building. 

At every point the authors stress how the 
subtlest of manipulations—an adjustment 
in the height of a balustrade or in the way a 
slab of marble shows its grain—can have the 
richest of visual consequences. To make the 
vocabulary accessible, they have appended a 
portfolio of glorious detailed photographs, 
methodically annotated with architectural 
terms for readers who have trouble distin-
guishing a cyma recta from a cyma reversa. 

If this attention paid to materials and the 
most exquisitely minute aspects of the decora-
tion at times seems excessive, or even fetish-
istic, there’s good reason for it: the building’s 
surface ornament constituted the chief re-
sponsibility of the architects, John M. Carrère 
and Thomas Hastings. The book makes quite 
clear that the actual floor plan was worked out 
in detail well before the architects were ap-
pointed, and was the creation of the library’s 
founding director John Shaw Billings, a sur-
geon and professor of hygiene with no formal 
architectural training. It was Billings who de-
termined that the main reading room should 
be placed as far from the noise of Fifth Avenue 
as possible, and tucked it away at the back of 
the building. Carrère and Hastings won the 
commission in 1897 in large part because they 
dutifully followed Billings’s plan. By contrast, 
McKim, Mead & White, architects of the 
successful Boston Public Library, made that 
fatal mistake for architectural competitors: 
they introduced their own ideas.

My only regret about this other-
wise gorgeous book—whose pas-
sion for its subject is so unrestrained 

as to border on architectural erotica—is that it 
scarcely touches on the remarkable triad who 
created the building. Billings was an Ameri-
can prodigy. Overwhelmed by his medical ex-
perience in the Civil War, he learned to think 
of health in aggregate terms, in which the sav-
ing of lives by the tens of thousands was no 
longer a matter of individual skill but of logis-
tics and the efficient distribution of resourc-
es. He planned the highly progressive Johns 
Hopkins hospital on this basis in 1875. For 

him there was no essential difference in the 
layout of a hospital and a large well-planned 
library. In each case rationally organized in-
terior space, ample ventilation, and capacious 
passages for moving large numbers of people 
were the controlling principles.

For this reason the New York Public Li-
brary is not quite the apotheosis of classicism 
Reed and Morrone imply. In a fully resolved 
classical building, the most important space of 
a building, the climax of its carefully wrought 
spatial sequences—whether an altar, throne, 
or merely a grand salon—is always given em-
phatic exterior expression. One thinks of the 
dome of St. Peter’s, over Bernini’s heroic bal-
dachin, or the opulent cupola of the Paris Op-
era, marking its auditorium. The grand read-
ing room of the New York library, by contrast, 
is given no architectural celebration. Carrère 
and Hastings trained at the École des Beaux 
Arts in Paris, where shaping the floor plan 
was the decisive act in the design of a building. 
It must have been vexing indeed for them to 
be handed a predetermined layout, however 
workable or rational. There is, consequently, a 
curious tension between Billings’s modern ra-
tionalism and Carrère and Hastings’s poetry 
of surface decoration. Yet without that ten-
sion the building would be far less interesting.

In only one respect is The New York Public 
Library oddly dated, and that is the slightly de-
fensive way it champions classical architecture. 
Since the collapse of both the Modern Move-
ment and the belief in its historical inevitability, 
there is no longer a coherent opposition to clas-
sicism. Had this book appeared a half-century 
ago, it would have assumed that a great library 
is indispensible to a great city, while apologiz-
ing for the New York Public Library’s form. 

Today it’s the other way around. When 
growing numbers of college students admit 
frankly to doing no recreational reading what-
soever, and write their research papers by rely-
ing exclusively on online sources, it is not the 
Schwarzman Building’s classicism that seems 
archaic but the notion that a library has a cen-
tral civic function. Some assumptions cannot 
be refuted by words alone. If there is a case 
to be made that the public library is central 
to our civilization, as Reed and Morrone here 
demonstrate, the New York Public Library is 
as eloquent a physical demonstration of that 
centrality as we are ever likely to have. 

Michael J. Lewis is Faison-Pierson-Stoddard 
Professor of Art at Williams College. His books 
include Frank Furness: Architecture and the 
Violent Mind (W.W. Norton & Company) and 
American Art and Architecture (Thames and 
Hudson). 

Torture and State Violence 
in the United States
A Short Documentary History

edited by Robert M. Pallitto

The war on terror 
has brought to light 
troubling actions by the 
United States govern-
ment which many 
claim amount to tor-
ture. But as this book 
shows, state-sanctioned 
violence and degrad-
ing, cruel, and unusual 
punishments have a 
long and contentious 
history in the nation. 

Organized around fi ve broad thematic periods 
in American history—colonial America and the 
early republic; slavery and the frontier; imperial-
ism, Jim Crow, and World Wars I and II; the Cold 
War, Vietnam, and police torture; and the war on 
terror—this annotated documentary history traces 
the low and high points of offi cial attitudes toward 
state violence. Pallitto provides a critical introduc-
tion, historical context, and brief commentary and 
then lets the documents speak for themselves.  
$25.00 paperback

The Political Philosophy of 
Thomas Paine
Jack Fruchtman Jr.

“A great way for the 
newcomer to appreciate 
the range, diversity, and 
raw power and bril-
liance of Paine’s ideas.”
—Claremont Review of 
Books

“A compelling portrait 
of Thomas Paine as a 
serious, complex, and 
often surprising writer 
. . . This is a very useful 
volume for new students of US political thought, 
as well as for scholars seeking a quick but illumi-
nating overview of Paine’s writings and philosophy.”
—Choice

“A coherent vision of Paine’s work, encompassing 
his many contradictions.”
—Times Literary Supplement
$25.00 paperback
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Book Review by William Gonch

Of Thee We Sing
What So Proudly We Hail: The American Soul in Story, Speech, and Song, 

edited by Amy A. Kass, Leon R. Kass, and Diana Schaub. ISI Books, 800 pages, $35

Virgil was a patriot. in book vi of his 
Aeneid, the hero Aeneas visits his father 
Anchises in the underworld. Anchis-

es shows him a whispering throng of spirits 
readying themselves for birth, and points out 
Aeneas’s descendents, men like Caesar and 
Brutus, who will do great things for Rome. 
Anchises addresses them with a prophecy: 
Whatever glories other peoples may rise to, 

you, Roman, remember, rule with all your power 
the peoples of the earth—these will be your arts:
to put your stamp on the works and ways of peace, 
to spare the defeated, break the proud in war.” 
[ll. 976-984, from the translation by Robert Fagles]

This promise was the boast of Rome: to 
spare the conquered and subdue the proud. 
Does Rome live up to the promise and the 
boast? The Aeneid is richly ambiguous on the 
point. 

What So Proudly We Hail offers readers 
an American patriotism like Virgil’s Roman 
version: subtle, supple, critical, and real. The 
book is an anthology made up mostly of short 
stories and novellas, along with letters, essays, 
poems, speeches, and the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Glancing at the title, a reader who 

cherishes ambiguity might worry that he will 
encounter here a simplistic nationalism that 
treats American history as a march from tri-
umph to triumph and Americans as people 
of unremitting rightness. If you’re that reader, 
don’t worry. The story told in this book is much 
more interesting than that. 

The editors are Amy Kass, a senior fellow 
at the Hudson Institute, her husband Leon 
Kass, professor emeritus at the University of 
Chicago, and Diana Schaub, professor of po-
litical science at Loyola University Maryland. 
They organize stories to make specific claims 
about what it means to be American. The cen-
tral idea of American identity gets its own sec-
tion, “Individuals Free and Equal.” Freedom 
and equality are supported by certain virtues, 
like courage, civility, and self-respect, each of 
which is discussed at length. And they are de-
voted to certain goals, like “Lifting the Floor” 
for all citizens and “Elevating the Ceiling” of 
achievement by the greatest—artists, athletes, 
and jet pilots, to name a few.

The selections pull no punches. a 
section entitled “Self-Command and 
Self-Respect” opens with an obvious 

choice: Benjamin Franklin’s account of his 

catalogue of virtues, by which he attempted 
to train himself in useful habits. But in the 
same section the editors furnish an excerpt 
from Frederick Douglass’s memoir, My Bond-
age and My Freedom, recounting a fistfight 
between Douglass and a particularly wicked 
overseer, Edward Covey. Franklin developed 
his self-respect through quiet, daily action. 
Douglass had to fight for it—and he only be-
lieved in it after he whipped Covey and saw 
his fear.

Or consider another piece in that section, 
“Twenty-Two Days on a Chain Gang,” by the 
civil-rights activist Bayard Rustin. Rustin re-
counts the sterility and servile torpor of life 
on the gang, where the work was never done, 
the men were forbidden independent thought, 
and all the prisoners lived at the mercy of a 
cruel and whimsical captain. Rustin main-
tains his self-respect, and the charity with 
which he treats the other men causes some 
small changes in the prison’s culture. But they 
are very small changes, he acknowledges, and 
the overwhelming feeling is of a man holding 
his own—barely—in a place that would crush 
his hope if his sentence were any longer.

A division entitled “Civility, Tolerance, and 
Compassion,” opens with a story by the early 
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20th-century sportswriter Ring Lardner. A 
couple has moved to a new suburb and the 
neighbors invite them to a bridge night. The 
husband, a magazine editor, endures talk that 
he finds tedious (he finds all talk tedious), 
and plots his revenge. When he returns the 
next week—without his ill wife and with a 
friend’s promise to introduce him to “better” 
folk—he eviscerates the grammar and usage, 
the piano-playing, and the table-manners of 
his hosts until they throw him out. Stephen 
Crane’s “The Blue Hotel” tells the story of an 
intolerable stranger—suspicious, aggressive, 
and ultimately violent—who starts two fights 
and is killed in the second. And then there is 
Melville’s immortal “Bartleby the Scrivener,” 
about a New York lawyer whose clerk “would 
prefer not” to do anything and sits like a lump 
in the office. The lawyer’s compassion wastes 
itself on Bartleby, who refuses to respond. It 
is a weird kind of tragedy, and the lawyer is a 
small man, but there is something noble about 
his persistence in hopeless charity. 

Through these and other odd-seem-
ing but revealing stories, Kass, Kass, 
and Schaub remind us how complicat-

ed and contested are the elements of Ameri-
can culture. Consider the book’s first selection, 

“The Man Without a Country,” a morality-tale 
by a Unitarian minister named Edward Ever-
ett Hale. It is the story of Philip Nolan, a lieu-
tenant in the U.S. Army who gets swept up in 
Aaron Burr’s dream of empire and joins Burr’s 
plot: whether or not Burr was a traitor, Nolan 
certainly was. Burr is arrested; after the tribu-
nal condemns Nolan, the judge asks whether 
he would say anything to prove his loyalty. He 

responds: “D--n the United States! I wish I 
may never hear of the United States again!” 

His wish is granted. He is sentenced to 
lifetime imprisonment in a U.S. Naval ves-
sel; the crew is forbidden from mentioning 
America within his earshot; newspapers and 
correspondence are scoured for any mention 
of home before he may see them. He follows 
America’s spread westward by noting that 
larger and larger portions of the map are cut 
out of his atlas. Just before he dies, he has a 
change of heart and professes his love for 
America. But the story is less straightforward 
than it appears. Hale wrote it in 1863, at the 
height of the Civil War, and Nolan’s treachery 
(foolishness, really) echoes that of the South-
ern rebels. The text is replete with Hale’s an-
ger at the Confederacy, over slavery and over 
the unnecessary bloodshed. He shows a sur-
prising contempt for the “House of Virginia” 
of earlier times, implying that Jefferson was a 
knave and Madison a fool. 

Today, it is unusual to find a writer who 
loves the founding but despises Thomas Jeffer-
son. We all know that the founders sometimes 
fought bitterly with one another, but most of 
us honor them all. One of the great benefits of 
reading What So Proudly We Hail is that we 
are forced to return to the conflicts that made 
up, and continue to make up, American iden-
tity. We can evade those conflicts only insofar 
as we evade our culture itself. 

The book certainly does contain straight-
forwardly inspiring, even uplifting, works. 

“The Star Spangled Banner” is there, and so 
is “My Country, ’Tis of Thee” and “God Bless 
America.” There is a selection from John Mc-
Cain about the Medal of Honor winner, Roy 

Benavidez, and if you can read it without awe 
you are far more traveled than I. And there is 
a deeply moving letter from a Union soldier 
to his wife; the soldier would die at First Bull 
Run the week after he posted the letter. It is 
the coupling of these pieces with the more 
critical pieces that expresses the thoughtful 
patriotism at the heart of this book.

In the final lines of the aeneid, aeneas 
has defeated the great warrior Turnus, 
who begs for clemency. Aeneas comes 

close to granting it until he sees that Turnus 
is wearing a sword-belt taken as a trophy from 
the body of Aeneas’s friend. He kills Turnus. 
There is no doubt that we should admire Ae-
neas, but we close on the sight of him, after 
having subdued the proud, failing to spare the 
conquered.

When we truly love America, we love her 
like family: with eyes open. We do not need 
to hide her paradoxes or even her faults, for 
her virtues shine bright; we love her when she 
succeeds and we love her despite her falling 
short. Looking at our shortcomings does not 
diminish our love for our country; it urges us 
to rededicate ourselves to her ideals. The edi-
tors of What So Proudly We Hail have done us 
a great service: they let us look on our failures 
and past them, to the nation that remains, 
the principles that we serve, the people and 
land that we love, and the flag that we still, so 
proudly, hail. 

William Gonch is a program associate at the 
American Council of Trustees and Alumni 
(ACTA), and editor of ACTA’s newsletter, In-
side Academe.
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Book Review by Neil Rogachevsky

Studying Abroad
The Greater Journey: Americans in Paris, by David McCullough. 

Simon & Schuster, 576 pages, $37.50

It has been well said that the french 
go to London to work while the British 
go to Paris to spend. David McCullough, 

whose nine previous books include histories 
of the Brooklyn Bridge and Panama Canal as 
well as biographies of John Adams and Harry 
Truman, does not try to extract a similar pithy 
generalization in The Greater Journey: Ameri-
cans in Paris. Instead, this wonderful book 
casts a very wide net, covering the experiences 
of American students, scientists, inventors, 
politicians, diplomats, idlers, artists, and oth-
ers who came to Paris between the advent of 
the self-styled “bourgeois monarchy” of Louis 
Philippe in 1830 and the end of the century. 
Greater Journey is organized around chapters 
focusing on either single figures like Mary 
Cassatt, James Fenimore Cooper, Samuel 
Morse, George Healy, and Augustus Saint-
Gaudens, or groups defined by pursuits like 
art or medicine. Like any good travel writer, 
McCullough uses the experiences of his coun-
trymen in a foreign land to tell his American 
readers new things about themselves. 

At its core Greater Journey is concerned 
with the theme of education. Whether it is 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., a medical stu-
dent observing the sick with the professors of 
medicine of the École de Médecine, or Samuel 

Morse laboriously copying the Renaissance 
masters in the Louvre, McCullough’s Ameri-
cans go to Paris to further their education. If 
they are already accomplished in their craft 
they go, as did James Fenimore Cooper, in 
pursuit of still higher achievement.

The German idea of Bildung suits these pio-
neers of study abroad, who took, however, a 
distinctly American approach to spiritual 
expansion, elevation, and integration. Of the 
Americans profiled here few express or ex-
emplify the view, which became popular only 
later, that education should involve discarding 
one’s American identity in order to embrace a 
more refined foreign one. McCullough’s 19th 
century Americans seek instead a kind of ed-
ucation to help them as Americans, to rarify 
and complete their Americanness, often in 
contrast to the Frenchness of the French. They 
don’t leave America to find the world, but like 
Mark Twain’s eponymous hero in The Inno-
cents Abroad, travel the world to find America.

Study abroad is supposed to be fun, not just 
earnest, of course. McCullough explores the 
Paris of P.T. Barnum, whose Broadway Cir-
cus highlights were such a great sensation on 
the Right Bank in 1845 that Louis Philippe, 
the “pro-American” king who in his youth 
had been a waiter in a Boston oyster house, 

brought Barnum’s group in for a private show-
ing. McCullough reports, too, how a 15-year-
old Creole pianist from New Orleans named 
Louis Gottschalk became the first American 
to conquer the Parisian stage, performing 
Chopin for Chopin. 

But over and above the lighter side 
of Parisian life, Greater Journey raises 
the serious question of the sort of edu-

cation fitting for an American. This issue is 
especially prominent in the first and better 
half of McCullough’s work, which concerns 
the travelers in the first part of the 19th cen-
tury. In the second half, he treats the later 
decades of the century when the trickle of 
American visitors to Paris became a veritable 
flood, and when the city became more com-
fortable and modern. While the second half 
does include some excellent parts (especially 
his discussion of Elihu Washburne, Ameri-
can ambassador to France during the Franco-
Prussian War), McCullough stumbles a bit 
when forced to deal with such a throng. In the 
1830s, by contrast, there were only around a 
thousand Americans inhabiting a Paris that 
still retained many medieval characteristics. 
With Haussmann’s grand boulevards yet to 
be designed or constructed, much public life 
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took place in narrow streets and courtyards. 
There was still some Latin in the Latin Quar-
ter, and widespread poverty. Nonetheless, this 
was already a city whose sheer scale was unlike 
anything in America, with 800,000 residents 
in 1830, compared to New York’s 200,000 or 
Boston’s 60,000. 

Paris afforded visiting Americans un-
equalled exposure to the classics, which were 
prized but inaccessible in the New World. For 
the aspiring artist, no city offered comparable 
access to masterworks, high-level instruction, 
and a public eager to reward artistic achieve-
ment. With few formal requirements, classes 
on any subject anywhere in the city opened 
their doors to foreign students. Outside the 
classroom, they could observe the comedy of 
manners provided by a declining but residu-
ally aristocratic society.

If the opportunities were great, so 
too, the Americans believed, were the 
perils. Many young visitors worried about 

dissipation, and tried to fortify themselves 
against it. In sight of France on the English 
Channel in 1837, the 26-year-old Charles 
Sumner prayed to return home “untainted by 
the immoralities” he would encounter abroad. 
Monarchy itself, notwithstanding its strange 
liberal features under Louis Philippe, struck 
many visitors as the fundamental Old World 
immorality.

Americans in Paris in the early 1830s fre-
quently made pilgrimages to see “Old Gener-
al Lafayette,” one of the last living statesmen 
of the War of Independence. Jefferson and 
Adams, well known in and to Paris, had died 
only a few years earlier. The American Revo-
lution would henceforth have to be perpetu-
ated by memories and ideas rather than phys-
ical ties. As Harry V. Jaffa has argued, it can 
be more difficult to maintain a revolutionary 
heritage than to make a revolution. Many of 
the visitors had a keen sense of their intellec-
tual and political responsibilities in America, 
which made them irreverent or simply defi-
ant when addressing feckless counterparts in 
France: “An American gentleman is equal to 
any title or rank in Europe, kings and emper-
ors not excepted,” wrote the painter turned 
telegraph code inventor Samuel Morse, 
which pretty much sums up the insouciant 
attitude of Americans with respect to the 
contemporary exemplars of French culture. 
Their attitude towards the classics, however, 
was altogether different. 

The challenge, then, was to take advantage 
of the great resources of Paris while main-
taining what James Fenimore Cooper called 
“republican simplicity.” An austere bearing 
was one way to profit from the experience 
without being corrupted by it. Americans 
rejected moustaches and other signs of dan-
dyism. But the most effective response, as 
McCullough shows, was devotion to work. 
Morse copied great paintings at the Louvre 
throughout the deadly cholera epidemic of 
1832. The daily routines of the serious art 
and medical students left them only a little 
time for theatre and diversions, and even less 
for the debauchery feared by their folks back 
home. 

The Gallery of the Louvre, the large paint-
ing by Morse, deliberately tried to capture 
the proper American attitude. The painting 
features Morse, the Cooper family, and other 
American artists in a gallery filled to the ceil-
ing with great European masterpieces. Among 
the living characters in the room, however, 
there are few Frenchmen and no other Euro-
peans. Americans were to be grateful for the 
masterworks and cultural heritage of the Old 
World, without forgetting that they were a 
new people who had sailed across the Atlan-
tic to escape European quarrels and persecu-
tions. Learn from Europe, Morse’s painting 
advised, but do not forget your destiny. 

John Sanderson, a Philadelphia teacher 
and writer, was amazed by the art in Paris, 
noting that there was nothing comparable 
in America—yet. Sanderson and his fellows 
shared none of the pessimism expressed by 
certain visitors to America about the pros-
pects for American art. On the contrary, their 
great hopes spurred their diligence. Soon the 
results were impressive—George Healy’s po-
litical paintings (such as Webster’s Reply to 
Hayne), his portraits (e.g., the young Lincoln), 
and Augustus Saint-Gaudens’s sculptures 
(like his Farragut in New York City). These 
works celebrated American heroes and in-
spired Americans to emulate them.

Academic science was another 
source of inspiration to the Ameri-
cans. In the 1830s and ’40s Parisian 

resources for medical education were without 
equal. In 1833 the city’s twelve hospitals treat-
ed 65,000 patients, while the two in Boston 
saw fewer than 800. Medical education in the 
U.S. still worked on an apprenticeship model, 
which hardly permitted exposure to the di-

verse ailments and conditions the modern 
doctor would be required to treat. Moreover, 
physicians in the States disdained textbook 
learning or any theoretical inquiry into ail-
ments. Their frontier empiricism could guard 
against certain medical extravagances, but 
genuine theoretical knowledge of disease re-
mained in a low state. 

By contrast, in Paris the students were treat-
ed to a vast array of medical knowledge, from 
lectures to the famed “walkabouts”—strolls 
around Parisian hospitals with eminent pro-
fessors of medicine observing every conceiv-
able malady. Of the superstar medical profes-
sors, the most popular was Pierre Charles-
Alexandre-Louis, an expert on tuberculosis 
who had a no-nonsense approach, insisting 
on evidence. Louis took a distinct interest in 
the Americans, and under his tutelage many 
of them flourished—not by aping the French 
approach but by thinking it through and com-
paring it to American practices. Even as they 
benefited from learning abstract ideas about 
diseases, American practitioners noted with 
dismay how this approach could easily lead 
to theorizing medicine while neglecting pa-
tients. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., perhaps 
the most famous of some 700 Americans who 
McCullough says studied medicine in Paris 
between 1830 and 1860, criticized Louis, less 
a showman and artiste than many of his col-
leagues, for sometimes being more interested 
in observing and describing the characteristics 
of a disease than actually restoring an afflicted 
patient’s health. The Americans were not to 
fall into this trap. 

By the middle of the 19th centu-
ry, Paris had already become what 
Churchill would call in Thoughts and 

Adventures “that amazing composite entity.” 
Simultaneously modern and ancient, the me-
tropolis offered anonymity and freedom, fop-
pishness and genuine taste. Guided by their 
principles and experiences, Americans learned 
some of the best lessons the Old World could 
teach, but did so in the service of an experi-
ment in self-government that was decidedly 
new. In showing how old wisdom was brought 
to bear on new realities, David McCullough 
provides inspiration for those grappling with 
that experiment today. 

Neil Rogachevsky is a Ph.D. candidate in his-
tory at Sidney Sussex College, University of 
Cambridge. 
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Book Review by John Derbyshire

The Importance of a College Education
Crazy U: One Dad’s Crash Course in Getting His Kids Into College, by Andrew Ferguson. 

Simon & Schuster, 240 pages, $25

In the Basement of the Ivory Tower: Confessions of an Accidental Academic, by “Professor X.”
Viking, 288 pages, $25.95

One of the strongest pieces of evi-
dence that our civilization has de-
scended into madness was offered by 

National Public Radio in April 2007. NPR’s 
Robert Siegel was interviewing Melinda Gates, 
wife of Bill Gates and custodian of a new $60 
million education reform initiative the Gates 
Foundation was launching. “Can we reasonably 
expect 100% of high school students to become 
college students?” asked Siegel. To which Mrs. 
Gates replied, “Yes, I think we can.”

Now, Melinda Gates is by no means an 
outlier in this opinion. Our current presi-
dent has come close to saying the same thing. 
Not only do these people believe, or profess 
to believe, that every high-school graduate is 
capable of college work, they also believe that 
college admission should be available to all, as 
a social good.

The rationales offered for universal college 
education vary. You occasionally hear an echo 
of John Henry Newman saying that knowl-
edge is its own end. More common are appeals 
to our national competitiveness: we need more 
college graduates if we are to keep our place in 

the world. Given that many Third World hell-
holes are awash in college graduates, this is 
unconvincing. (The actual top five in rankings 
for “Percentage of 25- to 64-Year-Olds with 
an Associate Degree or Higher, 2007” are, 
from the top: Russia, Canada, Israel, Japan, 
New Zealand. The U.S.A. ranks sixth.) 

In political presentations to the general 
public, however, the sales pitch is that since 
people with college degrees have, on average, a 
higher standard of living than people without 
college degrees, then by giving everyone a col-
lege degree, everyone will have a higher stan-
dard of living. This makes as much sense as 
trying to make us all rich by scattering money 
from helicopters over inhabited areas. In fact 
it makes less sense than that. The cost of the 
helicopterized-enrichment project would only 
be that of printing the bills and servicing the 
choppers. If we send every high-school gradu-
ate to college, however, there will be buildings, 
teachers, books, and computers to be paid for. 

There will also be huge but unquantifiable 
opportunity costs. Young persons of modest 
means will be a financial drain on their fami-

lies for several years, when they might have 
been learning useful skills through paid em-
ployment, or founding their own businesses, 
or starting their own families. Disposable in-
come that might have circulated through the 
economy will disappear into rich college en-
dowments. (Harvard’s is currently $32 billion; 
Yale, $19.4 billion. The World Bank lists 109 
nations as having GDP smaller than Harvard’s 
endowment. The list begins with Kenya.)

Yet opposition is scattered and muted. The 
fearless Charles Murray wrote a book, Real 
Education (2008), one chapter of which is 
headed “Too Many People Are Going to Col-
lege.” Murray argued that no more than 20% 
of citizens can gain any benefit in knowledge 
or capability from post-secondary academic 
education. Billionaire entrepreneur-investor 
Peter Thiel has established a fellowship for 
young people who want to drop out of college 
and start a business.

These are marginal phenomena, though. 
Murray’s book was not a bestseller. Thiel’s 
fellowship recruits just 20 youngsters a year. 
Among the citizenry at large, college educa-
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tion is regarded as an unqualified good. No 
politician could get elected in any jurisdiction 
by promising to cut higher-education funding. 
No TV talking head would dare suggest such a 
thing. Probably a majority of adult Americans 
agree with Mrs. Gates. Probably a majority 
would vote for the helicopter idea if it were of-
fered to them. Perhaps I shouldn’t have aired it.

Both books under review here are 
about the college fad. Neither is an 
analytical study of the topic. Both are 

in fact memoirs, though from very different 
points of view. In Crazy U, Andrew Fergu-
son, a senior editor of the Weekly Standard, 
tells the story—his own story—of a “lower 
upper middle-class” family (his description) 
getting their teenage son through the college-
application process. “Professor X,” the author 
of In the Basement of the Ivory Tower, sounds 
more upper-lower than lower-upper. He and 
his wife bought a house they could not afford 
at exactly the wrong point in the house-price 
bubble. His income from low-level govern-
ment work was inadequate to feed the mort-
gage, so he took up a second job as adjunct 
professor, teaching low-ability and “continu-
ing education” college students. He tells us 
about his work, his students, his life. 

Of the two books, Ferguson’s was the 
one I was keener to read, for the personal 
reason that having just been through the 
college-application process myself on behalf 
of my daughter, I wanted to compare notes. 
Had Ferguson found the college-application 
process as tedious and confusing as I found 
it? Were there things I had missed? My 
daughter has commenced a four-year degree 
program at a state college to which she com-
mutes from home. Could I have done better 
by her? Might she have been in residence at 
some tonier private school if I had been more 
diligent at playing the angles—chasing down 
scholarships, references, and financial aid? 
Should we have prodded her to take more 
A.P. courses at high school? To be more 
prominent in the school orchestra? To take 
on some social work? Parenting is guilt, and 
a constant search for assurance that one has 
not done as badly as one fears.

Ferguson is, like me, a not-very-attentive 
parent. His son, like my daughter, had no 
strong desire to attend college, and thought 
the application process a tiresome bore. Div-
ing into that process, Ferguson finds himself, 
as I did, swimming with sharks—“tiger” par-
ents who have been plotting their kids’ college 
future since the diapers came off, and college-
admissions consultants bristling with compet-
itive zeal. He records an exchange with one of 
the latter:

By the time they were juniors, she 
said, students should be well on the 
way to putting together a compelling 
application. “Your application needs to 
scream, ‘I want to go to this school!’”

I said my son wasn’t a screamer. 
Worse, I didn’t think there were any 
schools that he was just dying to go to.

“What year?” she said.
“He’s a junior.”
“And you’re how far along?”

[After some further prodding, Fergu-
son confesses he hasn’t even begun ap-
plying.]

“Oooooh,” she said. “Baaaaaaad 
daaaaaad.”

The author won my heart right there. He 
proceeds to take us through the whole grisly 
process, putting in some first-rate journalistic 
legwork on all the background sub-topics: col-
lege rankings, the testing business, the internet 
advice subculture, the application essay, finan-

may not be used to describe the United States. 
If you mention Einstein, you must elsewhere 
mention Madame Curie…and so endlessly on. 

This bleaching-out of anything that might 
hurt the infinitely tender feelings of modern 
Americans—sorry! I mean “inhabitants of 
the U.S.”—plumbed new depths of absurdity 
when “learning disabilities” became an issue 
in the 1990s. A test-taker afflicted with At-
tention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder 
gets extra time to finish the SAT; but it took 
a decade or so of litigation to settle the issue. 
(During which time, Ferguson tells us, “the 
number of test takers claiming to suffer from 
ADHD rose dramatically.” No kidding.)

Ferguson notes the widespread belief that 
higher education has become a “signaling sys-
tem” for employers. A job applicant’s posses-
sion of a college degree signals to the employer 
that this person has desirable levels of intel-
ligence and diligence—of merit, as defined in 
Michael Young’s 1958 classic The Rise of the 
Meritocracy: merit equals intelligence plus ef-
fort. It would be more efficient, certainly from 
the point of view of society at large, for a hiring 
firm or organization to assess job applicants’ 
merit by giving them aptitude tests. This used 
routinely to be done. Then in 1971 the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled in Griggs v. Duke Power 
Co. that such tests came within the scope of 
the odious and incoherent “disparate impact” 
doctrine, so that employers who gave such 
tests thenceforth have done so under threat of 
expensive litigation.

Ferguson: “The ban on employment tests 
was a solid blow against prejudice.” That is 
twice wrong. There was no ban, only litiga-
tion-igniting restrictions on testing that ter-
minally discouraged the practice. (It actually 
still survives in odd corners.) Nor was there 
any evidence of prejudice, only “disparate 
impact”—different races displaying different 
test-score profiles, a universal and intractable 
phenomenon, still with us in full force 40 
years later, whose cause, though unknown, is 
demonstrably unrelated to “prejudice.”

In the basement of the ivory tower is 
a book-length version of an essay with the 
same title that appeared in the June 2008 

issue of the Atlantic. The essay’s subtitle, which 
sufficiently explains its theme, was: “The idea 
that a university education is for everyone is a 
destructive myth. An instructor at a ‘college of 
last resort’ explains why.” The widely noticed 
essay circulated round the internet, gathering 
much commentary, some of which Professor 
X reproduces in his book.

The anonymous author actually teaches 
evening classes at two colleges, one private, 
one a community college. His own degree 

cial aid, and so on. There were some oddities 
that I had not encountered on my own trek, of 
which I think the weirdest is the “likely letter” 
from a college dean of admissions—neither 
an offer nor a rejection. “The work of a sadist,” 
says Ferguson.

The whole thing is done with zest, wit, and 
a pleasingly reductionist approach to the Ed-
speranto jargon with which colleges obfuscate 
their aims and methods. He closes a long para-
graph on “holistic” admissions with the obser-
vation: “A more practical and accurate term for 
holistic admissions is ‘completely subjective.’” 
Which I think we all kind of knew. 

His history of the SAT brings to light the 
glaring disconnect between the need to have 
some metric for the academic competitiveness 
we have become addicted to, and the intense, 
prickly egalitarianism of our culture. In his 
words, the story is one of an institution “strug-
gling to make itself acceptable to activists and 
enthusiasts who will never, under any circum-
stances, find the institution acceptable.”

Hence the ceaseless refining and tighten-
ing of “sensitivity guidelines” for compilers of 
the SAT. Graphs cannot be included because 
they reproduce poorly in Braille. “America” 

College has 
become a sort of 
super-expensive 
and fantastically 
prolonged bris.
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learning is exalted.” Thus the Chinese prov-
erb: thus the attitude to useful, honest work 
in an imperial-bureaucratic despotism run 
by arrogant scholar-officials. How long can it 
be before our law-school elites begin sport-
ing six-inch fingernails, like the Mandarins of 
old Peking?

Professor x strikes the right frank 
but sympathetic note towards his stu-
dents: “They have no truck at all with 

books or any sort of intellectual commerce. 
They don’t go anywhere where there are books, 
not even the college library.” In a different 
chapter: “We were trying to make up…for a 
lifetime of not reading.” Again: “I was teach-
ing students who were in over their heads.” 
The good professor writes eloquently of his ef-
forts to acquaint his charges with poets: Adri-
enne Rich, Robert Creeley, Ted Hughes, John 
Donne. Perhaps he should have tried Philip 
Larkin: “Books are a load of crap.”

The sympathy is plain on every page. In his 
own straitened financial circumstances, Pro-
fessor X is in no position to condescend to his 
struggling students. Their lives are hard, and 
they are putting themselves through Book 
Hell in hopes of making some small improve-
ment. It is appalling that they have to do this, 
spending their evenings floundering in useless 
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was, he tells us, a Master of Fine Arts in Cre-
ative Writing. That’s what he teaches, more 
or less: required classes in writing to working 
people trying to improve their lives: young 
men in dead-end jobs who need college credits 
in order to become law-enforcement officers, 
health-care and public-sector workers who 
need college-level certification to advance at 
work, and others similarly placed. 

As they freely admit, they are not in my 
classes because they want to be. The 
colleges require that all students, no 
matter what their majors or career ob-
jectives, pass English 101 (Introduction 
to College Writing) and English 102 
(Introduction to College Literature). 
Some of my students don’t even want to 
be in college in the first place, but what 
choice do they have?

Not much. Nowadays a low-level clerk-
ing position needs a college accounting de-
gree. Nurses, state troopers, dental hygienists, 
physical therapy assistants, even sales reps 
need two years of college. In the classified col-
umns of newspapers, ads for jobs that do not 
actually demand college credit none the less 
end with the phrase “college preferred” much 
more often than not.

So here is Professor X flogging reluctant, 
work-weary evening classes through the ba-
sics of grammar, rhetoric, and composition. It 
reads to me like a vision of hell, though the 
author claims persuasively to find some satis-
factions in it.

The wretched souls being tormented in 
that hell belong to the most oppressed, per-
secuted, and disadvantaged segment of our 
population: the un-bookish. Somehow we 
have arrived in the 21st century with a class 
of rulers so bereft of imagination they can-
not conceive that anyone would wish to be 
less educated than themselves. When a poli-
tician addresses schoolchildren, it is to urge 
bookishness on them. Thus Barack Obama 
in his 2009 back-to-school address to the na-
tion’s students: “You want to be a doctor, or 
a teacher, or a police officer? You want to be 
a nurse or an architect, a lawyer, or a mem-
ber of our military? You’re going to need a 
good education for every single one of those 
careers.” So much for mechanics, gardeners, 
fishermen, glaziers, loggers, athletes, barbers, 
truckers, cooks, butchers, roofers, miners, 
crane operators, manicurists, linemen, danc-
ers, cameramen, steel fixers, personal train-
ers, carpenters, brewers, florists, ranchers, 
masons, potters…. The hell with them! “Ten 
thousand occupations are lowly; only book-
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material they cannot understand, when they 
ought to be at home with their families. 

They’re just trying to get to a place where 
they can make a buck. I find myself view-
ing the study of literature as one more 
indignity visited upon the proletariat, 
like too-frequent traffic stops and shoes 
with plastic uppers and payday loans.

It’s hard to disagree. The internet com-
ments on his original Atlantic essay included 
many that were vituperatively negative. The 
author includes a sample in Chapter 17: 

“Professor X doesn’t really know what he’s 
doing as a teacher”; “I feel sorry for Professor 
X’s students”; “Professor X is a white-collar 
criminal”(!); “This article serves to suggest 
that a large portion of the (working-class) 
population is unteachable—and this simply 
isn’t true.”

Of course it isn’t true, but it’s not what Pro-
fessor X is saying. He’s saying that a large por-
tion of that population is profoundly, consti-
tutionally, metabolically un-bookish. That is 
true. The college rackets, with all their waste 
and pain and unhappiness and greed, are built 
around the denial of it.

If you write about this topic in the 
manner I have been doing here the com-
monest response is a jeer. Yeah, yeah. You 

scoff at the college business, but you’ll bust a gut 
to get your own kids into a good college, won’t 
you, Mr. Hypocrite? Actually, with one daugh-
ter in a modest public college, my gut, like 
Andrew Ferguson’s, is intact. The jeerer has a 
point, though, and Professor X explains it in 
his book:

We are locked in a Mexican standoff.
Five groups point weapons at one 

another: the adjunct instructors, the 
colleges, the students, industry, and 
the American people in the person of 
the new sheriff in town, Barack Obama. 
Guns drawn, we are frozen. Nobody 
can move. How long can this go on?

A lone citizen can’t resign from the stam-
pede. He—actually his kids—would just get 
trampled to death. A stampede it is, though, 
without direction or purpose, and there’s a fis-
cal cliff up ahead there somewhere, perhaps a 
civilizational one. Professor X is well placed 
to compare the real-estate bubble of a few 
years ago with the college-financing bubble of, 
well, today. He gives over a whole chapter to it 
(as does Andrew Ferguson). 

There are some signs of resistance in our 
society. The “signaling” trope is now quite 
widely known. Many are coming to under-
stand that—outside the professional schools 
and elite science research institutes—college 
is a credentialing machine with the purpose 
of marking graduates fit to enter some level 
of the meritocratic elite. It is, in other words, 
a sort of super-expensive and fantastically 
prolonged bris. Not much learning gets done. 
Sociologists Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa 
carried out a study quantifying that fact, 
which is now available as a book, Academi-
cally Adrift: Limited Learning on College Cam-
puses (reviewed in the CRB’s Fall 2011 issue). 
Thirty-six percent of the students they tested 
“demonstrated no significant gains in critical 
thinking, analytical reasoning, and written 
communications” across four years of college. 
Thirty-six percent!

The news may even be seeping down 
into our teenagers’ silly heads. Here’s 
a sample of three: Andrew Ferguson’s 

son, my daughter, and my son. Neither of the 
first two displayed much enthusiasm for col-
lege. My wife and I are quietly agreed that 
our hardest task these next four years will 
be keeping up her interest at a level above 
the drop-out. And this is a bright and well-
read—in fact bookish!—young woman. Our 
son, two years younger, declares his post-high-
school preferences to be (1) the military, and 
(2) “ABC”—anything but college. 

“How long can this go on?” That is only 
one of the questions raised by these two 
excellent books. Another is: What kind of 
citizens emerge from this lunacy? Andrew 
Ferguson ponders this in relation to the ap-
plication essay.

It would also reward other character-
istics, like narcissism, exhibitionism, 
Uriah Heep-ish insincerity, and the un-
wholesome thrill that some people get 
from gyrating before strangers. Which 
of these traits, I wondered, predicted 
scholarly aptitude or academic success?

I saw it at every turn, as my friend had 
said of Harvard: the system “privileged” 
a certain kind of kid. And if you weren’t 
that kind of kid the best course was to 
figure out how to pretend you were.

And from there pass seamlessly into the 
ranks of our new ruling elite. Welcome to 
the Mandarinate. Love what you’ve done with 
those fingernails! 

John Derbyshire is a writer living in New York.
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Book Review by Bradley C.S. Watson

First, Let ’s Kill All the Law Schools
Schools for Misrule: Legal Academia and an Overlawyered America, by Walter Olson.

Encounter Books, 296 pages, $25.95

In democracy in america, alexis de toc-
queville marveled at the influence lawyers 
had on American government—an influ-

ence that has surely grown exponentially since 
his time. Lawyers, he thought, are the ones to 
whom the people turn in the absence of the 
rich, the royal, or the noble. They are uniquely 
well situated to check the excesses of democ-
racy. Their habits of order and concern for for-
malism render them opposed to the passions 
of the multitude. They secretly scorn popular 
government and maintain the last vestiges of 
aristocracy in democratic regimes. In such 
regimes they align by their interests with the 
many, but by their habits and tastes with the 
few. They are a link between the claims of de-
mocracy and aristocracy.

Whatever the regime type, lawyers’ access 
to specialized knowledge gives them a sense 
of superiority, and puts them, at least in their 
own estimation, on a plane with political 
rulers. Hence, as Tocqueville notes, it’s bet-
ter for those rulers to bring them inside the 
tent, rather than leave them outside to cause 
untold revolutionary mischief. As long as law-
yers hold elevated positions in a regime, their 
spirit is conservative.

So Tocqueville thought the influence of law-
yers was mostly for the good, a point on which 
few Americans today would concur. And they 
wouldn’t concur for reasons that the French-
man’s own analysis lays bare. As long as men’s 
independence is taken away by legislation, law-
yers are not likely to protest. Their interests, as 
well as inclinations, are satisfied. Lawyers love 

order and authority more than freedom, and 
fear tyranny less than arbitrariness. For too 
many lawyers today “arbitrariness” includes 
the spontaneity of civil society, and “order” 
means the controlling legal authority and ap-
paratus of the administrative state. 

Yet it’s not as if Tocqueville was wrong, 
or insensitive to the full implications of his 
irony. It’s just that he was largely describing 
the culture and role of traditional common 
lawyers—the barristers and solicitors—a 
breed that has almost disappeared from the 
American political, if not legal, landscape. He 
describes the English or American lawyer 
(in contrast to his continental counterpart) 
who still has “a taste and respect for what is 
old,” and who wishes to rely “on the sense of 
his fathers.” Such a lawyer is timid, regular, 
and legal—a cautious interpreter of “an oc-
cult science” that looks backward rather than 
forward and relies on particulars rather than 
highly contested abstractions.

But a funny thing happened to the 
American common lawyer, and that 
funny thing was the American law 

school (which came into its own a century af-
ter Tocqueville wrote). As legal training and 
apprenticeship gave way to legal education 
and schooling, wave after wave of progressive 
thinking washed over the expanding and new-
ly confident law schools. By the 1920s, a whol-
ly new science of jurisprudence was coming to 
the fore, based on an explicit rejection of what 
it claimed were the stultifying confines of le-

gal “formalism” and the natural rights consti-
tutionalism of the American Founders. 

This progressive understanding of law, rest-
ing on fundamentally Darwinian and prag-
matic premises—and therefore looking ever 
forward rather than backward—underpinned 
the development of sociological jurisprudence 
and legal realism within the law schools. In 
statutory or constitutional interpretation, it 
would henceforth be the job of lawyers and 
judges to take into account the full range of 
social considerations previously thought to 
be the province of the legislator, and to un-
derstand all laws in light of their purported 
functions rather than their text and the his-
torically grounded understanding of that text. 
The creative acts of the legal experts, rather 
than black letter law, would govern the day 
in order to prevent social stasis. Unchanging 
principles were out, social context was in. 

In the progressive dispensation, laws 
would be promulgated with greater fre-
quency, executed with greater vigor, and in-
terpreted with greater fluidity, because no 
social or political problem was understood 
to be an inherent facet of human nature. In-
deed, human nature itself, along with society, 
was understood to be constantly evolving, 
placing wholly new sorts of demands on the 
constitutional order. Permanent limits on 
government were held to be counterproduc-
tive, standing in the way of necessary growth 
and change. The Constitution itself came to 
be understood as a vehicle for change rather 
than a means of constraint. The end result 
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was that law schools, and the lawyers who 
were their products, put themselves in the 
vanguard of revolutionary change. Nowa-
days, there is nothing particularly conserva-
tive about them, except that they are dedi-
cated to preserving their interests.

Walter olson, a senior fellow at 
the Cato Institute, gives passing 
mention to some of these develop-

ments as he tries to show just how damag-
ing the radicalized law schools have become 
to our public and private lives, and indeed 
to the cause of republican government. He 
opens by noting that the elite law schools 
produce our ruling classes—those elected to 
public office, and those faceless bureaucrats 
who occupy the upper echelons of the na-
tional government. And like so many parts 
of the modern American university, the law 
schools are full of bad ideas. In engineering 
schools bad ideas are quickly banished, else 
bridges would fall down. That’s not the case 
in law schools, or in other humanities or so-
cial science programs. But unlike many ideas 
born in the humanities and social sciences, 
the ideas generated in law schools can have 
the direct consequence of destroying people’s 
lives, liberties, and estates.

In offering an ideological profile of the law 
schools, Olson concurs with the assessment 
that, as the Anglican Church was the Tory 
party at prayer, the law school is the Demo-
cratic Party at the lectern. He goes on to offer 
a fulsome indictment of our legal culture: ex-
tortionate tort litigation, questionable ethical 
dealings of leading law schools and professors, 
political advocacy passed off as legal educa-
tion, the ideological tendentiousness of public 
interest law, demands for reparations for slav-
ery and return of Indian lands, global human 
rights claims that undermine American sov-
ereignty, and the judges’ reliance on foreign 
law to interpret the U.S. Constitution. 

This witch’s brew of corruption and institu-
tional overreach results in a situation where es-
tablished law is ever-changing, and new laws—
as well as new uses for the legal system—are 
ever-arising. Olson in effect concurs with James 
Madison, who noted in The Federalist the ef-
fects of what he called mutable government: 

It poisons the blessing of liberty itself. It 
will be of little avail to the people, that 
the laws are made by men of their own 
choice, if the laws be so voluminous that 
they cannot be read, or so incoherent 
that they cannot be understood; if they…
undergo such incessant changes that no 
man, who knows what the law is today, 
can guess what it will be tomorrow. 

Numerous and unstable laws serve only to 
give unreasonable advantage “to the sagacious, 
the enterprising, and the moneyed few over 
the industrious and uninformed mass of the 
people.” 

But the problem goes deeper even than 
that. The preachy hubris of today’s legal class 
is at the heart of the destructive influence 
of the law schools on the regime as a whole. 
Olson points to the dean of a leading school 
describing his institution as the “Republic of 
Conscience.” Such hubris is indicative of the 
fact that elite legal opinion feels itself uncon-
strained by the duty to undertake something 
as mundane—but vitally important—as cost-
benefit analysis. And too many legal educa-
tors now understand themselves to be the 
teachers and practitioners of the architectonic 
science—law has replaced politics, and the 
serpent-windings of the clever advocate have 
replaced statesmanship. 

Olson has thus set himself to an 
important task. Unfortunately, his 
book is not up to it. This is a great 

loss; Olson is unquestionably one of the 
most insightful commentators on our legal 
culture. But in this book he nowhere offers 
a sustained analysis of the intellectual cur-
rents that dominate the law schools or the 
jurisprudence that is their consequence. He 
relies instead on anecdotes pointing to the 
excesses of individuals and institutions. One 
anecdote bleeds into another, and the chap-
ters don’t have strong thematic unity. Abrupt 
transitions abound, as do subheadings that 
bear little relationship to chapter titles. The 
liberal use of the symbolic equivalent of ellip-
sis dots throughout the book is an admission 
of a failure of discipline on the part of the au-
thor, and a lack of editorial oversight on the 

part of the publisher. On the whole the book 
reads rather like a blog put to paper.

Some readers will feel misled by the book’s 
title. The volume is as much about the al-
leged misbehavior of individual lawyers and 
law professors as it is about legal education. It 
offers a list of grievances about our legal cul-
ture more than a sustained argument about 
their roots in the law schools. And many of 
the grievances cannot be laid solely at the 
feet of the law schools, but involve, among 
other things, complex failures of the political 
branches to assert sovereignty over matters 
rightfully within their domain.

Olson’s approach has other problems as 
well. Anecdotes are unlikely to win over any-
one not already convinced of the author’s con-
clusions. He might have traced in depth just 
what the law schools have become, and why. 
Instead, he has given us a breezy collection 
of stories about lawyers behaving badly—be-
havior that will not come as news to anyone 
inclined to read his book. 

Although Olson’s work is something of an 
opportunity missed, it does offer us yet an-
other reminder of what we already know. The 
power of today’s lawyers, far from checking 
democratic excess or shoring up the rule of 
law, has precipitated the very sentiment that 
Madison feared: 

that diminution of attachment and rev-
erence which steals into the hearts of the 
people, towards a political system which 
betrays so many marks of infirmity…. 
No government…will long be respected 
without being truly respectable; nor be 
truly respectable, without possessing a 
certain portion of order and stability. 

Would that the elite law schools might still 
produce a few good country lawyers to rem-
edy that.

Bradley C.S. Watson, a former practicing lawyer, 
is Philip M. McKenna Professor of American 
and Western Political Thought at Saint Vincent 
College and author or editor of several books, 
including Living Constitution, Dying Faith: 
Progressivism and the New Science of Juris-
prudence (ISI Books).
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Book Review by James Q. Wilson

Measuring the Slant
Left Turn: How Liberal Media Bias Distorts the American Mind, by Tim Groseclose. 

St. Martin’s Press, 304 pages, $26.99 

The vast majority of conservatives 
undoubtedly believe the mass media 
are hopelessly liberal. What we need, 

however, are not more denunciations of ten-
dentious journalism but more, and better, 
evidence. Tim Groseclose, a professor of po-
litical science at UCLA, has made an earnest 
and impressive effort to address the central 
problem in deciding whether there is system-
atic media bias: finding an objective way of 
measuring bias, both an individual’s and news 
outlet’s. The first task is done by assigning to 
any politician, news outlet, or oneself a Po-
litical Quotient (P.Q.) based on whether you 
agree, disagree, or have no opinion on a policy 
question. The questions are those formulated 
by Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) 
to rank members of Congress. The book lists 
ten of these questions and Groseclose’s web-
site lists all forty. Here’s an example:

On August 26, 2009, the Senate voted 
on the confirmation of Sonia Sotomayor 
to be a justice on the Supreme Court. 
Democrats favored her confirmation 58-
0; Republicans opposed it 9-31.

1. I would have favored her confirma-
tion.

2. I can’t decide.
3. I would have opposed her confir-

mation.

For every “yes” answer, you get one point, 
for every “no” response, zero. The higher your 
P.Q., the more liberal you are; the lower the 

score, the more conservative. Among the most 
conservative politicians, according to this 
method, are Jim DeMint and Michele Bach-
mann, and among the most liberal are Nancy 
Pelosi and Barney Frank. No surprises here.

To gauge the bias of the mass media, 
Groseclose develops another measure, the 
Slant Quotient (S.Q.). This is a number that 
shows how often a news outlet cites one or 
more of some 200 think tanks. (Groseclose 
did not count a citation if a reporter either 
criticized a think tank or gave it an ideological 
label, but these were rare events.) The S.Q. of 
a news outlet corresponds roughly to the P.Q. 
of legislators who cite it. 

The bigger the S.Q., the more liberal the 
news outlet. The most liberal newspaper is the 
Detroit Free Press (S.Q. = 81.5), the New York 
Times is very liberal (67.3), and the Wall Street 
Journal is left of center (55.1). The Journal? Yes, 
because the news section and the editorial 
sections of that newspaper are opposed to one 
another. As one observer put it, the editorial 
and news sections are “as politically polarized 
as North and South Korea.”

Groseclose’s findings are consis-
tent with other studies of media bias 
that rely on non-political measures. 

John Lott and Kevin Hassett made a list of 
technical economic news reported by the Unit-
ed States Department of Commerce, such as 
stories about employment, GDP growth, and 
retail sales. They then looked at the headlines 
newspapers ran about these stories, discover-
ing that papers are 20 to 40% more likely to 

print a negative headline if a Republican is in 
the White House than if a Democrat is there.

Two economists, Matthew Gentzkow and 
Jesse Shapiro, programmed a computer to 
construct a list of “politically loaded phras-
es”—ones not merely descriptive but also con-
notative—uttered by members of Congress. 
On the basis of these phrases, Gentzkow 
and Shapiro counted the use of these phrases 
by 400 daily newspapers. They assigned the 
equivalent of a S.Q. to each paper. Among 
the phrases most used by Democratic mem-
bers of Congress are “tax cut for the wealthi-
est,” “arctic national wildlife,” “oil companies,” 
and “civil rights,” while those most used by 
Republican members included “global war on 
terror,” “death tax,” “partial birth abortion,” 
and “illegal aliens.” A media outlet received 
a high S.Q. if it used mostly liberal phrases 
and a low S.Q. if it used primarily conserva-
tive ones. The most liberal newspapers were 
the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, and 
Washington Post. The most conservative pa-
pers were the Washington Times and the Wall 
Street Journal.

The slant quotient of major newspapers 
was almost the same whether one used the 
Groseclose or the Gentzkow-Shapiro method, 
with one exception—the Wall Street Journal. 
But Gentzkow-Shapiro’s computer program 
assembled and counted all of the politically 
loaded phrases, a large fraction of which came 
from opinion pages; as a result, the Journal 
is more conservative than Groseclose, who 
counted only news stories, reported. Gentz-
kow and Shapiro were also able to show that 
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this political orientation did not have a lot 
to do with the ideology of their owners, at 
least when one person owned several papers. 
When this occurred, the political outlook of 
a paper’s readers explained about 20% of the 
political slant that Gentzkow and Shapiro 
found. By contrast, the political contributions 
of the owners (a rough measure of their ide-
ology) had no effect on the slant. Groseclose 
says that whether one uses his method, that 
of Lott and Hassett, or that of Gentzkow and 
Shapiro, the conclusion is that the mass me-
dia carry stories that are liberal.

Arguments have been made against 
the Groseclose approach. One holds 
that it’s a mistake to measure journal-

istic reliance on the views of think tanks or 
advocacy groups, because liberal ones have 
better experts and more influential publi-
cists who sell their projects more success-
fully than do conservative think tanks. But 
Groseclose finds no evidence (such as the 
number of Ph.D.s or publicity experts on a 
staff) that these things differ among think 
tanks or give liberal ones more stature than 
conservative ones.

One could also argue that reporters, de-
spite their personal opinions, voluntarily es-
chew bias out of a sense of civic and profes-
sional duty. Groseclose, however, finds little 
evidence of this self-discipline in two case 
studies about media coverage of partial birth 
abortion and the 2001 Bush tax cuts. In the 
case of the tax cuts, two statements were fac-
tually true: first, the rich would get a bigger 
reduction in their taxes than the poor but, 
second, that after the tax cut the rich would 
pay a larger share of federal income taxes than 
before the cut. Liberal media (those with a 
high S.Q.) would overwhelmingly report the 
first fact while conservative outlets (those 
with a low S.Q.) would report the second fact. 
Both facts are true; media bias comes from 
choosing which to report.

Does capitalism prevent liberal 
bias? As Eric Alterman, author of 
What Liberal Media? (2003), puts it, 

“You’re only as liberal as the man who owns 
you.” If Alterman’s claims are true, then all 
the political views expressed by journalists 
working for a given outlet would be very simi-
lar. But watch MSNBC in the morning (when 
Joe Scarborough is a featured speaker) and in 
the evening (when Rachel Maddow talks). No 
one could possibly say that they have identi-
cal views: Scarborough is conservative and 
Maddow liberal. And the Gentzkow-Shapiro 
paper shows that reporters do not follow own-
ership bias; on the contrary, most are hired to 
reinforce reader bias. 

But there is no reason to rest Groseclose’s 
argument on a sample of two TV pundits. In 
2000 the Pew Research Center published the 
results of a survey it did of journalists. Each 
was asked, “How often, if ever, do you think 
the journalists you know avoid a newsworthy 
story because the story would be embarrass-
ing or damaging to the financial interests of a 
news organization’s owners or parent compa-
ny?” Three percent of national journalists said 
it was commonplace while 72% said it never or 
rarely happened. Essentially the same results 
emerged if you substituted advertisers or oth-
er journalists for owners. One of my closest 
friends, who ran a large media company for 
many years, complained steadily that chang-
ing the politics of what reporters covered re-
quired a huge investment of time, resources, 
and good will that made it almost a waste of 
time to try. Katharine Graham, the late pub-
lisher of the Washington Post, made the same 
observation. Alterman, to put it bluntly, does 
not know what he is talking about. 

Of course, very little of Groseclose’s care-
ful analysis would be important if the media 
and media bias had no effect on readers and 
viewers. For many years, scholars of the me-
dia claimed precisely that, due to the public’s 

“selective attention.” That is, people simply 

screened out media reports that disagreed 
with the viewpoints they held prior to turn-
ing on the television or opening the newspa-
per. But good studies have been done of late 
clearly supporting the view that the media 
does matter.

One of them, by Stefano DellaVigna and 
Ethan Kaplan, found that as Fox News be-
came available in areas it had not served 
before the Republican vote for president 
increased more in those areas than in ones 
where Fox was long-established. The vote 
shift was not large—about 0.43%—but big 
and reliable enough not to be dismissed as 
statistical noise. Some Yale scholars (Alan 
Gerber, Donald Green, and Daniel Bergan) 
conducted a study that offered a free sub-
scription to the Washington Post (a liberal 
paper) to some residents of Washington’s 
Virginia suburbs, while to others they offered 
a free subscription to the Washington Times 
(a conservative paper). The randomly selected 
Post subscribers gave 3.8% more of their votes 
for the Democratic candidate for governor 
than did the randomly chosen Times readers. 
Here, as in the DellaVigna and Kaplan study, 
the media have an effect.

Many questions have been and will 
be raised by these findings; social 
science is a competitive enterprise 

that relies, for the truth, on finding many 
studies that arrive at the same conclusion. For 
example, will Groseclose’s way of calculating 
Political Quotient and Slant Quotient hold 
true for many different time periods and a 
different variety of interest-group views? Will 
the Yale findings in northern Virginia hold 
true for a larger sample of voters? Until such 
questions are answered, we can regard the 
view that the media matters and has a liberal 
bias as unproven but strongly supported. 

James Q. Wilson is a professor at the School of 
Public Policy at Pepperdine University.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 82

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

r . i . p.

Harold W. Rood 
1922–2011

Editor’s Note: Professor Harold W. (Bill) 
Rood was an uncommon teacher, in both 
style and substance, who lived an uncommon 
and thoroughly American life. He was born 
in Seattle, Washington, on August 19, 1922, 
and grew up at the Mare Island Naval Yard 
in California. He entered the Army Enlisted 
Reserve Corps in September 1942 (called to 
active duty in March 1943), and later served 
as a heavy machine gunner and a radio opera-
tor in Patton’s Third Army, in the European 
Theater of Operations. He rose to the rank of 
private first class, and was proud of it. 

After the war he obtained his B.A. in 
1948, and then a Ph.D. in Political Science 
in 1960, from the University of California, 
Berkeley. His dissertation was on American 
preparations for war from 1918 to 1940. 
When the Korean War broke out, he became 
an order of battle specialist and then a strategic 
intelligence analyst in the Army Reserve. He 
served, too, on the staff and faculty of the 
Sixth Army Intelligence School, Fort Ord 
and Fort MacArthur, California (1958–1964, 
1968–1974). 

Dr. Rood was appointed to the Govern-
ment Department faculty of Claremont 
Men’s College in 1962. In due course he was 
promoted to associate and full professor, and 
in the early 1980s he was appointed to hold 
the first W.M. Keck Foundation Chair of In-
ternational Strategic Studies. Dr. Rood won 
multiple Outstanding Teacher Awards at 
CMC, even though his views diverged from 
the anti-war and anti-military conventions of 

the times. He established himself as a favorite 
among the CMC undergrads while attracting 
a loyal following from then-Claremont Grad-
uate School (now University). 

During the 1960s and ’70s, he did classi-
fied and unclassified research for the Stan-
ford Research Institute, a defense research 
contractor, in Menlo Park, California, where 
he lived with his wife, Juanita, and daughters 
Hilary and Elizabeth. Dr. Rood retired from 
CMC in 2001 but he continued to lecture for 
the Claremont Institute. His essay “The Long 
View: Democracy and Strategy in Iraq” in the 
CRB’s Fall 2003 issue is a classic Roodian ex-
ploration of the nature of war and the lessons of 
history. Dr. Rood did not believe that the end 
of the Cold War meant the end of history or 
war. There will be another war, he used to say. 
A few weeks before his death, he was writing 
about the strategic significance of the Philip-
pines. Attention, Rood students: start reading 
the South China Morning Post and take note of 
what’s going on in the western Pacific.

k

Harry V. Jaffa

When the war in Vietnam was escalating, 
and with it domestic political turmoil, the Cla-
remont campuses, like others, were caught up 
in the maelstrom of conflicting passions. To 
clarify my own thinking I sat down and wrote 
out an analysis of what Vietnam represented 
in the larger field of historic American foreign 

policy. I believe it ran to some 25 or 30 typed 
pages. At about this time, someone handed me 
a copy of Bill Rood’s essay, “Distant Rampart” 
(1967), which had won a silver medal from the 
Naval Affairs Institute. It was a bolt of light-
ning! I immediately destroyed my own manu-
script, and rushed off to find Rood, to tell him 
how much I liked his essay, and how impor-
tant it should be in forming public policy. Lyn-
don Johnson had justified his policy mainly 
on its anti-Communism. Rood had justified 
his on the hard facts of geography. “Rampart” 
was soon followed by “Why Fight in Vietnam” 
(1967) and, at a greater distance, his master-
piece, Kingdoms of the Blind: How the Great 
Democracies Have Resumed the Follies That So 
Nearly Cost Them Their Life (1980).

Kingdoms was premised upon a partnership 
of political philosophy and the politics of power, 
in which the former became the handmaiden 
of the latter. Bill Rood had been suspicious of 
political philosophy, so he was surprised and 
pleased when all my best students became his 
best students (and vice versa). Thus was formed 
one of the most fruitful partnerships in any ac-
ademic institution of our time. Its good effects 
will, I firmly believe, outlast us both.

Harry V. Jaffa is the Distinguished Fellow of the 
Claremont Institute, professor emeritus of Gov-
ernment at Claremont McKenna College and 
Claremont Graduate University, and author of 
Crisis of the House Divided: An Interpreta-
tion of the Issues in the Lincoln-Douglas De-
bates (University of Chicago Press).
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Steven F. Hayward

Professor Rood was one of the legendary 
teachers of so many of us at Claremont in the 
1970s and ’80s. While Harry Jaffa taught us 
how to divine the theoretical depths of classic 
philosophical texts and recognize their esoteric 
elements, Rood taught us how to think counter-
intuitively about historical and current events, 
which is also a kind of esoteric skill. For several 
years after many of us had finished our course-
work but were naturally procrastinating before 
we began our dissertations, we had breakfast 
with Professor Rood every Tuesday morning 
at Walter’s restaurant on Yale Avenue—“Rood 
Awakenings,” we called them. There we’d sim-
ply scan the morning newspaper headlines, 
and sit back as he would explain why exactly 
the opposite of the news story was likely the 
truth of the matter. He was usually right.

On strategic and military matters he knew 
whereof he spoke, having been in Patton’s 
Third Army as it swept across France and 
Germany in World War II. Though he knew 
how to drive a tank, he didn’t drive a car. His 
one book, Kingdoms of the Blind, appeared in 
that timely year of 1980, close to the nadir of 
Western strength and resolve, after a decade 
of Soviet advances and American retreat al-
most everywhere. It is long out of print, but 
still worth reading for the methodology alone. 

The first sentence of Kingdoms conveys the 
seriousness of the man and his theme: “This 
work is a reminder of the dangerous inclina-
tion democratic peoples have of discounting 
the likelihood of war.” As Harry Jaffa wrote of 
Rood’s work, “Professor Rood is a painter of 
the strategic scene. The combination of what 
at first appears to be insignificant details, the 
discovery of a harmonious relationship among 
seemingly discrete events, is accomplished by 
him in a manner that would have delighted 
Churchill the painter no less than Churchill 
the strategist.”

Steven F. Hayward is the F.K. Weyerhaeuser 
Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute and 
a senior fellow at the Pacific Research Institute.
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Stephen A. Cambone

My first encounter with Dr. Rood was as 
a second-year graduate student. In walked an 
unprepossessing, middle-aged, thin, graying, 
slightly hunched man. His voice, soft to the 
point of a whisper, did not command the at-
tention of the class. Then, he turned around, 

grabbed a Lee Enfield rifle, with bayonet at-
tached, let out a guttural yell and assumed 
the en garde position! He proceeded to define 
international relations as having its origins at 
the point of the bayonet. 

Through it all, Dr. Rood was the model 
of a gentleman from an era now lost—even 
in that shocking first moment. He meant to 
enforce the lesson that gentlemen must at 
times fight to preserve, protect, and defend 
their own against a world in which the less 
gentle would take what they could from those 
unable or unwilling to defend themselves. 
I hope he took pleasure in knowing that some 
of his students took his lessons with them into 
government and, to the best of their abilities, 
gave life to those lessons. And through them 
and those who will follow them, Dr. Rood 
will continue to contribute to the defense of 
the nation he loved so deeply.

Stephen A. Cambone served in the George W. 
Bush administration as special assistant to the 
Secretary of Defense, Principal Deputy Under 
Secretary of Defense for Policy, Director of Pro-
gram Analysis and Evaluation, and the first Un-
dersecretary of Defense for Intelligence. 
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Larry P. Arnn

I remember a classroom argument pro-
voked by an editorial in the Los Angeles Times. 
Professor Rood would of course often bring 
clippings from the press to read out in class. 
He would comment about each one, often to 
bring up some historical circumstance that 
was similar, often to draw out the principle, 
often to argue with it. He spent quite a little 
time on this particular article.

A young woman had been raped. As her 
assailant was escaping her room by crawling 
out the window, she produced a pistol and 
shot him in the butt. The Times editorial-
ized against this act of violence, as (it argued) 
the damage had already been done, and fur-
ther violence would not remove it. Violence, 
you know, begets violence. That part sounds 
quaint to me now, as the best liberal thought 
is today very ready to use violence.

A young woman in the class was agitated 
that Professor Rood would condone the use 
of force. The argument became heated. Four 
or five students joined her side. Rood would 
walk across the front of the class and up and 
down the aisles, mostly sauntering along, then 
from time to time turning quickly to flash off 
some cut or irony. Then as quickly he would 
shrug his shoulders with a “What do I know?” 
and resume his ambling pace.

For a long time the students did much of 
the talking. The argument went back and 
forth for most of an hour, and as it went the 
statements by Professor Rood became longer 
and more insistent. Nations were named who 
had used power to save the world. Statesmen 
were named who had failed to gather strength 
or failed to use it at the moment of need. 
Whole countries had fallen. Whole popula-
tions had been demeaned or destroyed. The 
evils unleashed by a failure to fight grew in 
size and darkness, and as they grew, the voice 
that described them grew softer until all were 
silent to make sure of hearing.

He ended the longest and the last of 
these soliloquies by sauntering toward the 
girl who had led the opposition. It happened 
that the chair directly in front of her was 
empty. He put his right foot up on the chair, 
his right elbow on his right knee. His hand 
was up, his fingers coming together with his 
thumb to form a point, all just a few inches 
from the face of the girl who had led the ar-
gument against him. His hand, his arm, his 
whole body swayed back and forth slightly to 
the beat of his speech. His body was a met-
ronome, marking the time of his argument. 
The girl stared at his hand and his face a few 
inches further on. He spoke hardly above a 
whisper, and everyone else was still. He said: 

“And so there comes a time…little girl…
when you have to look at a man and say, 
‘You have violated me, and I am going 
to shoot your ass off.’”

Still the room was silent. His elbow came off 
his knee, his foot off the chair. He turned and 
walked slowly toward the front. He reached 
his desk with his back to the class. We could 
not see it, but he picked up his papers. Then he 
turned to us and said brightly, “Well then, next 
time.” Out he walked. We sat, hushed and still. 

Larry P. Arnn, a founder and former president 
of the Claremont Institute, is president of Hills-
dale College. 
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Patrick J. Garrity

In the Fall of 1981, if I recall the date cor-
rectly, I had some extra time on my hands on 
campus and decided to sit in on one of Profes-
sor Rood’s lecture classes. Graduate students 
often dropped in to a Rood class even if they 
had already taken the course before. A tale 
twice told by the good Doctor was still good 
stuff. And there was always the prospect that 
something in the Los Angeles Times would set 
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off some sparkling new reflections. Or per-
haps an obstreperous student would provoke 
an argument that would become legend. We 
didn’t want to miss the show. 

On this particular day, the Professor was 
exceptional, even for him. He discoursed for 
an hour, without notes, on imperial strategy, 
comparing those of Rome, Britain, Spain, 
Austria, and Russia. It was full of facts and 
analogies that flowed seamlessly together. 
I’m not sure why he picked this subject be-
cause it didn’t fit ordinarily into that class’s 
structure. I had never heard him develop 
this particular line of argument before (and 
I never heard him repeat the lecture, at least 
in that form). It was simply stunning. The 
students, even the obstreperous ones, could 
sense they were hearing something special 
and remained silent. I kicked myself men-
tally for being so caught up that I forgot to 
take notes.

When class finished, he was surrounded as 
usual by a gaggle of students. I waited until he 
freed himself and began to walk alone back to 
his office. The occasion simply could not go 
unremarked. That was wonderful, Professor, 
I said, hoping that I did not sound fawning. 

I expected to get his familiar small smile, 
or a wave of the arm, or a diverting remark. 
Instead, he stopped and thought for a mo-
ment. To be a great teacher, he said, you have 
to have a distinct, compelling, non-conven-
tional teaching. It should be non-conventional 
because conventional wisdom generally was 
wrong and because the better students in-
stinctively understood that to be the case. 
But it should not be different merely to be 
different. Rebellion without a cause was an 
academic affectation. The teaching had to 
be worked out seriously. One had to do one’s 
homework. Second, a great teacher had to 
be a bit eccentric and cultivate something of 
a personal mystique. That quality naturally 
drew in those students who liked to be en-
tertained as well as intellectually challenged. 
And the students who came at first primarily 
to be entertained sometimes became the most 
serious students of all.

This assessment of a great teacher was as 
impressive in its own way as the hour-long and 
apparently impromptu lecture. But it was in-
complete in one important respect. The great 
teacher never exhibited his own superiority 
through a demonstration of a student’s inferi-
ority (unless the student insisted upon it). He 
did not demand perfect conformity of views, 
as long as those views were well considered. 
He not only aided his students’ careers when 
asked but he went out of his way to do so. 

Professor Rood probably would have treat-
ed this addition with a small smile, or a wave www.upress.virginia.edu
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of the arm, or a diverting remark. And then 
back to his office, with papers all over the floor, 
cigarette ashes in the ashtray, and a cot tucked 
away in the corner.

Patrick J. Garrity is a Research Faculty Affiliate 
with the Miller Center of Public Affairs at the 
University of Virginia.
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Ronald F. Lehman II

He had a very incisive way of reminding us 
that human excellence coexists with human 
failings, with all the good and bad that come 
from both, and that happenings far away im-
pact every one of us.

The fascinating way he probed the human 
condition inspired his many students to take 
his courses, but it is often forgotten that he 
expected us to learn most not by listening 
to him, but by working hard. Good grades 
required major research papers. To prepare 
us, he would ask for a one-pager. That pa-
per would come back with red ink all over 
it, challenging our logic and correcting our 
grammar. Our long papers at the end of the 
course might have few comments, but when 
discussed in the privacy of his office, he would 
verbally slice and dice them, making clear how 
much better each could have been no matter 
what the grade. 

He demanded that we spend long hours 
in the library researching obscure terms or 
mastering details of geography. When he was 
asked “Who cares about the Scheldt River?” 
in Belgium, he replied, “I do,” and explained 
its economic and military importance in Eu-
ropean history, noting after that as a young 
G.I. in World War II manning a machine 
gun on a jeep he had crossed this river. Many 
times since then, I have found myself cross-
ing rivers or mountains whose existence and 
significance I learned from Bill Rood’s map 
quizzes. 

By the time I took a post-doc in Palo Alto, 
Bill had become more than a mentor, he 
was a friend. One day he invited me to have 
lunch with him and with a Chinese linguist 
he worked with at the Stanford Research In-
stitute. He told me her name was “Yung Su-
Tsan.” This was the quintessential Bill. Her 
name was actually Susan Young, and she be-
came my wife. Throughout our life, when Su-
san and I would discuss the world, she would 
ask: “I wonder what Uncle Bill would say?”

Ronald F. Lehman II is the director of the Center 
for Global Security Research at Lawrence Liver-
more National Laboratory. 
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Daniel C. Palm

His office, with papers and books stacked 
all about, model battleships and odd pieces of 
metal here and there, was itself something of 
an inspiration. All the books and the objets 
du guerre taught appreciation for scholar-
ship, and for the thought and planning that 
lay behind human artifacts, large or small. 
Same with his classroom teaching, in which it 
was not uncommon for him to work through 
a stack of newspaper clippings, raising ques-
tions along the way that “tell us something 
about the nature of international relations.”

Perhaps it was in part his several references 
in passing in class to the “Short Magazine Lee-
Enfield” that led me to take up marksmanship 
at a local range as a break from quals or dis-
sertation research, and he made a point to ask 
me how I’d done at the latest match, or what 
particular calibers and old rifles I was tinker-
ing with at the moment. “That .30-06 we used 
in Europe,” he said on several occasions, “that 
was a real stopper.”

Field trips with Dr. Rood and his mostly 
CMC students were always a great pleasure, 
from the dramatic Miramar Naval Station, 
a U.S. Navy LST ship, and the USS Ranger, 
each of which he liked to describe as “the sharp 
edges” of international relations, to the seem-
ingly mundane, like Etiwanda Power Plants 
Nos. 3 and 4 along the 10 Freeway, to whose 
staff he accorded the same respect as he did the 
officers of an aircraft carrier. I think his stu-
dents got the message that one really ought to 
accord respect to those regular working class 
folks who were providing you with something 
that comes in rather handy, like electricity. 

Daniel C. Palm is professor of political science at 
Azusa Pacific University.
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Matthew Spalding

As a student at the Claremont McKenna 
College I took every class Bill Rood offered. 
I remember vividly the infamous final exam 
in P-178, Introduction to International Rela-
tions, in which he gave each student a differ-
ent list of 20 unidentifiable terms to identify 
and place in the context of American foreign 
policy. My list included “Kosmos 43 and 
47 messages,” “Escadrille 124,” and “Climb 
Mount Nitaka.” We had to provide two or 
more citations exclusive of general reference 
works, primary sources preferred. All this in 
the pre-internet (and pre-computer) world of 

now 

hiring

The Claremont Review of Books is look-
ing for an entry-level, full-time Produc-
tion Editor with the energy, imagina-
tion, and editorial judgment to work 
on the preeminent conservative book 
review.  

Applicants should have excellent edit-
ing, proofreading, and organizational 
skills, and either be proficient with 
Adobe InDesign, Illustrator, and Pho-
toshop for Mac, or willing to learn 
quickly on the job.

Our Production Editor would be chief-
ly responsible for organizing and laying 
out the text, art, and ads that make up 
each issue of our quarterly publication, 
designing several ads for each issue, and 
designing the Claremont Institute’s 
event-related invitations, programs, 
and display materials as needed. He 
or she would also assist more generally 
with the daily administrative and edi-
torial duties that go into the produc-
tion of the Claremont Review of Books.

Salary commensurate with experience.  
If interested, please send your resume 
to:

John B. Kienker
Managing Editor

Claremont Review of Books
937 W. Foothill Blvd.
Claremont, CA 91711

or to jkienker@claremont.org 
with the subject line 

“CRB Production Editor.”
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books, maps, and library research. I loved ev-
ery moment, and we all loved him. 

I later returned to Claremont for my Ph.D. 
studies, and Dr. Rood eventually advised my 
dissertation on Washington’s Farewell Ad-
dress. In the summer of 1989, the summer 
before the Berlin Wall fell, I participated in 
the security studies program at Christian-
Albrechts University in Kiel, West Germa-
ny. Dr. Rood left a message at the hotel one 
day—he was in town to observe the German 
Baltic fleet—and asked me to meet him at 
his favorite local schnitzel restaurant, and 
I invited another like-minded American on 
the program to join us for dinner. She was 
taken by him, and so began another friend-
ship. The next day we all went out to inspect 
the U-995 submarine at the Laboe Naval 
Memorial. 

After we were married, Elizabeth became 
a regular part of Dr. Rood’s circle, and he ad-
vised on her dissertation at the University of 
Virginia on the Truman Doctrine. They loved 
to talk about classic novels of strategy, politics, 
and history. Dr. Rood liked Helen MacInnes 
(and Dick Francis) almost as much as Eliza-
beth does, and he first told her to read Nelson 
DeMille. As many Rood students know, The 
Charm School is a stand-out Cold War novel 
that, though not quite at the literary level of 
John le Carré, better understands the mean-
ing of the conflict.

Dr. Rood was a great teacher, seductive in 
his way, and we political philosophy students 
were forced to think about the hard questions 
of reality, and hence the necessity of strategy, 
war, and statesmanship. And so we learned 
that politics is the organization and applica-
tion of power to accomplish some purpose, 
and that the survival of constitutional and 
democratic regimes does not lie alone in the 
elegance of their principles but in their capac-
ity to apply power to those who would destroy 
them. “The price of freedom is resolute vigi-
lance; the cost of blindness, defeat.”

 
Matthew Spalding is the Vice President of Amer-
ican Studies at the Heritage Foundation.
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Brian T. Kennedy

Words cannot adequately express my af-
fection and admiration for Bill Rood and my 
eternal gratitude for having been one of his 
students. Once on a trip we took to North-
ern France he suggested I call him Bill. That 
lasted about an hour. He was Dr. Rood and 
even that was not enough to show the respect 
I had for the man.

He was a patriot and that was apparent in 
how he spoke and how he thought. He be-
lieved we Americans a blessed people. Blessed 

to be here in North America, blessed to have 
been the heirs to the men who wrote Magna 
Carta, blessed to have forefathers who had 
fought and died for our freedom. His essen-
tial teaching was that we Americans—as a su-
perpower dedicated to human freedom—will 
always have enemies and these enemies seek 
our destruction. War, after all, was not a the-
oretical matter. And in war it is good—indeed 
critical—to be the winner. For, as he would 
say, no one ever had to accommodate a loser. 
To lose would mean becoming a slave or sub-
ject to some other power. 

Bill Rood set an example for the young 
men and women of Claremont McKenna 
College of what a man should be. He made 
everyone around him better, smarter, more 
interesting, and more interested in the world 
around them. He loved his family, his country, 
and his friends.

What a fine life he led, and how lucky we 
were to have known him.

Brian T. Kennedy is president of the Claremont 
Institute.

A longer tribute to Dr. Rood appears on the Cla-
remont Institute’s website, featuring reflections 
from J.D. Crouch, Christopher Flannery, Chris-
topher C. Harmon, Peter W. Schramm, Colleen 
Sheehan, and William Van Cleave. 
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Let a Hundred Blockbusters Bloom

In 1957 mao zedong proclaimed the 
“hundred flowers movement,” encourag-
ing writers, artists, and intellectuals to 

express their views on how the People’s Re-
public should deal with its problems. Thou-
sands spoke out, many calling for an end to 
the Communist regime. As the criticisms 
mounted, Mao ordered the most vociferous 
critics silenced, leaving many to conclude that 
the whole exercise had been a ruse to draw out 
and destroy the opposition.

China saw a similar blooming in the 
1980s, with the rise of the so-called Fifth 
Generation of independent film makers, 
people like Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou, 
whose best films—Yellow Earth (1984), Red 
Sorghum (1987), Raise the Red Lantern 
(1991), and Farewell, My Concubine (1993)—
dared to treat forbidden topics such as the 
Cultural Revolution. Today, these artists are 
not silenced, they are co-opted. Zhang di-
rected the opening ceremonies of the 2008 
Summer Olympics, and both he and Chen 
have joined a state-sponsored campaign to 
produce blockbuster films as big and impres-
sive as those of Hollywood.*

Why does China want to produce block-
busters? One motive is profit. The eye-pop-
ping blockbuster, laden with special effects 
and computer-generated imagery (CGI), is 
Hollywood’s chief source of revenue—more 
than two thirds of it generated overseas. In-
deed, without the global dominance of its 

* Most of the English-language films mentioned in this 
article are international co-productions, but they are Hol-
lywood films because most of their financing, and all of 
their promotion and distribution, are controlled by the 

“big six” members of the Motion Picture Association of 
America: Walt Disney Motion Pictures Group (The Walt 
Disney Company), Sony Pictures Entertainment (Sony), 
Paramount Pictures (Viacom), 20th Century Fox (News 
Corporation), Universal Studios (NBC Universal), and 
Warner Bros. (Time Warner).

blockbusters, Hollywood in its present form 
would cease to exist.

Another motive is ideological competition 
with America. In every country of the world, 
including China, people flock to see films like 
Pirates of the Caribbean (2003), the Disney 
franchise that now includes four blockbuster 
films (and counting) and a treasure chest of 
merchandise, from theme park rides to books 
to action figures to video games. To some, the 
success of these U.S. entertainment products 
represents soft power. To others, it represents 
cultural hegemony—or imperialism. Either 
way, that success is coveted by China. Along 
with shaping the harmonious society at home, 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) dreams 
of using Chinese culture to influence others.

Yet as long as American culture dominates, 
China is caught in a bind. On the one hand, its 
desire for profit motivates it to open its doors 
to Hollywood blockbusters, because a large 
chunk of the earnings goes to the state-owned 
distributor. On the other hand, the Party is 
perturbed to see large numbers of Chinese, 
especially educated youth, enthralled with 
non-Chinese cultural products. No wonder 
the State Administration of Radio, Film and 
Television (SARFT) spends so much time de-
liberating about which 20 foreign films to ad-
mit each year. And no wonder the propaganda 
and “thought work” departments have called 
for what amounts to a Hundred Blockbust-
ers Campaign aimed at producing films that 
will profit only China while also furthering 
the Party’s ideological aims both at home and 
abroad.

In the short term, what provoked the cam-
paign was the global success of a $15 mil-
lion U.S.-Hong Kong-Taiwan co-production 
called Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. Di-
rected by Ang Lee and released in 2000, 
Crouching Tiger grossed $214 million world-
wide. Galled by the success of a movie set 
in the Qing Dynasty but produced outside 

the People’s Republic, Beijing commissioned 
Chen, Zhang, and others to copy those as-
pects of Crouching Tiger judged most commer-
cially appealing: wuxia, or heroic martial arts, 
enhanced by CGI and practiced by women as 
well as men; and a gorgeous, eye-candy version 
of the fabled Chinese past.

The result was a series of blockbusters—
Chen’s The Promise (2005); and Zhang’s Hero 
(2004), The House of Flying Daggers (2006), 
and Curse of the Golden Flower (2008)—that 
have not exactly busted the block. Hero grossed 
$177 million worldwide; The Promise trailed at 
$30 million; The House of Flying Daggers and 
Curse of the Golden Flower grossed $93 million 
and $78 million respectively. The campaign got 
a boost in 2008-09, when China released Red 
Cliff, a two-part war saga directed by John Woo, 
a Hong Kong director highly regarded in Hol-
lywood. Red Cliff grossed a total of $248 mil-
lion worldwide, exceeding the record of Crouch-
ing Tiger but falling far short of Avatar ($2.8 
billion), Titanic ($1.8 billion), and the latest 
Harry Potter ($1.3 billion).

Media Constructs

Yet many believe that, given its vast 
resources, it is only a matter of time 
before China’s Hundred Blockbusters 

Campaign is successful. This belief is espe-
cially strong in academic circles, where the 
critique of mass culture bequeathed by the 
Frankfurt School defines the blockbuster as 
a product of the late-capitalist consciousness 
industry designed to pacify the masses with 
consumerism and nationalism.

A similar view is held in China, where a 
professor of “media axiology” defined his field 
for me as “the study of how the media con-
struct social values.” A student translator was 
more candid: “researching how to make the 
Chinese people happy about the changes.” A 
group of seniors at a top university told me 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2011/12 
Page 88

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Case in point: in early 2010, when Avatar 
opened in China, it caught the government 
in the precise bind noted above. Avatar was 
hugely profitable for both the U.S. and Chi-
nese distributors. But the message did not 
seem to be getting across in the correct man-
ner. Director James Cameron clearly intended 
the scene where the ruthless invaders bull-
doze the idyllic planet Pandora as an allegory 
for the U.S. invasion of Iraq (indeed, one in-
vader uses the phrase “shock and awe”).

The PRC government had no problem with 
this message; indeed, for many years it has 
been official policy to admit Hollywood mov-
ies thought to contain anti-American mes-
sages. But as Avatar took off in China, reports 
began to circulate that audiences were inter-
preting the bulldozing scene as a reference 
to the forced eviction of Chinese from their 
homes and property by corrupt officials. As 

one blogger wrote, “I am wondering whether 
Cameron had secretly lived in China before 
coming up with such an idea.”

Making matters worse was the threat Ava-
tar posed to Confucius, a $22 million tribute to 
the revered sage scheduled to open on Chinese 
New Year. Based on both worries, SARFT 
announced in January that it was pulling Ava-
tar from 1,600 of the country’s 2,500 theaters, 
in order to make room for Confucius. This de-
cision was not seen as unprofitable; by most 
accounts, SARFT expected Confucius to do 
well in low-income areas, where poor people 
save all year to see a film during the holiday. 
In the more upscale areas, where wealthy pa-
trons can afford the high price of watching 
movies in 3D and IMAX, Avatar was allowed 
to remain. Yet even this compromise back-
fired. Confucius tanked everywhere, even (es-
pecially?) among the schoolchildren bused to 
theaters by local officials seeking to fill empty 
seats. And in early February SARFT let Ava-
tar back into the theaters.

Hollywood Magic

The hundred blockbusters campaign 
entered a new stage in 2008, when a 
DreamWorks Animation production 

called Kung Fu Panda grossed $631 million 
worldwide, $26 million of it in China. For 
a clever cartoon about an obese panda who 
leaves the noodle shop of his father (a kindly 
duck) and against all odds becomes the wuxia 
master who saves the Valley of Peace from an 
evil snow leopard, Kung Fu Panda prompted 
a lot of soul-searching in China. Typical was 
this comment from Wu Jiang, the president 
of the National Peking Opera Company: 

“The film’s protagonist is China’s national trea-
sure and all the elements are Chinese, but why 
didn’t we make such a film?”

One answer is that several individuals 
of Chinese background did work on Kung 
Fu Panda: Jackie Chan, the legendary Hong 
Kong actor who first combined martial arts 
with comedy; Chinese-American actors James 
Hong and Lucy Liu; art director Tang Heng; 
and quite a few artistic and technical crew 
members. But Chinese identity and knowl-
edge of Chinese culture were not the point; 
the point was that the PRC was being beaten 
by America. So the next step was to invest 
$690 million in a brand-new animation facil-
ity in Tianjin, located 30 minutes from Beijing 
by (gulp) high-speed rail.

In June 2011 the Tianjin facility unveiled 
its first feature, Legend of a Rabbit, which 
pulls off the neat trick of slavishly imitating 
Kung Fu Panda while also attacking it. The 
hero is an obese rabbit who leaves the home of 

You’ve heard about the Death of the West. But 
the Muslim world is on the brink of an even 

bigger collapse thanks to the rapidly and dangerously 
declining birthrates. 

What can explain this demographic phenomenon? 
Religion—or lack thereof. 

So argues First � ings columnist David Goldman in 
his new book How Civilizations Die (And Why Islam Is 
Dying Too). 

� e strength of a civilization’s religion a� ects its 
purpose, its fertility rate, and ultimately, its fate, says 
Goldman—who then argues that contrary to popular 
belief, Islamic countries are in the last throws of dying 
while Christian America is in a position to � ourish.

Yet Muslim decline poses new threats to America, 
challenges we cannot even understand, much less 
face e� ectively, without a wholly new kind of political 
analysis.

Original, stunning, and provocative, How 
Civilizations Die explains why Americans must come 
to grips with the collapse of Muslim nations in order to 
prevail in a world in which tragic outcomes are more 
common than happy endings.

A TIME BOMB IS TICKING 
IN THE MUSLIM WORLD.
( A N D  T H E R E ’ S  N O  O N E  T O  D E F U S E  I T. )

Get Your Copy TODAY! 

To order How Civilizations Die, scan the 
barcode with your smart phone camera.
To download a free mobile bar code reader, 
go to getmobio.com.

Join Regnery On:

they’d been reading Frankfurt School theo-
ry—but not as critique. Instead, they’d been 
reading it as prescription, a set of instructions 
on how to build a Chinese consciousness in-
dustry even bigger and better than America’s.

As someone who has never bought into 
the Frankfurt School, I found this idea pre-
posterous. But then, so did the students. Ar-
dent fans of American popular culture, they 
expressed contempt for the idea that their 
favorite Hollywood blockbusters—Avatar 
(2009), Pirates of the Caribbean, Harry Pot-
ter (2001)—had been manufactured accord-
ing to ideological specifications. Some were 
quite critical of Hollywood, but as citizens of 
an authoritarian nation where all significant 
cultural production is controlled by the state, 
they understood very well the difference be-
tween blockbusters made in the West and 
those made in China.
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his father (a kindly cook) and against all odds 
becomes the wuxia master who saves China 
from an evil…panda. In a mocking review, 
Fan Huang of The Shanghaiist wrote: “Why 
didn’t anyone think of this earlier? It sounds 
like it’d be a hit! ...And strangely enough, the 
main evil oppressive bully in the film is a pan-
da. Huh, now why would that be?” Granted, 
The Shanghaiist is an English-language paper 
that may not reflect the views of the movie-
going masses. But the latter’s views were am-
ply reflected at the box office, where Legend 
of a Rabbit was trounced by (you guessed it) 
Kung Fu Panda 2, which grossed $663 million 
worldwide, $92 million of it in China.

Will Tianjin’s next animated feature do 
better? Will China get the hang of making 
world-pleasing blockbusters? Perhaps, but to 
judge by Beijing’s current wooing (no pun in-
tended) of U.S. companies, the only way for-
ward is through a major injection of Holly-
wood magic. For their part, U.S. companies 
are eager to be wooed—indeed, the whole 
U.S. entertainment industry is rabid to gain 
access to a market that grew a staggering 
60% in the last year alone. But as many U.S. 
businesses have learned the hard way, deal-
ing with the PRC is a little like wuxia: they 
lure you in with favorable terms, then they 
flip you onto your back by changing those 
terms unilaterally.

There’s also the issue of piracy—not the 
kind depicted in Pirates of the Caribbean, but 
the kind that in the PRC amounts to a mas-
sive second-tier distribution system, which if 
not openly sanctioned by the state is certainly 
tolerated by it. Hollywood has railed about 
piracy for years, but it is not clear that Bei-
jing can stop it. According to one official I 
met, the central government is reluctant to in-
tervene because piracy is a source of jobs and 
revenue for headstrong provincial bosses. Be 
that as it may, piracy is also a Chinese version 
of samizdat. As one member of the so-called 
Sixth Generation of independent film makers 

explained to me, “Piracy is a sword with two 
edges.” Underground film makers often deliv-
er their master copies directly to pirate outfits, 
as a way of side-stepping the censor.

Running Free

All of these factors make it tricky 
to see the difference between 21st-
century China and the West. China 

is an economic powerhouse that, among oth-
er things, manufactures most of our prized 
electronic gadgets: iPods, iPhones, iPads, 
and the rest. Why not blockbusters? The 
answer lies in the contrast between a Party 
member managing a factory in Guangdong 
Province and Steve Jobs tinkering in a Cali-
fornia garage. The former succeeds by keep-
ing a tight lid on his imagination, the latter 
by letting it run free. And Hollywood needs 
imaginative freedom even more than Steve 
Jobs did. Jobs only needed to hatch a bril-
liant new concept every couple of years; Hol-
lywood needs to hatch one every day—and 
90% of them are flops.

But that is the difference: tolerance for an 
extraordinarily high rate of failure in every 
American business—from film to television to 
book publishing—that specializes in unique 
cultural products. Movies, TV shows, and 
books are not unique in the physical sense: 
copies of them are mass produced and sold in 
large numbers, the larger the better. But they 
are unique in the creative sense. “You’re only 
as good as your last picture,” goes the old Hol-
lywood saying.

As film studios, TV studios, and print pub-
lishers have become “units” in huge multina-
tional corporations, they have been pressured 
to turn unique cultural products into some-
thing more steady and reliable—the cultural 
equivalent of durable goods. Hence the pro-
liferation of blockbuster sequels: Moneymaker, 
Moneymaker 2, Moneymaker 3, and so on. In 
the Frankfurt School view, whether Western 

or Eastern, this is all there is to it. But this 
view is wrong, because along with tolerating 
a high rate of failure, commercial culture in 
America appreciates talent—and knows how 
to make room for the unruliness that accom-
panies talent. One participant in the Chinese 
debate over King Fu Panda commented that 
no state-sanctioned PRC director would dare 
to make a panda hero fat and lazy, much less 
give him a duck for a father.

Nor would any state-sanctioned PRC ac-
tor be permitted to unleash the antic energy 
of Jack Black in Kung Fu Panda, or of Johnny 
Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean. Without the 
comic talents of these and other unruly indi-
viduals, the mighty edifice of the Hollywood 
blockbuster would collapse under its own 
weight. Asked why he quit working on a short 
animated film for the Beijing Olympics, award-
winning film maker Lu Chuan told a Chinese 
paper, “I kept receiving directions and orders 
on how the movie should be like. The fun and 
joy from doing something interesting left us, 
together with our imagination and creativity.”

Lu did not mention humor, but humor, 
especially the irreverent kind, is the key to 
U.S. cultural hegemony. Humor is not the 
preferred dish of dictators building cultural 
castles in the air. Stalin hated it, and so did 
Mussolini, Hitler, Hirohito, and Mao. Hol-
lywood, for all its faults, loves it. This was 
true in the early days, when the industry 
consisted of a few ragtag studios, and it re-
mains true today. We may deplore the cor-
porate imperative to turn movies into wid-
gets, but that imperative is not new. And its 
power remains limited. To be fully obeyed, 
it would also have to apply to the audience—
and, contra Frankurtian theory, delighting 
audiences and making them laugh is an art 
practiced in freedom, not a science dictated 
by rulers. Not just in America but around 
the world, the immortal words of Sol Hurok 
still ring true: “When people don’t want to 
come, nothing will stop them.”
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Iran’s Mortal Threat

The iranian nuclear program is a mortal threat the president 
of the United States fails adequately to address. A mortal threat 
with Iran not yet in possession of a nuclear arsenal? Yes, because 

immediately upon possession all remedies are severely restricted.
Without doubt, Iran has long wanted nuclear weapons—to deter 

American intervention in its neighboring territories; to threaten Europe and 
thereby cleave it from American interests in the Middle East; to respond to 
the former Iraqi nuclear effort; to counter the contiguous nuclear presences 
in Pakistan, Russia, and the U.S. in the Gulf; to neutralize Israel’s nuclear 
deterrent so as to limit it to the attrition of conventional battle; to lead the 
Islamic world; to correct the security imbalance with Saudi Arabia, which 
aided by geography and American arms now outclasses it; and to threaten 
the U.S. directly.

In the absence of measures beyond pinpoint sanctions and unenforceable 
resolutions, Iran will get nuclear weapons, which in its eyes are an existential 
necessity. We have long known and done nothing about this, preferring to 
dance with the absurd Iranian claim that it is seeking electricity. With 30% 
inflation and unemployment, a housing crisis, and gasoline rationing, why 
spend $1,000-$2,000 per kilowatt to build nuclear plants instead of $400-
$800 for natural gas plants, when you possess the second largest gas reserves 
in the world? In 2005, Iran consumed 3.6 trillion cu. ft. of 974 trillion cu. 
ft. of proven reserves, which are enough to last 270 years. We know that, in 
2006, generation exceeding consumption by 10%, Iran exported electricity 
and planned a high-tension line to Russia to export more.

Accommodationists argue that a rational Iran can be contained. Not 
the Iran with a revered tradition of deception; that pushed 100,000 young 
children to their deaths clearing minefields; that counts 15% of its population 
as “Volunteer Martyrs”; that chants “Death to America” at each session of 
parliament; and whose president states that no art “is more beautiful…than 
the art of the martyr’s death.” Not the Iran in thrall of medieval norms and 
suffering continual tension and crises. Its conceptions of nuclear strategy 
are very likely to be looser, and its thresholds lower, than those of Russia 
and China, which are in turn famously looser and lower than our own. And 
yet Eisenhower and Churchill weighed a nuclear option in Korea, Kennedy 
a first strike upon the USSR, and General Westmoreland upon North 
Vietnam. How then can we be certain that Iran is rational and containable?

Inexpert experts will state that Iran cannot strike with nuclear weapons. 
But let us count the ways. It has the tankerage to sustain one or two planes 
that might slip past air defenses between it and Israel, Europe, or the U.S., 
combining radar signatures with those of cleared commercial flights. As 
it increases its ballistic missile ranges and we strangle our missile defenses, 
we will face potential launch from Iranian territory. It can sea-launch from 
off our coasts. Germany planned this in World War II. Subsequently, the 
U.S. completed 67 water-supported launches, ending in 1980; the USSR 
had two similar programs; and Iran itself has sea-launched from the 
Caspian. And if in 2007, for example, 1,100 metric tons of cocaine were 
smuggled from South America without interdiction, we cannot dismiss 
the possibility of Iranian nuclear charges of 500 pounds or less ending up 
in Manhattan or on Pennsylvania Avenue.

The probabilities of the above are subject to the grave multiplication 
of nuclear weapons. Of all things in respect to the Iranian nuclear 
question, this is the most overlooked. A 1-in-20 chance of breaking a leg 
is substantially different from a 1-in-20 chance of dying, itself different 
from a 1-in-20 chance of half a million people dying. One cannot ignore 
the transformational effect of cost upon the quality of risk, though we 
persist in doing so. Assuming that we are a people worthy of defending 
ourselves, what can be done?

Though it would have been much easier before iran recently 
began to burrow into bedrock, it is still possible for the U.S., and 
even Israel at far greater risk, to halt the Iranian nuclear program 

for years to come. Massive ordnance penetrators, lesser but precision-
guided penetrators “drilling” one after another, fuel-air detonations with 
almost the power of nuclear weapons, conventional air strikes against 
laboratories and unhardened targets, and the destruction of the Iranian 
electrical grid, are all feasible means.

Unlike North Korea, Iran does not yet possess nuclear weapons, 
does not have the potential of overwhelming an American ally, and is 
not of sufficient concern to Russia and China, its lukewarm patrons, for 
them to war on its behalf. It is incapable of withholding its oil without 
damaging itself irreparably, and even if it ceased production entirely, the 
Saudis—in whose interest the elimination of Iranian nuclear potential is 
paramount—could easily make up the shortfall. Saudi facilities would be 
attacked but not fatally damaged. The Gulf would be closed until Iranian 
air, naval, and missile forces there were scrubbed out of existence by the 
U.S. and the Saudis in a few weeks. It is true that Iranian proxies would 
attempt to exact a price in terror worldwide, but this is not new, we would 
brace for the reprisals, and although they would peak, they would then 
subside. The cost would be far less than that of permitting the power of 
nuclear destruction to a vengeful, martyrdom-obsessed state in the grip 
of a never-subsiding fury against the West.

Any president of the United States fit for the office should someday, 
soon, say to the American people that in his judgment Iran—because 
of its longstanding and implacable push for nuclear weapons; its express 
hostility to the United States, Israel, and the West; and its record of 
barbarity and terror—must be deprived of the capacity to wound this 
country and its allies such as they have never been wounded before. 
Relying solely upon his oath, holding in abeyance any consideration 
of politics or transient opinion, and eager to defend his decision in 
exquisite detail, he should order the armed forces of the United States 
to attack and destroy the Iranian nuclear weapons complex. When they 
have complied, and our pilots are in the air on their way home, they will 
have protected our children in their beds, and our children’s children, 
many years from now, in theirs. May this country always have clear 
enough sight and strong enough will to stand for itself in the face of 
mortal threat, and in time.

An earlier version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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✦ CHRISTIANITY AND DEMOCRACY
The Rights of Man and Natural Law                                                                                                                                      
Jacques Maritain

Few political philosophers have laid 
such stress upon the dynamic charac-

ters of human rights, rooted as they are in 
natural law, as did the great philosopher, 
Maritain. This important work reveals how 
the philosophy of Maritain on natural law 
and human rights can only be understood 
in the light of his teaching on Christian-
ity and democracy and their relationship. 
Maritain shows that Christi anity cannot be 
made subservient to any political form or 
regime, that democracy is linked to Chris-
tianity, and that in order for democracy to 
thrive, it must reflect certain values histori-
cally derived from the Gospel.
CD2-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $17.95

✦ WHEN HITLER TOOK AUSTRIA
A Memoir of Heroic Faith by the
Chancellor’s Son - Kurt Von Schuschnigg

In March 12, 1938, German troops 
marched into Austria and Austrian 

Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg, who 
had opposed the Nazi take-over of his 
homeland, was arrested and  sent with 
his wife to a concentration camp.
 This is the gripping story of von Schus-
chnigg and his family as told by his son, 
who came of age during these dramatic 
events. His memoir is a tribute to the 
faith, hope and perseverance of his fam-
ily and the many people who took great 
risks in order to help them survive Nazi 
rule and World War II. Von Schuschnigg 
recounts his many harrowing escapes, 
first as a young naval officer and later as 
a deserter on the run. At every turn, he 
is helped not only by his own wits but 
also by the mysterious working of Provi-
dence, which sometimes manifests itself 
in surprising acts of goodness by others.
WHTA-H . . . Hardcover, Illustrated, $25.95

✦ INDIVISIBLE - Restoring Faith, 
Family & Freedom Before It’s Too Late
Jay Rchards and James Robison

This unique work combines a clear ex-
planation of the conservative political 

perspective with its corresponding per-
sonal and spiritual virtue. Richards and 
Robison tackle tough, controversial politi-
cal issues facing Christians today, includ-
ing abortion, education, economics, health 
care, the environment, judicial activism, 
marriage, and more. Written to appeal to 
a broad spectrum of believers, Indivisible 
not only argues political questions from 
a Scriptural standpoint, it also provides 
simple arguments that Christians can use 
to support their beliefs in public settings.  
INDV-H . . . Hardcover, $21.99

POWERFUL BOOKS ON
FAITH, FAMILY & FREEDOM

POWERFUL BOOKS ON
FAITH, FAMILY & FREEDOM
“Indivisible builds a sure bridge of 
faith and reason over which our 
country can walk, from our present 
state of confusion and peril into a 
new era of peace and prosperity.  
An invaluable tool for hope.” 

—Fr. Jonathan Morris 
Fox News Analyst, Author of The Promise

“This book appeals convincingly 
to indivisible principles to show 
not only that our moral beliefs are 
compatible with a free market, but 
also the urgency of religious believ-
ers and the advocates of economic 
freedom working together to help 
get our country back on course.” 

—Matthew Spalding 
The Heritage Foundation

“A graphic and dramatic first-
person account of a crucial period 
in modern history. It is both rivet-
ing and inspiring.”

 —James Hitchcock, St. Louis University

 “A crackling good story of a hero 
for faith and human honor. If you 
want to understand how our pres-
ent world came to be, don’t miss 
this thriller.”  — Michael Novak

American Enterprise Institute

“Maritain was one of the pioneers 
of the Catholic human rights 
revolution, which changed the 
course of 20th century politics.”

—George Weigel 
Ethics & Public Policy Center

“In these passionate words, the 
mind of Maritain in all its vigor 
and variety presents his reflec-
tions on the challenges facing the 
world’s democratic experiments 
that are as timely today as they 
were seventy years ago.” 

— Mary Ann Glendon  
Harvard University
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