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certainly reverberated around Washington. Rand Paul’s nearly 13-
hour talkathon not only extracted from the Obama Administration 

a rare constitutional limit to executive power, it made the senator from 
Kentucky a conservative hero and breathed new life into the movement 
that helped elect him.

But which movement was that? Everyone noted the similarities between 
this old-fashioned 1libuster and the one in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, 
the classic Frank Capra movie. What the newly appointed Senator Je8erson 
Smith (played by Jimmy Stewart) achieved through innocent grit, Senator 
Rand Paul accomplished by courage and guile. I give him credit for both. 
Paul was elected, after all; he’s a politician and the son of a politician. 

As a member of the Senate class of 2010, he was one of the leaders of the 
Tea Party, the citizens’ movement that rose up to defend the Constitution 
and to oppose President Obama’s long train of abuses and usurpations. 
Marco Rubio, Ted Cruz, and other stalwarts supported Paul on the 
Senate 3oor. !e episode amounted to an unexpected recrudescence of 
the Tea Party, which in e8ect launched a populist 1libuster on behalf of 
the rule of law, and won.

Yet Paul is also a libertarian, and the son of one. His newfound promi-
nence therefore set o8 alarm bells. Senator John McCain said his col-
league’s foreign policy views made him one of the party’s “wacko birds.” 
Bill Kristol cautioned Republicans against “embracing kookiness” and 

“pseudo-constitutionalist paranoia,” and wondered if it would serve Paul’s 
own interest to be “the spokesman for the Code Pink faction” of the GOP? 

!e answer, presumably, is no, and one test of Rand Paul’s seriousness 
will be if he transcends the family 1xation with “blowback,” the notion 
that America brought 9/11 and the resulting war upon itself, as Muslim 
revenge for its highhandedness in the Mideast. 

In the long run, however, and likely even in the short run, it is domestic 
policy that will determine what kind of country we shall be. On this front, 
though wrong about many things, libertarians have been right for a long 
time about something very important: the modern state’s tendency to un-
limited government. !e progressive state loosens all the salutary restraints 
of the old Constitution by concentrating more and more government pow-
ers in the hands of self-declared experts, who can do unlimited “good” 
for us—and to us. Spend a century, as progressives have, disdaining the 

Constitution’s impediments to social engineering, and you wind up with a 
liberal administration that has to be badgered into the grudging admission 
that, no, the Constitution does not permit the president to kill American 
citizens just because he thinks they need killing.

U/6*%*&() .%7*&*$/+ 7#(() 4/6*%*&() +9(/)*/5. &'( 
Republicans in the House have o8ered an alternative to this 
madness. !eir champion, Paul Ryan, chairman of the Budget 

Committee, proposes to end the federal budget de1cit in ten years, and 
with no net tax increases. Nor, curiously, does his plan contain net spend-
ing cuts: spending will rise at 3.4% a year, rather than the 5% annual rate 
we face currently. !e plan accepts the tax increases already insisted on 
by the Democrats, including those for Obamacare, even though Ryan as-
sumes the repeal of Obamacare. Medicare reform will not kick into high 
gear for ten years, and even then will be gradual. Social Security reform 
is o8 the table. 

No one should underestimate the 1scal and political di:culties of de1-
cit reduction, particularly if undertaken as part of re-limiting the federal 
government. Ryan has run this mine1eld before, and he knows the haz-
ards. Still, laudable as his plan is, one wonders if we can do better.

Senator Rand Paul has a proposal to balance the budget in 1ve years, 
not ten. He hasn’t talked about it much, preferring to gnaw away at for-
eign policy. !e details are presumably sketchier than in the House plan. 
But this is a debate that the country needs to have soon, and that the 
Republican Party alone is capable of having right now: how low can fed-
eral spending go, and how fast? 

I saw an amusing answer on an old bumper sticker: !ere’s no govern-
ment like NO GOVERNMENT! But that is anarchism, not libertarian-
ism, and certainly not constitutionalism. !e question is what a respon-
sibly but aggressively trimmed federal budget—one that is su:ciently vi-
able politically to point the way for the GOP, one that could breathe fresh 
life into constitutional limitations—would look like.

It may be that such a plan would not be Rand Paul’s at all, nor certi1-
ably libertarian. Maybe it would be called the Cruz plan, the Rubio model, 
the Jindal proposal…or simply the Tea Party budget. But it could be im-
mensely clarifying, and could change the terms of the discussion, on and 
o8 the Senate 3oor.
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Translating
Aristotle

We are delighted by Profes-
sor Diana Schaub’s powerful en-
dorsement of our new translation 
of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 
(“Code of the Gentleman,” Fall 
2012). She clearly gave the text an 
attentive reading, even catching 
a small error in the index, which 
we have now corrected. Hence 
we write primarily to express our 
gratitude for the review.

!is letter also gives us the 
opportunity to address the most 
important point of substance that 
she raises, as to whether to kalon, 
the end (telos) of virtue, ought to 
be rendered as “the beautiful” or 

“the noble.” As Professor Schaub 
points out, while we draw at-
tention to the complexity of the 
term, we chose to translate it as 

“the noble.” We believe that this 
translation conveys better the 
meaning of to kalon as the end of 
virtue, particularly in contrast to 

“the beautiful,” which she prefers.
Why did we make this choice? 

Two main reasons are decisive to 
us. 

First, to speak of doing the 
noble thing, as compared to the 
beautiful thing, more vividly cap-
tures that element of moral action 

and character that is self-sacri1c-
ing or self-forgetting. In this way, 
a reader is consistently reminded 
of the longing of the good human 
being—the morally virtuous per-
son—to seek a good that is higher 
or more complete than his or her 
own. !is longing and telos are 
the source of great acts of courage 
and generosity, as well as of grace-
ful acts of courtesy and tactful-
ness. !e translation of to kalon 
as “the noble” thus captures bet-
ter what another reviewer, Harvey 
Mans1eld, called the “splendor” of 
moral virtue: the self-forgetting 
involved in moral virtue and the 
great longing of the morally virtu-
ous person for something higher 
than any private good. !e trans-
lation also helps bring into focus 
the centrality of the common 
good—the greater good—for the 
person of moral virtue and there-
with the life lived in common 
with others. At its peak, this life 
is one of governance with a view 
to the good of the community, the 
life of the great-souled Winston 
Churchill, for example, to whom 
Schaub understandably appeals.

But Aristotle is a philosopher 
and is concerned also to think 
through the di:culties. !e sec-
ond reason for our translation of 
to kalon as “the noble” is that this 
formulation does not obscure the 
di:culties. For it becomes clear 
that the person of moral virtue 
also aims at “the best” (to ariston, 
or the highest good) for himself; 
he is and indeed ought to be a 

“self-lover.” Our translation of to 
kalon keeps in view the distinc-
tion between the two ends that 
the good person seeks: the good 
of another and his or her own 
good as the perfection in virtue. 

“Happiness,” after all, is “an activ-
ity of soul in accord with virtue.” 
!e translation “the beautiful” 
elides the distinction between 
these two ends or it presupposes 
that, in the 1nal analysis at least, 
there is no tension in moral vir-
tue, acting in a “beautiful” way 
not obviously requiring any sac-

ri1ce. To make Aristotle say that 
courageous acts, for example, are 
undertaken “for the sake of the 
beautiful” is to give an oddly aes-
thetic cast to what is a matter of 
stern dedication or resolve that 
may well be painful. And it seems 
to us that such a tendency ought 
least of all to be encouraged in an 
age that generally prefers, to com-
pliance with the harsh demands 
of excellence, the easy allure of 
the attractive. 

Here we note a slight but ul-
timately important mischarac-
terization of our treatment of 
friendship in Schaub’s otherwise 
careful presentation. When we 
speak of the “absence of the noble” 
in Aristotle’s account of friend-
ship, we are referring strictly to its 
absence as one of the three stated 
aims of friendly love; we did not 
say and did not mean to imply 
that it is absent from the account 
of friendship as a whole. Far from 

“seeing through the noble,” we call 
attention to the concern for pre-
cisely nobility—noble deeds and 
noble friends—in our discussion 
of friendship, while noting, as a 
simple fact, its absence as a stated 
end. !e di:culties to which we 
point must be negotiated by every 
diligent reader of the Ethics, as 
must those di:culties attending 
the life of contemplation, such as 
it comes to view in this and the 
other texts of Aristotle.

Given the seriousness of such 
matters for human happiness, 
then, we are especially grateful to 
Professor Schaub for her review, 
which so much re3ects the grav-
ity of the questions at stake in 
Aristotle’s philosophy of human 
a8airs.

Robert Bartlett
and Susan Collins

Boston College
Chestnut Hill, MA

Diana Schaub replies:

I’m pleased that Robert 
Bartlett and Susan Collins were 

mostly grati1ed by the review and 
I welcome their further comments 
about how to kalon can best be 
rendered into English. !ey o8er 
two main reasons for translating 
to kalon as “the noble” rather than 

“the beautiful.” I’m afraid I 1nd 
those reasons less “decisive” than 
they do; indeed, the reasons they 
o8er are based on considerations 
that, so far as I can see, don’t loom 
large for Aristotle. !ey prefer 

“the noble” because it shows that 
moral action is “self-sacri1cing” 
and “self-forgetting.” But Aris-
totle doesn’t take a Puritan or 
Kantian path. He starts from 
our happiness and our good, and 
then shows how our virtues make 
us, as individuals (and as collec-
tives too, as we learn in the Poli-
tics), good and happy. Of course, 
Aristotle doesn’t deny that the 
cultivation and acquisition of the 
virtues is di:cult; nonetheless, 
the exercise of the virtues by the 
virtuous is not a matter of self-ab-
negation. !at rare and excellent 
creature, the virtuous individual, 
takes his pleasure in virtuous ac-
tion. Accordingly, it might be bet-
ter to speak of the self-enlarging 
and self-ful1lling character of 
moral action. As Bartlett and 
Collins note, there is a “longing” 
for completion here, but it seems 
to me that the longing that draws 
the soul upwards, away from the 
pleasures that are sordid and easy, 
is quite well captured by “the 
beautiful.” Splitting a phenom-
enon that Aristotle understood 
as uni1ed into two—what is 
beautiful in a physical sense we 
will call “beautiful,” while what is 
beautiful in a moral sense we will 
call “noble”—risks distorting or 
interfering with the reader’s im-
perative to understand Aristotle’s 
intention.

Bartlett and Collins cite Har-
vey Mans1eld’s use of the word 

“splendor” in conjunction with 
moral virtue as if it supported 
their choice of “the noble” in pref-
erence to “the beautiful.” It should 
be noted that Mans1eld, in his 
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back-cover blurb, was not weigh-
ing in on this question. What he 
said was that the translation as a 
whole made it possible for read-
ers to “behold the splendor of 
[Aristotle’s] conception of moral 
virtue.” I agree with that evalua-
tion. However, I would add that 
Mans1eld’s phrasing—“behold 
the splendor”—beautifully cap-
tures the aesthetic dimension of 
to kalon that Bartlett and Collins 
1nd “odd.” !e ethically beauti-
ful, like the physically beautiful, 
is something that we behold, that 
we look upon, that we contem-
plate with the eyes and admire. 

“Splendor” too is a sight word. 
Beautiful acts are refulgent; they 
shine brightly; they radiate. !e 
model that Aristotle suggests 
for understanding right action is 
that of sense perception, a faculty 
with a natural foundation that 
nonetheless can be tutored.

I also worry that rendering 
to kalon as “the noble” places an 
unnecessary stumbling block for 
many modern readers. My stu-
dents, not unreasonably, associate 
the noble with the nobility—and 
thus the exploded standards of a 
ruling class, whether the Greek 
aristocrats or the hereditary 
dukes and earls of old Europe. 
As the heirs of Falsta8, modern 
readers are all too ready to re-
ject “the noble.” When to kalon is 
translated this way, modern read-
ers may think they can dismiss 
Aristotle’s virtues as outdated or 
culturally speci1c. !is tendency 
can be countered—for instance, 
by pointing out how often the 
Greeks lacked a name for charac-
teristics that Aristotle considers 
virtues; thus, far from being an 
apologist for a speci1cally Greek 
version of gentlemanship, Aristo-
tle highlights, or at least hints at, 
what his contemporaries lacked. 

I have come to believe that 
translating to kalon as “the beau-
tiful” is more accurate; it is also 
more productive of wonder, since 
the term and its broad usage by 
Aristotle surprises us. As Man-
s1eld says in the “Note” on his 
own translation of Machiavelli’s 
!e Prince, “It is not the transla-
tor’s business to make everything 

familiar.” Accordingly, he sticks 
with translating virtú as virtue, 
despite its sometimes odd and 
startling results.

!e mention of wonder brings 
me to the second reason o8ered 
by Bartlett and Collins.

!ey argue that “the noble” is 
preferable to “the beautiful” be-
cause it does not “obscure the 
di:culties” or “tension” in moral 
virtue. Here, I have con1dence in 
Aristotle, regardless of whether a 
translator chooses “the noble” or 

“the beautiful.” If there are ten-
sions within moral virtue—either 
in the individual virtues (as in 
the painfulness of courage) or be-
tween virtues (as between great-
souledness and justice)—then 
it is Aristotle’s discussion, and 
not one word alone, that reveals 
them. So, in the case of courage, 
he acknowledges outright that 
courage involves enduring painful 
and frightening things. He also 
says that the courageous man so 
endures “because it is beautiful to 
do so or because it is shameful not 
to.” It is incumbent on a careful 
reader to follow up on that dis-
junction “or.” !e reader should 
revisit what Aristotle says about 
shame and its relation to virtue. 
Aristotle also frankly indicates 
that from the perspective of the 
political community, the best sol-
diers may not be men of complete 
virtue (who greatly value the good 
of life since they live life so fully) 
but rather those who have one of 
the forms of pseudo-courage, per-
haps especially “citizen courage” 
or “animal spiritedness.” It is im-
portant that Aristotle is emphatic 
both about the likely painfulness 
of courage and its directedness 
toward to kalon.

So, the materials are there for 
readers to plumb the subtleties of 
his treatment, noting the shifts 
in emphasis and the di8erent 
formulations used in describing 
di8erent virtues: so, for instance, 
the liberal man not only gives 
generously, but “he will do these 
things with pleasure or without 
pain” and friends, of course, will 
do beautiful actions with delight. 
Because of the overall excellence 
of the Bartlett-Collins transla-

tion, Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics is laid open for far-reaching 
inquiries.

As to the other topic they 
raise, I’m content to let what I 
wrote stand. Rereading page 53 
of my review will indicate that 
I construed their words strictly. 
Quoting them, I stated that the 
noble disappears “inasmuch as 
‘strikingly absent here [in the 
opening de1nition of the lovable] 
is what is noble.’” Later, I note 
that they “summarize the conclu-
sion of Book 9, where ‘the noble’ 
1gures prominently.” So, I don’t 
think I ascribed to them the 
view that the noble is altogether 
absent from Aristotle’s account 
of friendship. As to the “di:cul-
ties” bedeviling the moral life, I 
would just direct readers to pages 
287-88 of their interpretive essay 
where it is clear that this absence 
of the noble, however temporary 
or however strictly construed, is 
not a minor matter: “Strikingly 
absent here is what is ‘noble,’ the 
very thing he had insisted is the 
end of virtue. Aristotle is franker 
here than before about the 1nal 
end of human action [namely that 
we want the good for ourselves].” 
!e interpretive essay attaches 
revelatory theoretical signi1-
cance to what their letter down-
plays as a “simple fact.” Readers 
will learn more I think by return-
ing to that entire subsection of 
their essay, entitled “On Friend-
ship,” and my comment on it. Or, 
better yet, just read Books 8 and 
9 of the Ethics.

GOP
Electability

It was a pleasure to read Wil-
liam Voegeli’s essay on mod-
eration (“Extremism in Defense 
of Liberty,” Fall 2012), which 
touched on my recent book Rule 
and Ruin: !e Downfall of Mod-
eration and the Destruction of the 
Republican Party, from Eisenhow-
er to the Tea Party. !e greatest 
compliment a critic can pay an 
author is to take his work seri-
ously. Voegeli’s article was ab-
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sorbing, well argued, and clear—
much clearer than the truth! For 
the record, I don’t believe that 
the Republican Party has gone 
insane. But I do believe that, in 
shucking o8 moderation and in-
deed most of its history, the GOP 
has damaged its long-term elect-
ability and e8ectiveness. !is is 
something that ought to concern 
conservatives more than Voegeli’s 
essay would suggest.

Voegeli and I are in full agree-
ment that there were lots of prob-
lems with the moderate Republi-
cans of yesteryear. Some were op-
portunists like Nelson Rockefell-
er, others were too gentlemanly to 
be e8ective politicians, and many 
were overly fond of the status quo 
and more concerned with mak-
ing nice with the dominant lib-
eral Democrats of the pre-Reagan 
era than challenging them. Why 
then should any Republican miss 
them today? Basically, because 
the Republican Party can’t be a 
governing party without them. 

I doubt Voegeli will agree with 
this proposition, since like most 
conservatives he feels that today’s 
ideology-fueled, tea-injected Re-
publican Party provides an inspir-
ing contrast to “moderation’s his-
tory of electoral and governmen-
tal futility.” It’s true that before 
the 1980 election, the moderate-
dominated GOP seemed fated to 
be a permanent minority party. 
But it’s not unreasonable to fear a 
similar fate for today’s conserva-
tive GOP. Republicans have failed 
to win a majority in the Senate in 
the last four elections, and have 
lost the popular vote in 1ve of 
the last six presidential elections. 
!e Republicans actually lost the 
popular vote in the House in the 
last election, retaining control 
only because of redistricting by 
GOP-controlled state legislatures. 
As Voegeli is no doubt aware, all 
of the electoral-demographic pat-
terns in this country are trending 
against the GOP, as the Demo-
crats enjoy widening margins of 
support among minorities, wom-
en, young people, urbanites, and 
middle-class professionals. And 
according to the latest Washington 
Post-ABC News poll, a majority 

of Americans (53%) feel that the 
Republicans’ main problem is not 
poor leadership or bad messaging 
but that they are too conserva-
tive and unconcerned with “the 
welfare of the people, particularly 
those in the lower and middle in-
come levels.” So there’s consider-
able reason to doubt that turning 
the GOP into an uncompromis-
ing ideological party has improved 
its long-term electability.

But let’s say that today’s con-
servative Republican would 
rather be (hard) right than be 
president. Electoral disadvan-
tage aside, wouldn’t one expect 
that today’s disciplined ideologi-
cal troops would achieve more 
policy victories than the wimpy, 
disorganized Republicans of old? 
Unfortunately, no. In two-party, 
non-parliamentary, narrowly di-
vided government, a policy ad-
vance for one side requires at least 
a few votes from the other side, 
which means that both sides have 
to compromise. But by de1ni-
tion there can be no compromis-
ing on principle, which means 
that an ideologically committed 
party must either force the other 
side into unconditional surren-
der or accept defeat. !e conse-
quences of this logic are playing 
themselves out in the House as I 
type, with the uncompromising 
Republicans having repudiated 
Speaker John Boehner’s attempt 
to secure a budget deal that would 
have achieved about 90% of what 
his conference wanted. !e end 
result is now likely to be close to 
100% of what Democrats want, 
and even as conservative a com-
mentator as Jennifer Rubin of the 
Washington Post complains that 
the outcome “suggests Republi-
cans are not capable of governing.”

What reason is there to believe 
that the GOP would fare better if 
moderates were still a part of the 
Republican coalition? Well, for 
one thing, moderates fared much 
better electorally with those 
groups whose votes currently pro-
vide the margin of victory against 
Republican candidates. It’s worth 
remembering that Dwight Eisen-
hower won about two-1fths of 
the African-American vote in 

1956, and even Richard Nixon 
won over a third of black voters 
in 1960. It was much more di:-
cult for Democrats to claim that 
Republicans didn’t care about 
minorities, city-dwellers, and the 
poor when moderates (and even 
conservatives like Jack Kemp) 
were making headlines with out-
reach e8orts to those groups and 
Republican policy alternatives to 
bureaucratic, centralized Demo-
cratic programs such as the War 
on Poverty.

And there’s also considerable 
historical evidence that the mod-
erates were not quite as unprin-
cipled and ine8ective as Voegeli 
suggests. I’d argue that most 
moderate Republicans were bet-
ter 1scal conservatives than the 
Tea Partiers, at least if 1scal con-
servatism is understood to mean 
balancing the budget through 
a combination of spending cuts 
and revenue increases (includ-
ing taxation). !ere has been no 
more 1scally conservative presi-
dent in the last 80 years than the 
moderates’ hero Dwight Eisen-
hower, who was the last president 
to balance the budget three times 
and reduce the ratio of national 
debt to GNP. It would be nice if 
today’s supposed 1scal conserva-
tives would stop denouncing him 
as a RINO. True, Eisenhower 
subscribed to a philosophy of 
prudence in international a8airs, 
and prudence can sometimes be 
synonymous with inaction. But 
prudence kept Eisenhower from 
intervening in Vietnam, and how 
many people now think that was 
the wrong decision?

It’s also worth remembering 
that the moderate Republicans’ 
great cause in the 1960s was civil 
rights, which they pursued with 
a most un-moderate consistency, 
passion (even bellicosity), and ef-
fectiveness. !e Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 and the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 were as much Repub-
lican accomplishments as Demo-
cratic ones, and a greater propor-
tion of Republicans than Demo-
crats voted for both measures. 

As Voegeli says, my book is a 
valedictory for the moderates, not 
a claim that they will ever again 

be a dominant force in the GOP. 
But the experience of grappling 
with moderates had an educative 
e8ect on conservatives like Ron-
ald Reagan and William F. Buck-
ley, Jr., which made them better 
equipped to govern than the lead-
ers of the current moderate-free 
GOP.

Geo"rey Kabaservice
Alexandria, VA

William Voegeli replies:

Since I wrote so much about 
the extent and justi1cation of 
the GOP’s extremism in the last 
issue, let me go at the question 
from the other end: what would 
it take, and what would it ac-
complish, to “re-moderate” the 
21st-century Republican Party? 
Geo8rey Kabaservice believes 

“the GOP would fare better if 
moderates were still a part of the 
Republican coalition,” because 

“shucking o8 moderation” has 
damaged the party’s “long-term 
electability and e8ectiveness.” 
Electability and e8ectiveness are, 
of course, two sides of the same 
coin. An unelectable party is nev-
er in a position to e8ect anything, 
while a party in power that proves 
ine8ective can’t hope to win fu-
ture elections. 

Let’s stipulate for the sake of 
the argument that Kabaservice is 
right about the Republicans’ need 
to reverse the course of the past 
half-century, shucking o8 their 
disdain for moderates and mod-
eration. What does that mean, 
and how does that work? I’m still 
not sure, even after reading and 
thinking about Rule and Ruin, 
how much moderation is about 
tone, and how much is about 
substance. Two years ago Mitch 
Daniels, Republican governor of 
Indiana at the time, gave a widely 
noted speech where he endorsed 
a “more a:rmative, ‘better angels’ 
approach to voters” since if Re-
publicans hope to win their sup-
port “it would help if they liked us, 
just a bit.” It’s just about impossi-
ble to quarrel with that advice. 

But after 1nishing charm 
school, what do Republicans 
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do? Is Daniels the kind of poli-
tician the GOP needs more of? 
My sense is that he was a very 
conservative governor over his 
eight years in o:ce. Upon be-
ing elected in 2004, he began his 
administration by proposing the 
kind of 1scal balance Kabaser-
vice recommends—speci1cally, 
spending cuts combined with an 
income tax surcharge on families 
with six-1gure incomes. !e tax 
proposal went nowhere, however, 
and Daniels dropped it. Every-
thing else he pursued and, mostly, 
attained sounds like a to-do list 
from the Cato Institute: cutting 
spending, writing property tax 
limitations into the state consti-
tution, privatizing infrastructure, 
making health savings accounts 
the centerpiece of the state’s Med-
icaid program, expanding school 
choice, and signing right-to-work 
legislation.

If moderation needs to be sub-
stantive rather than just tonal, 
Daniels’s approach should have 
failed. He won a 58-to-40% land-
slide reelection in 2008, however, 
even as Barack Obama became 
the 1rst Democratic presidential 
candidate to carry Indiana since 
1964. Daniels even tripled his 
portion of the black vote from 7% 
in 2004 to 20%.

And if tax increases are in-
dispensable to a politically and 
1scally viable approach to bal-
anced budgets, Indiana’s 1nances 
should have been crippled by his 
failure to enact that income tax 
surcharge. In fact, however, the 
state is in much better shape 
than it was when Daniels was 
elected, even after the Great Re-
cession. !e anti-tax reactionar-
ies who dismissed Daniels’s sur-
charge proposal appear to have 
had a point: tax revenue to the 
government equals, always and 
everywhere, the tax-rate struc-
ture multiplied by the tax base. 
!us, expanding the tax base is 
an alternative to increasing tax 
rates. If more prudent, better ad-
ministered government spending 
and regulating allows the govern-
ment to accomplish more with 
less, then tax increases are not 
indispensable. And if those tax 

increases provide a pretext not to 
streamline government, or if they 
shrink rather than expand the tax 
base by discouraging investment, 
then the tax increases are coun-
terproductive.

A second problem: if a re-mod-
erated GOP is going to be more 
formidable than the current, post-
moderate one, the crucial achieve-
ment must be a net increase in the 
number of Republican voters. 
!e additions must outnumber 
the subtractions, that is, or the 
solution will be worse than the 
problem. Changes that convince 
many existing Republican voters 
to stay home or vote for third-
party candidates, while replacing 
only some of them with new GOP 
voters just dig the hole deeper.

Since Election Day 2012 there 
have been many suggestions for 
how Republicans can attract 
more swing voters or weakly at-
tached Democrats. !e recom-
mendations include qualifying, if 
not jettisoning, conservative op-
position to: illegal immigration; 
same-sex marriage; gun control; 
legalized abortion; or any and all 
tax increases. I see how each of 
these changes would antagonize 
an important element of the ex-
isting Republican coalition, but I 
don’t see how any of them attract 
a new contingent of voters inside 
the tent.

For the full exchange between Geof-
frey Kabaservice and William 
Voegeli, with further commentary 
by David Frum and Steven F. 
Hayward, visit our online feature, 

“Upon Further Review,” at www.
claremont.org/ufr.

Founders’ Faith

I must thank Patrick Allitt 
for his generally positive review 
of my book, !e Religious Beliefs 
of America’s Founders (“Nature’s 
God,” Fall 2012). In particular, 
I appreciate his accuracy in de-
scribing the thesis and in sum-
marizing the evidence. Not all 
reviewers are so careful and 
even-handed.

I am not one who must answer 
every criticism levelled by a re-
viewer, but I do think that clari-
1cation, when needed, is appro-
priate. Professor Allitt says that 
he is unsure how I would address 
his two “possible criticisms” and 
I think it important for clarity’s 
sake to answer.

His two criticisms are really 
two branches from the same tree. 
He suggests that my de1nition of 

“Christianity” is too narrow—that 
I have “shrunk ‘Christianity’ to 
mean rather less than it did at the 
time of the Revolution itself ”—
and that I didn’t pay enough at-
tention to the way in which key 
founders characterized their own 
religious a:liations.

Two critical points regarding 
my de1nition must be under-
stood. First, I was far more inter-
ested in beliefs than a:liations or 
self-identi1cations because I was 
investigating the sources of the 
founding ideas; hence the title of 
the book. Beliefs, not a:liations, 
produce ideas. Self-identi1ca-
tions may be for e8ect, and may 
or may not be accurate.

Second, I carefully construct-
ed my de1nition through a com-
parison of the creeds and confes-
sions of the 18th-century Ameri-
can churches in order to re3ect 
the core fundamental beliefs that 
all of the denominations consid-
ered to be essential to Christian-
ity. !e goal was to determine 
who was not a Christian by the 
standards of 18th-century Amer-
ican Christians themselves.

!ough I admit that “millions 
of liberal Protestants today” (em-
phasis added) might be o8ended 
by my de1nition, I think that a 
de1nition based on the expressed 
beliefs of 18th-century Chris-
tians best re3ects the meaning of 

“Christianity” at the time. Apply-
ing today’s conventional, broad, 
amorphous de1nition to the time 
of the Revolution would produce 
the anachronism about which Al-
litt is concerned.

My book’s central argument 
is that the terms “Christian” and 

“deist” have been so broadly and 
super1cially applied to the Amer-
ican Founders that they have 

in many cases become virtually 
meaningless. My term “theistic 
rationalist” was designed to be 
more accurate, and to 1ll a needed 
explanatory and descriptive gap.

Gregg L. Frazer
!e Master’s College

Santa Clarita, CA

Conducting
Mahler

I much enjoyed Robert R. 
Reilly’s review of the new Mahler 
biography by Jens Malte Fischer 
(“A Musical Messiah?” Fall 2012) 
but must take some issue with 
the 1nal section in which Mr. 
Reilly speaks about recorded per-
formances of the symphonies. It 
seems to me shortsighted mere-
ly to state, even as clearly and 
at times convincingly as Reilly 
does, an opinion as to what are 
the “best” performances without 
providing the historical context. 
One needs to begin at the begin-
ning: with Otto Klemperer and 
Bruno Walter, the two great con-
ductors who knew Mahler and 
had heard him conduct his own 
music, both in rehearsal and in 
performance. Although it may 
be that their recordings have 
been surpassed, it would be use-
ful to know why this is so and in 
what ways it is so. 

Reilly writes,

If a conductor can beat time, 
Beethoven almost plays 
itself. Not so Mahler. He 
needs a visionary conductor. 
It is the vision that holds 
the music together, not the 
notes by themselves.

Although one can get from the be-
ginning to the end of a Beethoven 
symphony by merely beating time 
(as many conductors do), that is 
precisely why many performances 
these days are so maddeningly 
dull, routine, and beside the point. 
To conduct Beethoven well also re-
quires a vision: one of understand-
ing and conveying to an orches-
tra (and an audience) what is so 
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extraordinary in his symphonies. 
Reilly doesn’t explain that Mahler 
knew that his music required a vi-
sion to hold its lengthy, disparate 
parts together and that he actually 
supplied one for the conductors 
who would come after him. Un-
like Beethoven’s scores, Mahler’s 
come complete with an enormous 
array of “stage directions”: tempo 
changes, mood indicators, various 
expressive markings (sometimes 
including the word, “somewhat”), 
cautions about rushing and drag-
ging, and dynamic changes that 
come at the performer at an his-
torically unprecedented rate. !e 
various editions of Mahler’s sym-
phonies suggest that many of 
these markings were applied as 
a result of the trial and error the 
composer himself experienced in 
conducting his works in rehearsal 
and performance. What is ap-
parent is that he feared not only 
the conductor of “no vision” but 
anticipated the conductor who 
would impose his own vision on 
the music. (Some have argued that 
Leonard Bernstein, by picking 
and choosing from among some 
of Mahler’s indications while 
completely ignoring others and 
even occasionally defying what he 
stipulated, did precisely that.) 

Although I do not necessarily 
disagree with Reilly’s preferences 
(Bernstein, Tennstedt, Levine, 
and Karajan), it is puzzling that 
he fails to mention the two con-
ductors whom> many Mahler 
enthusiasts regard as the most 
faithful to the composer’s scores 
and, thus, to his ethos: Jascha 
Horenstein and Claudio Abbado. 
If I may take the liberty, I should 
like to recommend to Mr. Reilly 
my own favorite Mahler conduc-

tor: Benjamin Zander. His re-
cordings of the symphonies with 
the Philharmonia Orchestra are 
now nearly complete. Each is 
brilliantly and lovingly set forth 
and is packaged with a bonus 
CD containing the most intelli-
gent and compelling lectures and 
musical demonstrations that one 
could ask for.

Daniel L. Farber
Alexandria, VA

Robert R. Reilly replies:

Mr. Farber makes some excel-
lent points. 

Everyone has his favorite 
Mahler conductor, and I would 
not gainsay his selections, which 
are more than worthy.> !ere 
are some 1,400 Mahler record-
ings currently>out there, and the 
purpose of my article was not 
to make a discographic survey 
or even to provide the historical 
context for my preferences. I am 
happy to report, though,> that I 
have since heard from Jens Malte 
Fischer who wrote to tell me that 
he shares my predilection for 
conductor>Klaus Tennstedt’s live 
Mahler recordings.

As for the “vision” thing, I 
meant only that I would far pre-
fer to sit through a bad Beethoven 
performance than a bad Mahler 
one, because bad Mahler is worse 
than bad Beethoven. Aside from 
his infamous metronome mark-
ings, Beethoven did not have to 
leave detailed instructions in his 
scores because the tonal architec-
ture of what he had written was 
so clear and commanding>in itself. 
!erefore, his music is harder to 

ruin. !is is not so with Mahler. 
As Farber says, Mahler did leave 
very detailed instructions, which 
has not, however, prevented his 
music from being murdered.

A Shallow
Swerve

It is too bad that Professor 
James Nichols did not point out 
that Stephen Greenblatt’s !e 
Swerve promotes a world view 
dispiriting in its moral shallow-
ness (“!e Pursuit of Pleasure,” 
Fall 2012).>

For Greenblatt, as he tells us 
in the preface to !e Swerve, the 
discovery of Lucretius meant lib-
eration from the psychological 
oppression of his Jewish mother, 
who used the fear of death as a 
weapon against her son. Tossing 
out that perverse bath, Green-
blatt chose to toss out the baby 
as well by denying the possibility 
of any spiritual meaning to hu-
man life, including that taught in 
the Judaism (never mentioned by 
Nichols) into which the author 
was born.

Greenblatt fails to notice (and 
Nichols to observe) that though 
belief in the ultimate meaning-
lessness of things (there being 
nothing, according to his Lucre-
tian Epicureanism, but atoms 
and the void) may serve him as a 
hedge against the fear of death, it 
is surely a faith no better founded 
on actual human experience than 
faith in the teachings of Moses, 
Plato, Christ, or Muhammad. 
And Nichols’s conclusion that 
Greenblatt’s “experience of recov-
ery” of “ancient ways of thought 

and expression” can “provide the 
deepest intellectual stimulation 
and joy” suggests that the review-
er’s concept of what constitutes 
deep intellectual stimulation and 
joy may itself be rather limited. It 
is indeed a pleasure to have read 
Greenblatt’s imaginative retelling 
of Poggio’s discovery of De Rerum 
Natura. But surely there are deep-
er forms of “intellectual stimula-
tion and joy” to be found in the 
greatest of Jewish, Christian, and 
Enlightenment thinkers than in 
Greenblatt’s own discovery of 
grounds for a cavalier and ten-
dentious dismissal of all religious 
faith, ritual, and meaning.

Gideon Rappaport
San Diego, CA

James H. Nichols, Jr., replies:

A bare summary of Epicu-
rean materialist hedonism might 
indeed seem rather thin and 
doctrinaire,> but the limitations 
of a brief book review do not ac-
commodate a useful comparative 
analysis of the depth of Lucretius’ 
philosophical position with that 
of Jewish, Christian, Islamic, and 
Enlightenment writers. Lucretius’ 
powerful intellectual appeal aris-
es not only from the philosophi-
cal doctrines set forth but also 
from his poetry, which 1rst draws 
us in with its beauty and later, as 
we re3ect on all the dimensions 
of his poetic presentation of the 
Epicurean teaching, leads us to 
ponder the thinking that guides 
his poetic endeavor: the poet’s 
deep insights into human long-
ings, fears, and opinions that ob-
struct our openness to arguments 
or truths that seem bitter at 1rst.
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Monthly, “Why Conservatives Can’t 
Govern,” political scientist Alan Wolfe 

ascribed the setbacks of conservative gover-
nance under George W. Bush to right-wing-
ers’ aversion to governance. Conservatives, 
that is, cannot resolve the tensions inherent 
in “managing government agencies whose 
missions—indeed, whose very existence—
they believe to be illegitimate.” !ey fail 
when in power due to a “learned incompe-
tence,” born of their belief that government, 
especially the federal government, has no 
business undertaking many of the tasks it 
now discharges.

!is theory of the case, resting on mo-
tive, has an obvious corollary. If conserva-
tives govern badly because they stand outside 
the borders of modern government yelling 
Shrink, liberals should govern brilliantly, 
since their raison d’être is to vindicate the 
activist state’s right, duty, and capacity to 
handle all the responsibilities entrusted to 
it over the past century, and then to assign 
it still more. In reality, Wolfe allows, liberal-
ism “left unchecked, tends towards wasteful 
bureaucracy.”

 Michael Grunwald makes the same point 
in !e New New Deal by writing that Barack 

Obama was elected president at a time “when 
government wasn’t supposed to be able to 
run a one-car funeral.” Grunwald’s thesis is 
that the American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act of 2009—widely known and de-
rided as “the stimulus”—made dramatic yet 
unheralded strides in dispelling myths about 
governmental incompetence, while improving 
the government’s performance in many areas 
where it really was de1cient. Moreover, the 
Recovery Act succeeded in its explicit, urgent 
purpose: preventing a second Great Depres-
sion. Grunwald, a reporter for Time magazine, 
admits that “there’s no way to run a double-
blind study of an alternative U.S. economy,” 
but contends, “If there’s no smoking gun to 
prove the stimulus helped stop the free-fall, 
the ballistics certainly match.”

!ese governmental and economic tri-
umphs must be balanced against the Obama 
Administration’s inexplicable political short-
coming: the inability—or refusal—to defend 
the Recovery Act persistently and persua-
sively. !e “Republican campaign to brand 
the stimulus as a big-government failure” was 

“an overwhelming success,” writes Grunwald. 
Barack Obama was supposed to be a brilliant 
orator, “a words guy,” but Grunwald doesn’t 
take issue with dismayed Democrats’ belief 

that Obama did “a horrible job selling the 
stimulus,” thus necessitating a book about the 
hidden change the president wrought.

I/ &'( .4&'$#’+ &(66*/5, '$-(=(#, 
even this failure attests to the moral gulf 
separating Obama from his scuzzy an-

tagonists. “!ere was an assumption that in 
a time of national emergency you could get 
bipartisan support,” Obama’s political advi-
sor David Axelrod told Grunwald about the 
administration’s expectation, soon after the 
2009 inauguration, that as many as half the 
Republican senators would end up voting 
for the stimulus bill. (Ultimately just three 
did, one of whom, the late Arlen Specter, 
promptly quit the GOP to complete his term 
as a Democrat.) !e administration was im-
mediately disabused of the earnest belief that 
its good-faith e8orts to rescue the economy 
would be reciprocated, as Republicans started 
and never really stopped a dishonest, cyni-
cal, and relentless e8ort to “destroy” Obama 
by using the stimulus to portray him “as a 
spread-the-wealth big-government radical.” 
Former Democratic congressman Tom Per-
riello, defeated in the 2010 Tea Party election, 
blame-praises his party for giving voters and 
Republican leaders too much credit, never 

!e New New Deal: !e Hidden Story of Change in the Obama Era, by Michael Grunwald.
Simon & Schuster, 528 pages, $28



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 13

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

anticipating the former’s susceptibility to the 
latter’s mendacity. He laments to Grunwald:

We think we can just tell people some-
thing once, and the facts will tell the 
story. !ey understand that you have 
to repeat your message over and over 
again: socialism, socialism, socialism. 
Factually, it’s ridiculous. But it works.

It even works on journalists. During the 
time he was 1ling appreciative stories about 
the Recovery Act for Time, Grunwald felt 
like he was covering “an alternative universe 
stimulus,” since the subject somehow turned 
other reporters who covered it “into runaway 
prosecutors, desperate to pin something on 
their target.” But there Grunwald stands; he 
can do no other. After all, “the facts were the 
facts.”
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conveys and interprets facts, however, 
in ways that leave alert readers uncer-

tain they can count on him for the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 

Might it be, at the very least, premature 
to declare Obama’s “overhaul of the auto 
industry…a stunning success”? 
Grunwald says Glenn Beck “used [the] 
pre-White House activism” of Van 
Jones, the administration’s special ad-
visor on green jobs, “to make him a 
poster child for White House radical-
ism.” He neglects to remind readers 
that Jones’s activism encompassed sign-
ing a 911Truth.org petition, which de-
manded an investigation into whether 
the Bush Administration “deliberately 
allowed 9/11 to happen, perhaps as a 
pretext for war.” Holocaust deniers can 
be activists, too, but one doesn’t have to 
endorse Glenn Beck to believe no de-
cent presidential administration can be 
latitudinarian about such activism. 
In a book published in 2012 the asser-
tion that California is “on track to gen-
erate one third of its power from renew-
ables by 2020” is unfalsi1able. What 
was knowable, though not from reading 
!e New New Deal, was that California 
had already fallen short of its goal to 
generate one 1fth of its power from re-
newables by 2010, even though the state 
had once been—at some point, in some 
sense—on track for that, too.
George W. Bush’s signature educa-
tion initiative, No Child Left Behind, 

“swiftly became unpopular—partly be-
cause the Republicans never funded it.” 

What it would have required for NCLB 
to have been funded is not made clear, 
but federal spending on elementary, 
secondary, and vocational education 
increased by 70% under President Bill 
Clinton (from $13.5 billion in 1993 to 
$22.9 billion in 2001) and 133% under 
Bush ($22.9 to $53.2 billion from 2001 
to 2009). !at expansion should count 
for something in the world, but goes for 
naught in the pages of !e New New 
Deal.
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while scolding others for being em-
pirically adrift. He is capable of writ-

ing, “!e rising fury about government is cu-
riously disconnected from the facts,” before 
stating in the same paragraph, “!e federal 
de1cit is high, but it hasn’t increased under 
Obama.” !e chart on page 14, from the Of-
1ce of Management and Budget historical 
tables that accompanied President Obama’s 
2013 budget, provides the facts about our 
non-increasing de1cits. (Dollar amounts are 
in billions; thus, $2,472 = $2.472 trillion. 

“Federal debt” excludes the amount the federal 
government owes to its own accounts, such as 
the Social Security Trust Fund.)

Only if we interpret “hasn’t increased un-
der Obama” to mean “hasn’t increased since 
the start of 1scal year 2010, and in compari-
son with 2009 and no previous year” is Grun-
wald’s characterization accurate. Ordinarily, 
newly elected presidents do indeed turn their 
attention to the budget for the 1scal year be-
ginning after their inauguration, which would 
have been FY 2010 for Obama, beginning on 
October 1, 2009. But the subject of !e New 
New Deal, the Recovery Act, is a special case. 
Signed into law on February 17, 2009, it in-
creased spending and cut taxes immediately 
to jump-start the 3agging economy. As a re-
sult, according to the Congressional Budget 
O:ce, the $787 billion stimulus increased 
the de1cit for FY 2009, which closed on Sep-
tember 30, 2009, by some $200 billion.

!e federal de1cit, then, did increase, both 
in nominal dollars and relative to federal 
spending and Gross Domestic Product, after 
Obama took o:ce and because of his policies, 
even if we use the portion of FY 2009 una8ect-
ed by the Recovery Act’s spending increases 
and tax cuts as our basis for comparison. If we 
broaden the comparison, contrasting Bush’s 
entire second term to Obama’s 1rst, the con-
tention that the de1cit hasn’t increased under 
the incumbent becomes even more dubious, 
as does the argument that Obama’s de1cits 
are largely the result of Bush’s wars and tax 
cuts, both of which were ongoing when feder-

al debt was less than 37% of GDP in 2005-07. 
!at old normal of de1cits equal to 3% or less 
of GDP, and federal debt equal to 40% or less, 
has been replaced by a new and very di8erent 
normal since 2009. And this new, much high-
er plateau is the baseline from which America 
will confront the grave 1scal challenge of en-
rolling the enormous baby boom generation 
in Social Security and Medicare over the 
coming two decades. Grunwald clearly be-
lieves that a president elected and inaugurat-
ed in the midst of an economic free-fall had 
no option but massive, countercyclical de1cit 
spending, the Keynesian “textbook response 
to a sharp downturn.” It’s incoherent, however, 
to say that Obama did well to increase de1cits 
he did not increase.
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treat the Keynesian protocol as a 
settled question, “about as contro-

versial in the economics profession as antibi-
otics in the medical profession,” is a separate 
matter. One would never suspect from !e 
New New Deal that economists “are still deep-
ly divided on the validity and utility of the 
basic Keynesian paradigm,” as N. Gregory 
Mankiw, Harvard economist and chairman 
of the Council of Economic Advisors under 
George W. Bush, wrote in National A#airs in 
2010. For one thing, the idea of the economy 
as a vast but simple machine that will run bet-
ter if the government pours more fuel into it 
ignores the psychology of expectations. Gov-
ernment countercyclical measures help form 
people’s ideas about the future, the basis on 
which they make decisions about spend-
ing, saving, and investing in the present. If 
Keynesian de1cits leave people anticipating 
higher in3ation or interest rates, those fears 
could a8ect their economic behavior, mitigat-
ing the intended stimulative e8ect.

Moreover, there’s the question of “multi-
plier e8ects,” the new economic activity an 
additional dollar of government spending 
generates, compared to the amount catalyzed 
by the additional dollar injected into the 
economy through a tax reduction. In the early 
congressional fencing over the Recovery Act, 
Nancy Pelosi urged John Boehner “to work 
with Democrats on the stimulus, making an 
impassioned case that spending programs had 
higher Keynesian multipliers than tax cuts,” 
Grunwald reports. Sadly but predictably, 

“Boehner didn’t believe in Keynesian theories 
any more than he believed in global warming 
or the tooth fairy.” 

Perhaps the tax-cut multiplier is consid-
erably higher than Pelosi assumed, however. 
One economist who raised that possibility, 
according to Mankiw, was Christina Romer, 
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in a paper co-authored months before she 
became President Obama’s 1rst chairman 
of the Council of Economic Advisors. Other 
economists, in Mankiw’s words, have con-
cluded that “tax cuts are about four times as 
potent as increases in government spending” 
for the purpose of stimulating the economy. 
Still another study of every stimulus plan en-
acted from 1970 to 2007 by the 30 nations 
belonging to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development found better 
results from plans that “cut business and in-
come taxes, while those that evidently did not 
succeed had increased government spending 
and transfer payments.” (!e 1nal alloca-
tion of the Recovery Act’s $787 billion was 
37% in tax cuts and 63% in additional spend-
ing: 45% by the federal government directly, 
and 18% spent by the states after funds were 
transferred to them from Washington. !is 
mixture, !e New New Deal shows, resulted 
from the correlation of political forces shap-
ing the stimulus bill’s passage rather than any 
synthesis of economic prescriptions.) Grun-
wald has no obligation to take one side or the 
other in the economists’ taxes-versus-spend-
ing multiplier debate, but puts his thumb on 
the scale by shielding readers from the com-
plicating awareness that there even was such 
a debate.
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de1cit spending shows Grunwald be-
ing, again, a better cheerleader than a 

sportswriter. !e overarching theme of !e 
New New Deal is that the Recovery Act was 
Barack Obama’s called shot: he raised auda-
cious hopes and then ful1lled them. When 
Obama announced his improbable presiden-

tial campaign in February 2007, barely two 
years after being sworn in as a U.S. senator, 
his speech identi1ed the four challenges fac-
ing America he was determined to address 
if he became president: First, “dependence 
on oil that threatens our future.” Second, a 

“health care crisis.” !ird, “schools where too 
many children aren’t learning.” And 1nally, 

“families struggling paycheck to paycheck de-
spite working as hard as they can.” Two years 
later, by signing the Recovery Act after four 
weeks as president, Obama “made tremen-
dous progress on his agenda for energy, health 
care, education, and the economy,” according 
to Grunwald. Clearly, this is a rare politician 
whose words deserve careful attention.

Except, apparently, when he’s talking about 
1scal policy. Grunwald notes that Obama 

“hosted a ‘1scal responsibility summit’ a week 
after signing the stimulus, and vowed to slice 
the de1cit in half by the end of his 1rst term.” 
In his 2010 State of the Union address, the 
president proposed a three-year discretionary 
spending freeze that would start in 2011, and 
announced the formation of a de1cit com-
mission, which became the exercise in futility 
directed by Erskine Bowles and Alan Simp-
son. On the basis of such gestures Grunwald 
reports favorably on the president’s interior 
life. De1cit reduction suited Obama’s “self-
image as a centrist, a maker of hard choices, a 
cleaner of Bush-era messes; he joked about his 
‘inner Blue Dog.’” A White House economist 
tells Grunwald, “[I]n his heart, I think the 
president was a de1cit hawk.” 

Whatever may be in President Obama’s 
heart, it would be instructive to know wheth-
er anything in his actions supports the idea 
he is 1scally prudent rather than cavalier. In 

2009 the president directed his Cabinet to go 
through the budget to identify $100 million 
in savings. !at Obama howler is the excep-
tion that 3unks Grunwald’s otherwise end-
lessly abeyant laugh test:

Huh? After spending $787 billion-with-
a-b on a stimulus, then unveiling a $3.6 
trillion-with-a-t budget plan, Obama 
was proposing $100 million-with-an-m 
in rollbacks? !at was supposed to re-
store con1dence in government?

!ese mocking rhetorical questions lead 
Grunwald to conclude…well, nothing. He 
doesn’t take the president’s 1scal policy pro-
nouncements seriously, and doesn’t mind that 
Obama himself fails to take 1scal policy seri-
ously. After passing the Recovery Act, Grun-
wald reports, Obama’s team believed “the 
ideal approach would be more short-term 
stimulus, along with a credible commitment 
to medium-term de1cit reduction—gas now, 
brake later.” !e evidence accumulated by 
the beginning of his 1fth year in o:ce, how-
ever, argues that Obama’s medium-term com-
mitment is really a very long-term one. !at 

“later” when he wants to take his foot o8 the 
gas and hit the brakes keeps getting later, and 

“later” for a president now in his second term—
meaning he will be in o:ce for less time than 
he’s already been in o:ce—can’t get much 
later without becoming “never.”
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Americans shouldn’t obsess over sol-
vency, or obsess over their president’s 

fecklessness about it. What matters is that the 
“gas now” part of the president’s approach, the 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 (est.)
Federal 
Outlays $2,472 2,655 2,729 2,983 3,518 3,456 3,603 3,796
Federal 
Receipts 2,154 2,407 2,568 2,524 2,105 2,163 2,303 2,469
De1cit 318 248 161 459 1,413 1,293 1,300 1,327
De1cit, 
% of 
Outlays 12.9% 9.3% 5.9% 15.4% 40.2% 37.4% 36.1% 35.0%
De1cit, % 
of GDP 2.6% 1.9% 1.2% 3.2% 10.1% 9.0% 8.7% 8.5%
Federal 
Debt, % 
of GDP 36.9% 36.6% 36.3% 40.5% 54.1% 62.8% 67.7% 74.2%

Federal outlays, receipts, de1cits and debt, 2005-2012.
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investigation of financial crises ever 
published. Covering hundreds of years and 
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Reinhart and Rogoff have made a truly 
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one his actions show he truly does care about, 
is e8ecting historic improvements. Grunwald 
applauds Obama for not letting the 2009 eco-
nomic crisis go to waste. Rather, by passing 
the Recovery Act, “a Trojan horse for Change 
We Can Believe In,” the new president took 
his “one shot to spend boatloads of money” on 
his energy, health care, education, and shared 
prosperity agenda.

!e author contends that Obama’s bet has 
paid o8 in two crucial ways: big improvements 
in the four policy areas that both matter most 
to the president and are crucial to America’s 
future; and re-vindicating the old New Deal 
conviction, besieged since Lyndon Johnson’s 
presidency collapsed, that “government can 
be a force for positive change, reining in the 
excesses of the free market, making strategic 
investments to help the nation and its people 
compete.” !e Recovery Act showed that not 
only can government run a one-car funeral 
but “fund over 100,000 projects through 275 
separate programs at 28 federal agencies,” 
and do so “on schedule and…under bud-
get,” with “unprecedented transparency and 
scrutiny,” relying in many cases on competi-
tive grants programs that “really did seem to 
promote a culture of responsibility, forcing 
bureaucrats to use judgment instead of just 
checking boxes.” 
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1rst draft of history, which means jour-
nalists who write those drafts should 

avoid declarations about the ultimate mean-
ing of developments that are still unfolding. 
If facts are facts, then they are not trends, 
possibilities, expectations, or hopes. Grun-
wald deals with this challenge, not by pru-
dently forgoing breathless assessments, but 
by putting verbs in the Cuisinart, then pour-
ing out a mélange of transpired, ongoing, and 
prospective occurrences, homogenized and 
equated. Here’s a sampler, with emphasis 
added:

!e Recovery Act’s expenditures on a 
“smart grid” for the nation’s electric util-
ity system “may be jump-starting Amer-
ica’s next trillion-dollar industry.”
Grunwald reports the National Insti-
tutes for Health director’s belief that 

“the stimulus is producing technological 
advances that are swiftly driving down 
the costs of genomic research, so that 
standard patient records could soon in-
clude a full genetic portrait. ‘!is could 
be a tipping point for personalized med-
icine,’ Collins says.”

“We’re creating a pipeline of innovation 
in education,” an Education assistant 

secretary said of the Race to the Top 
competitive grants program. Grunwald 
writes that such programs “were already 
transforming the national conversation 
about schools.”

“We’re creating a new normal, where we 
reward excellence, where substance 
trumps process,” a Transportation un-
dersecretary tells Grunwald about his 
department’s stimulus-funded grants 
program.
In Pennsylvania, “!e Recovery Act had 
resurfaced 940 miles of Pennsylvania 
roads. Its clean-energy projects would 
power 36,000 Pennsylvania homes, and 
its e:ciency investments would save 
enough to power another 16,000. It was 
bringing broadband to 255 health pro-
viders, 142 libraries, and 939 schools.”

Very little history has passed since !e 
New New Deal was published in August 2012, 
but what there is of it has already been unkind 

systems and the haste with which they have 
been adopted.” !at haste, in turn, appears 
to have at least some connection to the car-
rots and sticks the Obama Administration 
employed to get the technology adopted be-
fore the bugs had been worked out, before the 
end users had 1gured out how to integrate 
and operate all the new hardware and soft-
ware—and before the 2012 election. Obama 

“wanted his White House to behave more like 
the Aspen Institute than Tammany Hall,” 
Grunwald declares, but the Aspen Institute 
never has to worry about being voted out of 
o:ce.
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sive when portraying the stimulus as 
a quantum leap toward e8ective and 

e:cient government. One of his book’s he-
roes is Claire Broido Johnson, an investment 
banker hired by Energy Secretary Steven Chu 
to run the department’s O:ce of Weatheriza-
tion and Intergovernmental Programs. !e 
Recovery Act allocated $5 billion to a three-
year program to weatherize 600,000 low-
income families’ homes through such prosaic 
enhancements as better windows, insulation, 
furnaces, and air conditioners. !e e8ort was 
snake-bit from the start. Johnson took over 
the weatherization o:ce—known informally 
as the “Turkey Farm” for the number of sub-
par civil servants sent there over the years 
when no other agency would take them—at 
a time when it had 1nished the program’s 1rst 
year of operation by weatherizing not 200,000 
but 30,252 homes. Johnson came into the job 

“like a hurricane hitting the building,” setting 
goals for every agency receiving money from 
the program, holding weekly calls to moni-
tor progress, and creating a call center where 
sta8ers helped local o:cials navigate the 
elaborate procedures for getting and spending 
stimulus dollars.

It worked. “!e program ultimately sur-
passed its goal of 600,000 homes three 
months early,” Grunwald reports. !e success 
story convinced Mark Schmitt, former editor 
of the American Prospect, that with “one of the 
two best books ever written about govern-
ment,” Grunwald has shown how the Obama 
Administration made “government more re-
sponsive, imaginative, tough on failure but 
supportive of promising ideas.”

But even one of Grunwald’s most inspiring 
stories has an equivocal moral. Predictably, 
Johnson “was not hailed at the Turkey Farm.” 

Early on, when she asked all of the divi-
sion’s sta8ers what they were account-
able for, two responded: “You can’t make 
me accountable for anything.” One em-

to Grunwald’s credulous accounts of stimulus 
triumphs. Nothing elicits greater enthusiasm 
from him than the Recovery Act’s programs 
to introduce more and better information 
technology into the health care system. !e 

“stimulus-funded revolution in health IT is 
hard to miss” he writes. It’s “the reason our 
health care system no longer manages patient 
data with the same technologies Hippocrates 
used,” but is instead “developing new ways to 
improve care and coordination,” which will 

“change medical care in countless ways no one 
has thought of yet.”

As the New York Times reported in Janu-
ary, however, the Rand Corporation has al-
ready concluded it was far too optimistic in 
a 2005 report that anticipated an $81 billion 
reduction in the nation’s health care spending 
through greater use of information technol-
ogy. In fact, according to the Times, “evidence 
of signi1cant savings is scant, and there is in-
creasing concern that electronic records have 
actually added to costs by making it easier to 
bill more for some services.” !e article notes 
a “chorus of concern about the cost of the new 

Grunwald never asks why 
successive Democratic 
presidents keep 1nding 
it necessary to push the 

very same boulder up the 
very same hill.
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national bureaucracy away from com-
placency and entitlement toward initia-
tive and empowerment. We intend to 
redesign, to reinvent, to reinvigorate the 
entire national government.

Set the dials on the time-travel machine to 
1977, and the new Carter Administration is 
promising to make government as good and 
competent as the American people through 
innovations like zero-based budgeting and 

“sunset” provisions that force programs and 
agencies to justify their continued existence 
or go out of business by default. Go back one 
more decade and the bold, self-assured pio-
neers of the New Frontier and Great Society 
are dazzling gullible journalists with the sort 
of precise metrics that are catnip for Grunwald, 
all of them showing dramatic improvements 
aborning. !eir con1dent predictions about 
the exact number of months needed, at the go-
ing rates of progress, to end poverty in Ameri-
ca and war in Vietnam revealed, of course, that 
impatient, visionary change agents like Sar-
gent Shriver and Robert McNamara were self-
deluded fools and frauds. !e New New Deal 
never asks why, if any of the past half-century’s 
heralded transformations in American gover-
nance were even quasi-transformative, succes-
sive Democratic presidents keep 1nding it nec-
essary to start their administrations by push-
ing what sounds like the very same boulder up 
what sounds like the very same hill. Because 
Grunwald either doesn’t know or care about 
this discouraging history, he never addresses 
the question of why we should expect Obama 
to triumph over the governmental dysfunction 
and self-dealing that defeated Johnson, Carter, 
and Clinton.
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mar a book but raises an important 
political question. If the Americans 

committed to building and defending the ac-
tivist state continually 1nd it necessary but 
impossible to whip it into shape, they may be 
confronting a problem too fundamental to be 
solved by a can-do spirit and bold administra-
tive reforms. Perhaps what the activist state 
needs are not more bright ideas and energetic 
managers but more caution about compiling 
government’s to-do list, thereby sparing it 
from tackling assignments that it will end up 
performing badly, not for lack of better 3ow 
charts but because they are missions that, re-
alistically, cannot be done well.

Such restraint was the de1ning quality of 
the constitutional order Progressivism and the 
New Deal challenged and defeated. In it, fed-
eral powers were “few and de1ned” according 
to !e Federalist, while those retained by the 

states were “numerous and inde1nite,” encom-
passing “all the objects which, in the ordinary 
course of a8airs, concern the lives, liberties, 
and properties of the people, and the inter-
nal order, improvement, and prosperity of the 
State.” !at division of labor, and the people’s 
attachment to the Constitution, con1ned the 
federal government within what the late James 
Q. Wilson called “legitimacy barriers.”

Beginning around the time of the Con-
stitution’s centenary, its critics set to work to 
establish the proposition that the legitimacy 
barriers of 1787 were no longer appropriate 
for a nation grown much larger and more com-
plex. !eir critique could have taken the form 
of arguing we should relocate the barriers so 
they were more capacious, authorizing the 
federal government to do some things former-
ly impermissible while continuing to proscribe 
others. Instead, it has amounted to a long, suc-
cessful campaign to demolish legitimacy bar-
riers as such in favor of an electorally account-
able but otherwise plenary government.

!e advocates of this new constitutional 
order are required to defend the “vision” and 
moral sensibility of the presidents who secure 
o:ce by promising to elaborate this new or-
der, since all other constraints on the govern-
ment’s actions are impediments to progress. 
!us, Franklin Roosevelt was a great leader, 
and the unsettling call in his 1rst inaugural 
address for Congress to either give him the 
measures he wanted, or relinquish the leg-
islative power vested in it by the Constitu-
tion to grant the president the equivalent of 
martial law authority, has been forgiven by 
being forgotten. !e people, FDR declared, 
have “made me the present instrument of 
their wishes” for “discipline and direction 
under leadership.” And now Barack Obama 
is a great leader, despite or perhaps because 
of an interpretation of the separation of pow-
ers that allows the president rather than the 
Senate to decide when the Senate is in re-
cess; or a protocol for drone strikes, includ-
ing ones that kill American citizens, resting 
entirely on the incumbent’s judgment and 
moral gyroscope.
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thor of a book that reads like a 450-page 
press release from the Democratic National 

Committee would take umbrage at being con-
sidered a liberal. Reacting on the Time website 
to a critical review by David Frum of the Daily 
Beast, Grunwald stipulated his “uneasiness 
about government meddling in the economy.” 
He had previously attempted to establish his 
ideological heterodoxy by opposing govern-
ment subsidies for the Public Broadcasting 
System, on the grounds that “those of us who 

ployee buried his nose in a newspaper 
whenever she approached. When she 
chastised another lifer for napping on 
the job, he 1led a union grievance.

Increasingly frustrated, Johnson 
launched a secret “Operation Cupcake” 
to try to 1re the worst laggards, but she 
never stood a chance against the cup-
cakes. !ey knew that political appoin-
tees come and go, but civil servants are 
forever. !ey call themselves “WeBe’s,” 
as in “We be here, you be gone.” 

Eventually, those enemies got their boss in 
trouble with Energy’s inspector general when 
they reported that she circumvented cumber-
some hiring procedures preventing the ap-
pointment of an urgently needed deputy. !e 
investigation “ended Johnson’s career at the 
department,” and left her vowing never to 
work for the federal government again. 

So, yes, 600,000 homes got weatherized in 
three years after it looked like it might take 20. 
But the o:cial who made it happen be gone 
and is never coming back. Meanwhile, the 
turkeys who were making it not happen be 
there and are never going away. Johnson also 
left behind and intact the maze of regulations 
so conducive to getting nothing done, slowly 
and expensively, and so lethal to responsive, 
imaginative, and e:cacious government. !e 
extent to which renewed con1dence in the 
activist state is justi1ed by the attainments of 
prodigious high-achievers like Johnson, who 
overcome government dysfunction before be-
ing overcome by it, is highly debatable.
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know more than he can about the fu-
ture, his book reveals he knows less 

than he should about the past. It makes sense 
that the new president promising hope and 
change would encourage the hope that gov-
ernment’s performance can change for the 
better. Depending on how the various Obama 
initiatives work out, we might someday look 
back on 2009 as the turning point toward re-
establishing the proposition that government 
really can solve pressing national problems. 
Faith in that outcome would be easier to sum-
mon, however, if the sweeping Obama reforms 
sounded less similar to sweeping reforms 
by previous Democratic administrations to 
make sure Big Government is also Good Gov-
ernment. In his 1993 speech announcing the 
creation of the National Partnership for Rein-
venting Government, President Clinton said:

Our goal is to make the entire federal 
government less expensive and more ef-
1cient, and to change the culture of our 
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believe the federal government can be a force 
for good ought to recognize that it gets a bad 
name butting into areas where it’s not needed.” 

In the age of Obama, however, such qualms 
and 1ne-print heresies do not qualify but am-
plify a politically engaged American’s liberal-
ism, an orientation which no longer under-
stands itself as any kind of belief system. In 
its adherents’ eyes it is, instead, neither more 
nor less than sheer good sense and empiricism. 
According to !e New New Deal ’s summary of 
!e Audacity of Hope (2006), Barack Obama 
“makes the case for a politics rooted in com-
mon ground and common decency, with prag-
matism as its lodestar: ‘We should be guided 
by what works.’” No wonder that Grunwald 
drew, for Time readers, a simple lesson from 
President Obama’s reelection: “DO STUFF!” 
!at is, “When you 1nally get the keys to the 
government car, drive it.”

It follows that when liberalism under-
stands itself to have laid claim to all the decen-
cy and sense to be had on any and every po-
litical topic, what’s left over for conservatives 
to believe in can only be wicked and stupid. 
In Audacity Obama “dropped his measured 
tone,” according to !e New New Deal ’s sum-
mary, to “shred the modern GOP as a party 
of zealotry and magical thinking, controlled 
by K Street and its right-wing base, unswerv-
ingly opposed to taxes, regulation, and basic 

arithmetic.” Or, to use Michelle Obama’s 
words before a campaign audience in 2008, 
conservatism amounts to a political force that 
has made, and is made for, an America that 
is “guided by fear” and “ just downright mean.” 
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attacks on Obama’s unreasonable, ob-
structionist Republican opponents 

make clear that the only way to be a reason-
able, public-spirited Republican is to be…a 
Democrat. “One of the enduring criticisms of 
the stimulus has been that Obama exploited 
an emergency to do things he wanted to do 
anyway,” !e New New Deal correctly ob-
serves. And? “It’s true. He thought they were 
good things to do…. Did his critics expect 
him to 1ll out the $800 billion with things he 
didn’t want to do?” Turn the question around, 
though. Do Obama’s supporters believe that 
if Republicans didn’t have anything nice to 
say about a stimulus bill that was, in the view 
of one GOP congressman Grunwald quotes, 

“larded up with every Democratic policy wish 
list since they lost the House in 1994,” they 
shouldn’t have said anything at all? It’s one 
thing for Grunwald to praise the Recovery 
Act as a Trojan horse for Obama’s entire do-
mestic agenda, but another for him to berate 
the citizens of Troy for their inhospitality af-
ter the soldiers emerged from it.

As !e New New Deal sees it, Obama’s “vi-
sion of reconstructed liberalism” both “em-
braced freewheeling capitalism” and called 
on government to “1nance forward-leaning 
public ventures.” It’s not clear that either 
Grunwald or Obama appreciates the likeli-
hood and severity of the tensions inherent in 
the simultaneous pursuit of both imperatives. 
Grunwald insists that Solyndra, the solar 
panel manufacturer that declared bankruptcy 
after receiving a $535 million loan from the 
Energy Department, is a non-story, an out-
lier, a “classic Washington pseudo-scandal.” 
In June 2011 Grunwald reported for Time 
that no, Solyndra was not on the verge of a 

“humiliating collapse,” since its “cutting-edge 
new factory has driven down costs” and a new 
CEO has “doubled his sales and marketing 
sta8.” Ten weeks later, after the company 1led 
for bankruptcy, Grunwald wrote that the re-
ports of “Solyndra’s death weren’t so exagger-
ated after all.” His withering self-reproach? “I 
should have been more skeptical.”

Readers of !e New New Deal will lament 
with every page the author’s failure to heed 
that sensible advice. 

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author of Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State 
(Encounter Books).
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nomic experience go, Michael Lind’s 
Land of Promise is distinctly eccentric.

For example, the typical survey of American 
economic history devotes dozens of pages to 
western expansion, and the Westward Move-
ment is considered one of the de1ning charac-
teristics of America’s story. Westward expan-
sion gets no explicit treatment by Lind, and 
from reading his book one only vaguely senses 
the importance of westward migration in the 
nation’s development. Although the railroads 
do get a good deal of attention, there is no 
mention of the assessments by major scholars 
of their importance to U.S. economic growth, 
no mention, for example, of Robert Fogel, Al-
bert Fishlow, or Je8rey Williamson (though 
Williamson gets name-checked in a footnote). 
A book that invokes John Kenneth Galbraith 
on eight pages but Nobel prize-winning eco-
nomic historians like Bob Fogel and Douglass 
North not at all is decidedly behind the times. 
Lind is a journalist and novelist, the policy 
director of the Economic Growth Program 
at the New America Foundation, of which 
he is co-founder. His book is long on anec-
dotes, marginally relevant quotations, and 
leftish ideological arguments and short on 

the integration of scholarly research, probably 
because much of the research is inconsistent 
with the author’s view of the driving force in 
economic change.

Land of Promise has a disconcerting num-
ber of factual errors, as well, and 3agrant con-
tradictions. Within a single paragraph, Lind 
claims wages increased 8% from 1923 to 1929 
and that they increased 11%. We learn on 
page 255 that in 1928 there were 18 million 
stockholders (at least 40% of the number of 
households and 15% of the total population), 
and 7 pages later that “[o]nly 8 percent of the 
population owned stocks.” On page 294, the 
author talks about “the minimum wage cre-
ated by the National Labor Relations Act of 
1935”; on the next page he says, correctly, that 
“!e Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 
1938 created a national minimum wage.” 

!en there is the tendency to make highly 
dubious statements with little or no factual 
support. Two examples: we learn on page 8 
that, “[a]ppeased by the cotton-mill capitalists 
of New England, the southern planters used 
their domination of the federal government 
to thwart plans for the state-sponsored indus-
trialization and modernization of the United 
States.” Did the early 19th-century South-

ern planters truly dominate the government? 
Would there likely have been large state-spon-
sored industrialization were it not for them? 
Was economic growth thwarted because the 
federal government was weak? I suspect for ev-
ery economic historian believing these conclu-
sions, there are 1ve who would at least partly 
demur. Another claim: “frequently swindled, 
middle-class shareholders contributed to the 
rapid evolution of the stock market…before 
1929.” How frequently were shareholders ac-
tually “swindled”? No evidence is presented 
supporting the claim. If repeatedly swindled, 
why did they keep investing?
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lack of balance is particularly pronounced. 
It appears that Lind thinks the greatest 

hero of modern American economic advance 
is Vannevar Bush, an engineer and inventor 
who promoted government investment in sci-
ence. He is mentioned on over 10 pages in the 
book. Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, by contrast, 
are casually con1ned to a single page, and Sam 
Walton is derided brie3y for embodying “the 
reactionary southern version of American 
capitalism that survived the New Deal and the 
civil rights revolution below the Mason-Dixon 

Book Review by Richard Vedder
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Land of Promise: An Economic History of the United States, by Michael Lind.

HarperCollins, 592 pages $29.99 
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Line.” Lind does not like it that Wal-Mart sells 
lots of Chinese-made goods—and probably 
likes it less that Americans eagerly buy them.

!e book’s ideological blinders show up 
in other ways, too. !e typical overview of 
American economic history, for example, de-
votes at least twice as many pages to the econ-
omy up to World War I (over 300 years), as 
to the century since. Lind, by contrast, spends 
more pages on post-1914 developments than 
on the earlier period. !is allows him to opine 
at length about the modern economic milieu 
that so concerns him (including 60 pages on 
what he calls the “bubble economy” and “the 
next American economy”).
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government involvement/direction/in-
vestment has been critical to American 

economic growth, along with a small num-
ber of transformative inventions, such as the 
steam engine, electric power, the internal 
combustion engine, and the computer. Amer-
ican public policymakers from the time of the 
Founding Fathers have divided themselves 
into two groups: the Good Guys (my term)—
strong visionaries who used the strength of 
collectivist action, their superior intellect, and 
political skills to advance the economy—and 
the Bad Guys—small-minded agrarians, indi-

vidualists, and populists who failed to see the 
importance of private-public partnerships. To 
quote Lind: “What is good about the Ameri-
can economy is largely the result of the Ham-
iltonian developmental tradition, and what is 
bad about it is largely the result of the Je8erso-
nian producerist school.” !e Good Guys in-
clude George Washington, Alexander Hamil-
ton, Henry Clay, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin 
Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson (non-politi-
cians need not apply); the Bad Guys include 
!omas Je8erson, Andrew Jackson, and Ron-
ald Reagan. (It appears from a brief passage 
that Barack Obama is a Good Guy, though 
3awed because he didn’t insist on a stimulus 
package big enough to revive the economy.) 

In the 19th century, the Good Guys pro-
moted high tari8s (which Lind loves), a cen-
tral bank, federally-funded internal improve-
ments, and, of course, higher federal taxation. 
In the 20th century, the Good Guys advo-
cated pro-labor legislation to promote high 
wages, more equal income distribution, mas-
sive Keynesian-style stimulus packages, gov-
ernment-directed industrial policy, and the 
like. Lind seems, on balance, to love the way 
Europeans do things.

Of the 20th century Lind writes that “on 
the foundations laid by New Deal liber-
als from Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson, the 

American middle class experienced its great-
est expansion in numbers and growth in pros-
perity.” !e Great Depression was not caused 
by the Smoot-Hawley Tari8 (which Lind 
thinks had a modestly positive e8ect, making 
him, I believe, unique in that opinion) or the 
Fed’s actions (although it played a supporting 
role), and certainly not by the Hoover/Roos-
evelt High Wage policy (which Lind regards 
as visionary and inspired). It was caused by an 
excessively unequal income distribution, and 
excessively conservative programs to promote 
aggregate demand.
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numerous anecdotes and quotations 
(as opposed to hard statistical evidence) 

are entertaining and new to me. On the whole, 
however, this is the worst survey of the Amer-
ican economy I have ever read, su8ering from 
numerous errors of both omission and com-
mission, re3ecting a single-minded ideologi-
cal perspective, and an abysmal ignorance of 
basic economic principles. Here is an alterna-
tive scenario of how America became a truly 
exceptional economy, which I think is empiri-
cally more defensible, and is the antithesis of 
Lind’s narrative.

From its beginning, America has been a 
collection of individualists, suspicious and re-
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sentful of others telling them what to do. !at 
is one reason they 3ed England, and declared 
their independence. !e physical environ-
ment of the frontier promoted self-reliance, 
strong associational ties to families and small 
voluntary groups, and hostility towards big 
government. !e Enlightenment provided 
great thinkers like John Locke and Adam 
Smith, whose writings furnished an intellec-
tual infrastructure justifying a meritocracy 
based on private entrepreneurship and demo-
cratic ideals. 

!e British common law tradition com-
bined with the Constitution of 1787 provided 
a legal environment conducive to private prop-
erty ownership with minimal risks from regu-
lation, taxation, or con1scation. An apprecia-
tion of sound 1nancial principles, including 
Hamilton’s decision to honor the Revolution-
ary War debts, increased America’s standing 
in the world economy and enhanced needed 
foreign investment. !e amazing fact (now al-
most forgotten) that prices in America in, say, 
1940, were not dramatically di8erent from 
those in 1800 pointed to the kind of salutary 
price stability that stimulated private invest-
ment in paper assets representing ownership 
and debt interest in emerging corporations.

As Lind correctly notes, by the 1870s the 
U.S. was the largest economy in the world, 

and the country’s 19th-century ascension to 
economic leadership was accompanied by very 
low levels of government spending (excepting 
wartime), essentially no income taxation, and 
very few regulatory restraints on individual 
economic freedom. !e government’s most 
constructive actions were actually privatiza-
tion initiatives, especially the federal land 
grants that facilitated millions of individual 
private businesses (farms) and jumpstarted 
the railroads.

America began to abandon its small gov-
ernment orientation after 1914, putting in 
place an income tax, central bank, and the 
rudiments of a welfare state. !e initial surge 
in government involvement (191421935) was 
followed by a second in the Great Society pro-
grams of the 1960s, and arguably a third after 
2000, especially under President Obama. And 
the partial abandonment of the private enter-
prise orientation led to a slowing of economic 
growth and a decline of economic leadership. 
American output growth from 1970 to 2012 
was lower than for earlier, comparable periods, 
say 1870 to 1912, or even 1923 to 1965.
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adopted the welfare state in a smaller 
form than in Europe. !e growth in 

government size (relative to output) was far 

greater in the Old World than in the New, 
for example, and although American growth 
slowed a bit, a Europe hobbled by the excesses 
of the welfare state and Keynesian-style 1scal 
irresponsibility saw its economic growth de-
cline every decade from 1960 to 2010. !us 
America’s potential economic decline has been 
muted, maybe eliminated, by the even greater 
relative decline of others.

In my scenario, the heroes are not so much 
politicians like Henry Clay or Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, nor government bureaucrats like 
Vannevar Bush, but individual entrepreneurs 
whose vision, hard work, and risk-taking 
propelled the nation forward—great entre-
preneurs like Cornelius Vanderbilt, John D. 
Rockefeller, and, more recently, Sam Walton, 
Steve Jobs, and Sergey Brin. And countless 
smaller, less well-known entrepreneurs who 
contributed to the nation’s rising aFuence. 
Politicians like Ronald Reagan who appreci-
ated the true causes of American economic 
exceptionalism played a vital secondary role, 
but as heroes, not villains as portrayed by Mi-
chael Lind, whose Land of Promise strikes me 
more as 1ction than reality.

Richard Vedder is distinguished professor emeri-
tus at Ohio University and an adjunct scholar at 
the American Enterprise Institute.
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in early December to hear two cas-
es on gay marriage, the New York 

Times hailed the “Next Civil Rights Land-
mark” and contrasted the Court’s swiftness in 
addressing the issue with the years it tarried 
before ruling on interracial marriage in the 
segregated South. !at was an odd compari-
son. Apart from containing the word “mar-
riage” and having drawn the interest of the 
high court, the two issues have nothing to 
do with one another. !e most wild-eyed Ku 
Klux Klansman of the 1960s did not doubt 
that, if permitted, mixed-race couples could, 
and would, ful1ll every condition of matrimo-
ny. !e constitutional question—an easy one 
as it turned out—was whether a country with 
a tradition of freedom of association could 
permit government to stand in their way. 

Gay marriage is di8erent. Half the country 
cannot even fathom the logic of it. Until about 
a decade ago, the public was nearly unani-
mous in considering it a joke. Gay marriage 
has risen in the polls in recent years and it has 
won courtroom victories, often by dodging 

constitutional and always by dodging philo-
sophical arguments. !e gay-marriage activist 
Evan Wolfson believes the Court’s work will 
be easy because “the government has nearly 
always automatically honored the marriages 
of couples legally married.” Jonathan Cape-
hart of the Washington Post asserts con1dent-
ly that the federal Defense of Marriage Act 
(DOMA), which de1nes marriage as between 
a man and a woman, is “doomed,” because it 
gets in the way of same-sex marriages already 
contracted. !e central question—whether it 
makes sense to talk of gay marriage in the 1rst 
place—is deemed resolved before it has even 
been raised. 

You would think that, since marriage was 
not designed to accommodate homosexuality 
and never has done so through millennia of 
Western history, the burden of proof would 
fall on the innovators. It does not. You would 
think that, since the main justi1cations of 
traditional marriage through the years have 
involved children, and since gays cannot pro-
duce children, recasting the demand as one 
for “marriage equality” would ring hollow. It 

does not. Gay marriage is advancing on the 
basis of something other than the expected 
rational arguments. 
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found to validate gay marriage post 
facto. But one wants to ask those who 

advance them: is that all you’ve got? !e ar-
guments tend to be non-sequiturs of one kind 
or another: Margaret Marshall, the Massa-
chusetts justice who legalized gay marriage in 
the Bay State in 2003, justi1ed her decision 
afterward by referring to the Quock Walker 
case (1783), which abolished slavery on the 
grounds that Massachusetts’s constitution 
declared “all men are born free and equal.” 
(One wonders how this line of reasoning 
could have eluded Oliver Wendell Holmes 
when he was Massachusetts chief justice.) In 
his second inaugural address, Barack Obama 
asserted confusedly, “If we are truly created 
equal, then surely the love we commit to one 
another must be equal as well.”

!e argument for gay marriage is almost 
always made in the name of history—not 
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the history we have lived but the history we 
are yet to live. Articles about gay marriage 
frequently cite an abolitionist quotation that 
Martin Luther King used in a 1965 speech 
and that President Obama has often used 
since: “!e arc of the moral universe is long, 
but it bends toward justice.” A Sacramento 
Bee writer warns gay marriage opponents that 
“history generally is unkind to extremists and 
suppressors.” !is is a theological argument, 
similar to ones made by the Koran, Calvin, 
and Communism. It has always seemed odd 
that people who believe the names of tomor-
row’s winners and losers are already written 
in the book of eternity should run around 
1ghting and proselytizing. But they do. !e-
ologies of this sort, as Leszek Kolakowski has 
written, are “a source of belligerence and self-
con1dence.”
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Closet to the Altar accepts this 
narrative of predestination. A 

Harvard law professor, Klarman has writ-
ten several books about how courts, social 
movements, and voting publics interacted 
during the movement for black civil rights 
and he believes a similar process is under-
way with gay rights, too. He calls one Iowa 
Christian leader’s demand for an executive 
order to block gay marriage “reminiscent of 
e8orts by Arkansas’s segregationist gover-
nor Orval Faubus.” !is is a book not about 
jurisprudence but about politics. Klarman 
never makes explicit the philosophical basis 
on which he likens gays’ struggles to blacks’. 
Nor does he entertain the thought that, as 
a political cause, gay marriage might be less 
like Civil Rights than like, say, 20th-century 
prohibitionism or the Equal Rights Amend-
ment in the 1970s—an ideological fad liable 
to burn itself out. 

For Klarman insurgent social movements 
follow a script, whether they be for racial 
equality, abortion, or gay marriage. !at 
script promises a starring role for judges and 
lawyers. “A Supreme Court ruling in favor of 
gay marriage in 2012 or 2013 would…split 
the country down the middle,” he writes. “Yet, 
given how quickly public opinion is evolving in 
favor of gay marriage, within a decade or two 
such a decision would probably also become 
iconic.” Playing that starring role requires a 
judge to behave with su:cient circumspec-
tion to avoid provoking “backlash,” which 
Klarman—without seeming to be conscious 
of it—uses throughout the book as a synonym 
for democracy. 

!is is a brief more than a book. If we are 
to believe Klarman’s acknowledgments, it 
was not so much written as compiled, with 

research farmed out to an improbably large 
number of assistants. Many paragraphs are 
mere lists of laws, tallies of polling numbers, 
or chronologies of litigation. !e result is 
something no one would read for pleasure or 
enlightenment. But for this reason it o8ers a 
clear and undistracted chronology that is very 
valuable. It shows how very new this enthusi-
asm for gay marriage is. 

!e American Civil Liberties Union was 
not interested in defending gay rights at all 
in 1957, when it called homosexuals “so-
cially heretical or deviant.” Its position had 
changed by 1973, but when the Homosexual 
Rights Committee of the ACLU’s Southern 
California Branch made a list of six long-
term priorities that year, marriage was not on 
it. In 1983, gay leaders had an opportunity 
to grill Democratic presidential candidates 
Walter Mondale and John Glenn about is-
sues they cared about. !ey didn’t mention 
marriage at all. Even in 1991, when the Na-
tional Gay and Lesbian Task Force asked its 

plan to give gays marriage rights. Hence the 
1rst “civil unions” bill in 2000. And there 
was another factor abetting these marriage 
suits: bold administrators had begun as-
signing adoptive children to gay couples. So 
cases were now arising in which the question 
before the court was whether it were better 
that a gay couple raising a child be married 
or unmarried.
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title is meant to describe the process 
by which almost all the rights won by 

gays in the courtroom and the smoke-1lled 
room were vulnerable to being rescinded at 
the ballot box. !at had been the pattern 
on gay-rights issues for at least a quarter-
century, starting with singer Anita Bryant’s 
1977 movement to overturn an ordinance in 
Dade County, Florida, that barred anti-gay 
discrimination. Vermont and Hawaii are 
perhaps the two most liberal states in the 
country, but opinion in both places still ran 
against gay marriage by roughly 2-to-1. Af-
ter he signed the civil unions bill, Vermont 
governor Howard Dean began wearing a bul-
letproof vest. 

Partly the backlash came from what Klar-
man calls a “visceral revulsion” against ho-
mosexuality. Focus groups were extremely 
uncomfortable looking at pro-gay marriage 
ads that included kissing. Any mention of 
what children were taught in school sent vot-
ers into the anti-gay marriage camp in droves. 
But there were plenty of reasons for backlash 
besides so-called homophobia, even if people 
soaring along the “arc of the moral universe” 
are too high up to see them. Backlash means 
recourse to the democratic parts of the Con-
stitution in de1ance of pronouncements from 
the judicial branch. A refrain repeated over 
and over in Klarman’s book is that of a South-
ern Baptist Convention o:cial: “I have never 
seen anything that has energized and pro-
voked our grass roots like this issue, including 
Roe v. Wade.”

In the wake of the Hawaii cases, oppo-
nents of gay marriage succeeded in de1ning 
marriage as a heterosexual institution in 
dozens of states, while supporters sought to 
get such measures declared unconstitutional 
by judges, or to block votes through proce-
dural chicanery. Massachusetts Senate presi-
dent Tom Birmingham, who singlehandedly 
thwarted his fellow Democrats’ every at-
tempt to legislate against gay marriage, is an 
extraordinary case of the latter. But standing 
in the way of a vote was no cause for shame, 
as activists saw it. According to a board mem-
ber of the American Foundation for Equal 
Rights, the group sponsoring Hollingsworth v. 

membership to rank civil-rights issues in or-
der of importance, marriage did not make an 
appearance. 

A growing number of gays in long-term re-
lationships, however, were cha1ng at practi-
cal problems. Some objected to paying taxes 
on inherited property that married couples 
would not. (!is di:culty is at the core of U.S. 
v. Windsor, one of the cases that will come 
before the Supreme Court this spring.) Gays 
also faced red tape in getting hospital visita-
tion rights. Both problems were made more 
galling and poignant by the toll of AIDS in 
the late 1980s and early ’90s. When gays be-
gan to sue, they discovered that judges looked 
more indulgently on their demands than the 
general public did. !at changed everything. 
In 1993, a Hawaiian court opined that limit-
ing marriage to men and women was a bias, 
and the state’s Supreme Court backed them 
up in 1996. By then, gay rights lobbies were 
beginning to recruit couples for court chal-
lenges. In 1999, Vermont’s Supreme Court 
ordered the legislature to come up with a 

!e most troubling 
aspect of the gay-

marriage movement is 
that it aims not to engage 

in lively debate but to 
shut it down. 
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Perry, the challenge to California’s Proposi-
tion 8 that the Supreme Court will hear this 
spring, “Fundamental constitutional rights 
like marriage should never be subjected to a 
popular vote.”

A barrage of judicial activism on one issue 
can soften up voting publics’ resistance on 
others, Klarman notes. Civil unions had been 
a “radical” measure when Howard Dean pro-
posed them in 2000. By 2004, after four years 
of agitation in the press, George W. Bush felt 
comfortable embracing them as a “moderate” 
or “compromise” option. Yet marriage re-
mained, and remains, tricky. It is the single as-
pect of the “gay agenda” to which mainstream 
Americans most strongly object. 

K6.#%./ -$##*(+ &'.& 5.D .<&*=-
ists have moved too fast. By push-
ing marriage before the issue was 

ripe, they retarded legislation on workplace 
discrimination laws. !e focus on gay mar-
riage in 2004 helped the campaigns of politi-
cians less sympathetic to gay rights, includ-
ing Bush, and contributed to the defeat of 
sympathizers, such as Senate majority leader 
Tom Daschle. !is follows a pattern Klar-
man has noticed in earlier social movements. 
!ough Klarman is today delighted with the 
principles laid down in the landmark deseg-
regation case Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954), he believes the court’s decision radi-
calized discussions of civil rights for a decade. 
Roe v. Wade (1973) was even more damaging. 
In granting an unconditional abortion right 
at a time when only four states had done so, it 
froze a situation that may have been heading 
towards a resolution and politicized—which 
is to say, corrupted—the Court for at least 
two generations. 

As it turns out, Klarman has been proved 
wrong, and the boldest and most intemperate 
of the gay activists proved right: marriage liti-
gation has been a bonanza. Judicial 1at put a 
halo of normalcy around gay marriage where 
none had existed before. Had this book been 
published after November’s referendum vic-
tories for gay marriage in Maine, Maryland, 
and Washington state, which broke a string 
of three dozen losses, Klarman might have 
taken a di8erent view.

Maybe Klarman’s mistake is a failure to 
see how the gay-marriage movement di8ers 
from other social movements. It is not a civil 
rights movement, even if its leaders present 
it as one. Civil rights movements are about 
liberation. !e old campaigns for repeal of 
sodomy laws, while they hardly won major-
ity approval, 1t that description. !ey were 
at least intelligible to mainstream Ameri-
cans who view the history of their country 

as a steady progress towards liberty. !e gay-
marriage movement works in the opposite 
direction. Marriage is a regulation. It recog-
nizes one aspect of people’s sexual lives as so 
important that authorities must monitor it. 
!at aspect is the bearing of the next genera-
tion, a task to which homosexual relations 
are irrelevant. Marriage has plenty of mysti-
cal, communal, and spiritual associations. It 
may be a means to o8er homosexuals recog-
nition, or validation, from the wider society. 
But not liberation.

C*=*6 #*5'&+ %$=(%(/&+ .#*+( &$ 
defend the downtrodden. But never 
since the Progressive Era has there 

been a social movement as elite-driven as the 
one for gay marriage. No issue divides the 
country more squarely by class. Opponents 
of California’s anti-marriage Proposition 
8 have come to include virtually all of Hol-
lywood, Apple, Google, Amazon, and the 
White House. !e governor of California 
has refused to defend the state’s own laws 
(and constitutional amendments) banning 
gay marriage, just as the White House has 
refused to defend the federal DOMA. Par-
ticularly bizarre are the attempts of gay-mar-
riage groups to use Lloyd Blankfein, CEO of 
Goldman Sachs, as a spokesman—as if there 
were something “conservative” about the 1-
nancial innovations for which Goldman is 
known, and as if Blankfein might therefore 
be the very last person you would expect to 
favor such an innovation. (If you had a Bibli-
cal understanding of both high 1nance and 
homosexuality, you might actually expect 
him to be the 1rst.)

Until very recently, gay-marriage sup-
porters almost never defended gay marriage 
per se. !ey claimed to believe marriage 
was between a man and a woman and then 
fought against Defense of Marriage Acts on 
the grounds that they “clutter up the con-
stitution,” or some such rationale. President 
Obama was long in the most preposterous 
position of all, claiming to oppose gay mar-
riage while stacking his Justice Department 
with lawyers for whom it is a crusade. Either 
the president was less forthright than the 
usual run of politicians or he was the most 
incompetent manager of personnel in the his-
tory of Western bureaucracy. 

President Obama’s decision to confess his 
support for gay marriage last spring was the 
culmination of an all-out shift in elite atti-
tudes. !e full-spectrum dominance of the 
pro-gay marriage position among the crème 
de la crème is perhaps best shown by the 
leading role in overturning Prop 8 of David 
Boies and Ted Olson, who argued on oppo-

site sides of Bush v. Gore in 2000. Klarman 
has a clear-eyed idea of how class interest and 
déformation professionnelle interact to give gay-
marriage supporters a home-1eld advantage 
in any courtroom. “Judges,” he writes, “are 
part not only of the cultural elite but of a dis-
tinctive subculture—the legal elite—which 
tends to be even more liberal than the general 
public on issues such as gender equality and 
gay equality.” 

!is advantage is compounded by ideas 
in the legal profession about “animus.” In-
creasingly, courtroom appeals to tradition or 
morality are seen as arising from an animus 
against a particular group, and are thereby 
delegitimized. As a result, Klarman writes, 

lawyers defending gay marriage bans 
in court have been forced to articulate 
other government interests that are said 
to be served by excluding gay couples 
from marriage. Yet because these prof-
fered justi1cations are generally not the 
real reasons for banning gay marriage, 
they usually appear unpersuasive, even 
disingenuous.

Critics of gay marriage are being asked to pre-
dict the future, and cast as Elmer Gantrys 
and snake-oil salesmen when they fail. 

Klarman not only describes but defends 
the way this concept of animus tilts the ju-
dicial playing 1eld. He thinks “the principal 
(though often unspoken) reason for exclud-
ing same-sex couples from marriage has been 
the perception that the Bible commanded it.” 
!at is wrong. Gay marriage is unthinkable 
in countries where the Bible cuts no ice. It is 
only in countries of Judeo-Christian heritage 
that any arguments at all are being made for 
gay marriage. Same-sex marriage defend-
ers, in fact, often argue from the absence of 
divine retribution. Klarman writes of Mas-
sachusetts in September 2004, four months 
after legalization: “!ousands of gay couples 
had married since May without causing any 
signi1cant disruptions.” What did he expect? 
!underbolts? 

W'(/ (6*&(+ #.66D 4/./*%$4+6D 
to a cause, it can become a kind 
of common sense. !e upwardly 

mobile parts of democratic publics emulate 
their “betters.” !ey quell their natural mis-
givings. !ose who do not quell their misgiv-
ings, therefore, look like losers. !ere is a 1rst-
they-came-for-the-Communists element to 
this shift—a lot of people worried about say-
ing something un-chic assume that there will 
always be someone more conservative, more 
heedless of his social position, ready to come 
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out of the “woodwork” to take the heat in front 
of public opinion. But Rush Limbaugh now 
supports civil unions and Glenn Beck opines 
that gay marriage “isn’t hurting anybody.” 

!e elite view thus becomes a self-ful1ll-
ing prophecy. !e referendum victories that 
gay marriage won in Maine, Maryland, and 
Washington state in November may be its 
1rst three victories, yet they seem to count 
more than its three dozen defeats. !e push 
for gay marriage in the U.S. resembles the 
European Union’s attempts to spread its in-
3uence through referenda. “Yes” and “No” 
are taken to mean “Yes Forever” and “No for 
Now.” !e debate is sown with taboos the in-
stant the slightest formal assent is granted. In 
real life, the heroic endurance of a democratic 
opposition does not last long. When they 
discover their consistently expressed votes to 
be unavailing, people lose interest in casting 
them. Sometimes they turn against democ-
racy. More often they tune out of the political 
system altogether. 
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on gay marriage does not arise 
spontaneously, it can be imposed. 

!e state of California now bans therapies 
that seek to reorient homosexuals towards 
heterosexual behavior, on the grounds that 
doing so is psychologically damaging. !e 
more likely objection is that the therapies 
challenge the conception that there are only 
two sexual orientations, “homosexual” and 

“heterosexual,” and that they are of absolutely 
unwavering constancy. !is conception is 
false. In fact, the gay-rights movement itself 
used to stress the polymorphousness of hu-
man sexuality, back when the movement was 
focused more on liberation. But it has di8er-
ent rhetorical needs now, chief among them 
to convince parents that there is no danger of 
their children being proselytized about ho-
mosexuality in school. 

!e most troubling aspect of the gay-mar-
riage movement is that, more than any social 
movement in living memory, more than femi-
nism at its bra-burning peak in the 1970s, it 
aims not to engage in lively debate but to shut 
it down. Scurrility has become a norm. In 
April 2009, Miss California, Carrie Prejean, 
told a Miss America judge she thought mar-
riage should be between a man and a woman 
and got called a “dumb bitch” for it on the 
judge’s website. If it is now easier to call peo-
ple dumb bitches, then it makes no sense at 
all to extol the gay marriage movement as a 
moral advance. 

Shutting down debate can be more ef-
fectively done now that the internet has 
solved the organizing problem of mobs. 

Anyone who expresses the slightest misgiv-
ings about gay marriage can become the ob-
ject of boycotts, blacklists, and attempts to 
get him 1red. Restaurant chain Chick 1l-A 
was boycotted when its chief operating of-
1cer speculated that gay marriage might be 

“inviting God’s wrath.” A theater director in 
Sacramento resigned his post after having 
been shown to be a donor to Proposition 8. 
!e law 1rm King & Spalding refused to al-
low Paul Clement permission to defend the 
federal Defense of Marriage Act on behalf 
of the House of Representatives. Defending 
O.J. Simpson will not get you booted from 
your 1rm, but defending a federal law will. 
Most companies are probably brave enough 
to defend their employees’ freedom of opin-
ion, but cowardice of King & Spalding’s sort 
risks becoming the norm.
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re3ect just an excess of zeal among 
a few true believers dizzy with suc-

cess? Or is it a critical part of the gay-mar-
riage ideology itself, without which it will be 
ine8ective and peter out? A revealing episode 
concerns Rhode Island, the most Catholic of 
the states, where legislators included certain 
religious exemptions in a 2011 civil unions 
bill. !e state’s governor, Lincoln Chafee, 
complained about these exemptions when 
he signed it. !ey may be vulnerable to a 
court challenge. Klarman asks, as if it’s a real 
poser, “Should a wedding photographer or a 
3orist who opposes gay marriage on religious 
grounds be exempted from a state law barring 
discrimination based on sexual orientation 
in public accommodations?” One can only 
marvel at what seems an outright invasion of 
people’s right to do as they please. Would a 
non-church-a:liated bunch of devout Catho-
lics have the right to exclude a gay family from 
its day-care circle? Maybe not. How about a 
bunch of moralistic atheists? Almost certainly 
not. Would a newspaper be prosecutable for 
hate speech if it referred to same-sex marriage 
as same-sex “marriage”? 

In a decade, gay marriage has gone from 
joke to dogma. It is certainly worth asking 
why, if this is a liberation movement, it should 
be happening now, in an age not otherwise 
gaining a reputation as freedom’s heyday. 
Since 2009, if Klarman’s estimates are correct, 
support for gay marriage has been increasing 
by 4 points a year. Public opinion does not 
change this fast in free societies. Either opin-
ion is not changing as fast as it appears to be, 
or society is not as free. 

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard.
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Book Review by David F. Forte
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black, and conducting the proceed-
ings before him with gravity, stands 

for something. He marries two incongrui-
ties—humilty and authority—into one per-
sona. He represents the rule of law. In Reading 
Law, Antonin Scalia, Associate Justice of the 
United States Supreme Court, and Bryan A. 
Garner, editor-in-chief of Black’s Law Diction-
ary, incisively delineate one set of interpretive 
rules that ground the judge in humility. !ey 
less clearly demonstrate how these rules en-
gender authority.

Judging takes place within a matrix of stan-
dards that both constrains the judge from im-
posing his personal will (hence the humility) 
and enables the judge to discern the true com-
mand of the law (hence the authority). !at 
matrix of judicial standards is rich: it includes 
statutes, precedent, appellate structure, pro-
cedure, doctrine, ethics, legality, and reason 
(see my essay, “May It Please the Court,” in 
the Fall 2011 CRB). Each of the elements of 
the matrix has its own imperative standards, 
some of them arcane. If properly educated to 
them, with an appropriate disposition, and 
with practice, the judge can develop a genuine 
virtue of judging, that is, the habit of acting 
rightly. !ough Justice Scalia eschews assert-

ing any form of morality as the basis of his 
decision-making, he in fact practices the mo-
rality of judging. He does so by the very rules 
that tie a judge to his craft.

I/ &'*+ 9#$)*5*$4+ -$#, $" +<'$6.#-
ship, Scalia and Garner describe the in-
terpretive rules that make up only one 

element of the moral matrix of judging. !ey 
subtitle it !e Interpretation of Legal Texts, but 
they primarily mean statutes, and analogously, 
contracts and administrative regulations. Di-
vided into 57 canons of interpretation (and 
ending with “!irteen Falsities Exposed”), 
the book not only explains particular rules of 
interpretation in detail, it seeks to justify the 
authors’ de1nition of each canon against op-
posing and outlier examples.

To illustrate the re1nement of the authors’ 
analysis, take, for example, the canon ejusdem 
generis (of the same kind). !e problem is how 
to interpret a general phrase at the tail end 
of a list of speci1c examples. It is a complex 
interpretive task. For instance, if a statute 
covers “automobile, automobile truck, auto-
mobile wagon, motor cycle, or any other self-
propelled vehicle not designed for running 
on rails,” does the category of “self-propelled 
vehicle not designed for running on rails” in-

clude airplanes? In other words, does the list 
of “automobile, automobile truck,” etc. limit 
the category of “self-propelled vehicle” to simi-
lar kinds of non-rail vehicles, thus excluding 
airplanes from its scope? Or, are automobiles, 
automobile trucks, and the others merely ex-
amples of the general category of all vehicles 
that are “not designed for running on rails,” 
which would then include airplanes? One 
could conceivably accord the general phrase 
a freestanding validity that swallows up the 
preceding examples, but Scalia and Garner 
persuasively contend that the general catego-
ry is limited by the nature of the previously 
stated examples. !ey do so with two argu-
ments. One is that the nature of the speci1c 
necessarily de1nes the nature of the general at 
the end of the list as a matter of context and 
common usage (a “species-genus pattern,” as 
they put it). !e second argument is that to do 
otherwise would engender absurd results and 
make super3uous what had been careful legis-
lative drafting. !erefore, the category in the 
example above would not include airplanes.

But that’s not the end of it. !e rule that 
the speci1c limits the range of the general 
requires at least two preceding examples to 
form a class that can de1ne the range of the 
after-stated genus. !e sole word “theaters” in 
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“theaters and other places of public entertain-
ment” is not enough to constitute a particular 
class that would limit the meaning of “places 
of public entertainment.” Rather, the phrase 
means all “places of public entertainment,” 

“theaters” being merely an example.
!e authors also admit that, at times, iden-

tifying the genus of the category can be trou-
blesome. In a list of “LPs, CDs, DVDs, and 
other means of home entertainment,” it is not 
clear what would constitute “other means of 
home entertainment.” Sometimes, the pre-
ceding list of examples is so heterogeneous 
that no genus can properly be identi1ed. In 
that case, the authors argue that the generic 
phrase at the end stands on its own and is un-
limited by what went before. Similarly, if stat-
utory language is reversed, if it begins with a 
general category and then follows it with spe-
ci1c examples, the authors would not limit the 
general category by the nature of what comes 
after, even though other scholars and other 
judges would. 
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After starting out with a series of ar-
ticulated “Fundamental Principles,” 

such as the “Presumption Against Ine8ective-
ness,” the authors group the canons into simi-
lar types. Semantic canons, syntactic canons, 
and contextual canons are grammatical and 
particularistic. Other groupings are based on 
underlying principles that anchor the rule of 
law: expected-meaning canons, government-
structuring canons, private-right canons, and 
stabilizing canons. Among the “!irteen 
Falsities Exposed” they reject such canons as 

“!e false notion that remedial statutes should 
be liberally construed.” 

!roughout, the work exhibits the argu-
ments for which Justice Scalia has become 
well known. It is, 1rst of all, a full-throated 
defense of textualism against its competitors, 
such as seeking legislative intent, or discern-
ing the “spirit” of the law, or revising the law 
to ful1ll its “purpose.” !e “Fixed Meaning 
Canon” repeats and expands Scalia’s long-
standing defense of originalism against all 
apparent alternatives: “It is the only objective 
standard of interpretation even competing for 
acceptance.” 

But what is the purpose of this thoroughly 
footnoted and annotated guide to interpreta-
tion? Why have such a detailed explication of 
interpretive methods except as a how-to book 
for lawyers and judges? !e authors them-
selves disclaim any larger goal behind their 
work than to limit the judge from imposing 
his own policy preferences. !ey call false, for 
example, the “notion that the quest in statu-
tory interpretation is to do justice.” At most, 

they ground the legitimacy of their methods 
in preserving democracy, a distinctly post-
1938 reason for limiting judicial discretion. 
“Originalism is the only approach to text that 
is compatible with democracy,” they assert, 
though they compromise their position by 
accepting, under stare decisis, decisions that 
may not have been reached on the basis of 
originalism.
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close to a:rming a moral basis for a 
canon. In the “Rule of Lenity,” which 

mandates that ambiguities in a criminal 
statute should be resolved in favor of the 
defendant, they speculate on the reason for 
the rule. !ey note that according to Chief 
Justice John Marshall, the rule is founded 
not just on the intention of keeping separate 
the respective roles of the legislature and the 
courts in de1ning punishments, but also “on 
the tenderness of the law for the rights of 
individuals.” Yet they leave this justi1cation 
hanging in mid-air, denying that lenity has 
any basis in the constitutional requirements 
of due process.

It is not that the authors wish to reduce the 
judge to a bureaucratic apparatchik slavishly 
following mechanical rules. On the contrary, 
they emphasize throughout the work that few 
canons are absolute, that in most cases, many 
di8ering canons apply, and that the task of 
interpretation calls for the judge to exercise 
re3ection and deliberation in discerning what 
is the true import of the text before him. !e 
book is a guide, not a roadmap. It is not a work 
of an unnuanced textualist.

Yet it is clear that the voice of Justice Sca-
lia speaks throughout, criticizing judges who 
have imposed their personal preferences on 
the law and, through it, on us and on our con-
stitutional system. In reaction, he is led to dis-
count the moral content implicit in the task 
of judging itself. He prefers judges to be, in 
Alexander Hamilton’s words, “bound down 
by strict rules and precedents.”

For example, he and Garner dispute wheth-
er courts can impose the maxim that “no one 
can bene1t from his own wrong” on a statute, 
even though the maxim stretches back centu-
ries to Sir Edward Coke. !e example they 
allude to is whether a son who murders his 
parents could nonetheless be entitled to his 
inheritance, when the positive law of the state 
provided for no exception for such parricidal 
self-interest. !e New York courts added in 
the exception as an explicit limit on the state’s 
intestacy statute. Illinois courts let their 
state’s statute stand unmodi1ed. Scalia and 
Garner agree with the Illinois courts’ position 
and would a:rm the sweep of the intestacy 

statute even against an obvious lacuna. !ey 
point out that all states now have statutes that 
cover the situation, which con1rms their view 
that statutory errors should be cured by legis-
latures, not courts.

Fair enough. But the maxim “no man 
should pro1t from his own wrong,” which is 
a corollary to “no man should be a judge in 
his own case,” is an element of the rule of law 
itself, which can, in reason, su8er no absur-
dity or self-contradiction. It is contradictory 
for a judge who personi1es legal neutrality 
to decide a case in which his interests are at 
stake. It is an absurdity for a regime of law 
that seeks to deter murder to embed an incen-
tive to murder in its law.

!ese maxims are not moral rules drawn 
from some extrinsic standard and emplaced 
into the law by the judge’s whim; they are im-
plicit in the nature of what is law, the determi-
nation of which is, as Marshall insisted, the 
essence of the judicial enterprise. If the com-
mand of the positively enacted law de1nes 
all there is to law, then the maxim (also from 
Lord Coke) that “the law compels no man to 
impossible things” would also have no place. 
!e irony of Scalia and Garner’s position is 
that it disputes the historical provenance of 
judicial review itself, namely Coke’s opinion 
in Bonham’s Case (1610) in which a parliamen-
tary enactment was struck down as o8ending 
the maxim that no man can be a judge in his 
own case.
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making decisions based on morality and 
his objections to some of Lord Coke’s 

hoary maxims, he himself personi1es another 
of Coke’s norms: “Nihim quod est contra ra-
tionem est licitem [nothing is lawful which is 
contrary to reason]; for reason is the life of 
the law, nay the common law itself is nothing 
else but reason, gotten by long study, observa-
tion, and experience, and not of every man’s 
natural reason.” Hamilton had also stated in 
!e Federalist that judges must engage in “long 
and laborious study to acquire a competent 
knowledge” of rules and precedents.

Although Justice Scalia possesses no hum-
ble personality, he asserts humility in judging. 
A man of high intellect and analytical clarity, 
he nonetheless evinces a suspicious attitude 
towards certain intrinsic and historical stan-
dards that guide a judge. Yet despite himself, 
his Reading Law remains nothing less than a 
plea to observe the moral constraints of judg-
ing and to observe the very rules that inform 
the nature of a judge’s calling. 

David F. Forte is professor of law at the Cleve-
land-Marshall College of Law.
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Book Review by Joseph Postell
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Design for Liberty: Private Property, Public Administration, and the Rule of Law, by Richard A. Epstein.

Harvard University Press, 248 pages, $29.95

“I" ./5(6+ -(#( &$ 5$=(#/ %(/,” 
James Madison wrote in !e Federalist, 

“neither external nor internal controls on 
government would be necessary.” Yet it’s only 
a slight exaggeration to say that our modern 
administrative state presupposes that those 
angels exist, and therefore that we can aban-
don external and internal controls on govern-
mental power. 

In Design for Liberty: Private Property, Pub-
lic Administration, and the Rule of Law, the 
distinguished legal scholar Richard Epstein 
argues that our abandonment of Madison’s 
wisdom has caused many of our present ail-
ments. !e cure is to marry the rule of law 
with a regime of strong property rights, which 
will limit the discretion of public o:cials. De-
sign for Liberty is a masterly analysis of the 
problem of our modern administrative state 
and a highly practical manual for putting the 
law back on the right track. 

!e essential argument of the book is that 
the rule of law and the protection of private 
property, though theoretically distinct prin-
ciples, in practice necessarily go together: “the 
rule of law cannot survive in a regime of weak 
property rights.” As administrative discretion 
increases, property rights become increasingly 
precarious. Epstein quickly dismisses the no-
tion that property rights “must be absolute 
in form and content just because they are im-

portant.” All societies in human history have 
needed common or public property. What is 
needed is “a more measured…system of strong, 
but not absolute, property and contract rights.” 
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tical examples of the necessary and 
proper regulation of property rights, 

starting with land use and eminent domain, 
the areas for which his scholarship is famous. 
!e justi1cation for takings, he argues, is that 
“the conscious use of coercive state power” is 
necessary for certain public purposes such as 
the building of transportation and communi-
cation networks. Absent this state power, the 
private sphere would often duplicate these 
networks ine:ciently or fail altogether to 
produce them because of a “systemic bargain-
ing breakdown” when a few individuals hold 
out in order to exploit the others. Epstein’s 
discussion of eminent domain is so excellent, 
accessible, and relevant, that it should be re-
quired reading for every local and state politi-
cal o:cial. He covers seamlessly such topics 
as rent control, regulatory taking, and just 
compensation, identifying a number of ways 
in which policy could be reformed at the local 
and state levels to support property rights and 
the rule of law. 

He identi1es two sources of danger inher-
ent in the administrative state—one of which 

is often overlooked. Like all critics of mod-
ern government, he is concerned that “broad 
declarations of legislative purpose give vast 
amounts of delegated authority to adminis-
trative agents.” But he re3ects on another, less 
well-known problem, too, namely that when 
particular cases are decided by administrative 
tribunals, “individuals receive less protection” 
for their rights than they would receive in in-
dependent courts. Because “it is now permis-
sible to combine investigative and adjudicative 
functions in the same persons…the usual 
separation of functions that applies in judicial 
trials is no longer present.” 

U/"$#&4/.&(6D, &'( E4)*<*.#D’+ 
response to the administrative state 
has made matters worse. When an 

agency decision involves an interpretation of 
its founding or organic statute, the sensible 
approach for a reviewing court would be to 
examine the interpretation de novo, without 
any deference to the agency—which is bound 
to be biased when it interprets the very law 
that gives it authority. But in administrative 
law judges routinely defer to agencies’ own le-
gal interpretations. Conservatives should take 
note of this because it is chie3y conservative 
justices, avowed enemies of “activism,” who 
frequently push for such deference to admin-
istrative agencies.
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In his 1nal chapter Epstein points to the 
“fourth wave” of the administrative state—the 
Dodd-Frank 1nancial reform bill and the Af-
fordable Care Act (ACA)—to illustrate the 
bureaucracy’s ongoing expansion. His analy-
sis of the likely consequences of these laws is 
alone worth the price of the book. His critics 
might reply: “What’s the alternative—a harsh, 
unfeeling policy of laissez-faire.” But far from 
abandoning regulation altogether, he propos-
es to supply the needed regulation through a 
combination of private law and the traditional 
police power. 

!e police power allows government to 
restrict certain uses of liberty and property 
without compensation. !e common law of 
nuisance provides for the same restriction, 
but in some contexts (such as pollution in a 
modern industrial society) “the mind-bog-
gling complexity of countless private lawsuits” 
renders a reliance on torts infeasible. Police 
power is a valid option where “the state may, 
by administrative action, 1ne, limit, or ban 
those activities against which citizens could 
bring valid private lawsuits to collect damages 
or obtain injunctions.” “!e state’s extensive 
permit power should be constrained solely to 
these ends,” Epstein argues. 

!e one area in which the government’s 
power can legitimately extend beyond restrict-
ing actual or imminent harm is where tort lia-
bility cannot adequately provide restoration or 
restitution to the injured party. Someone who 
is dead or severely injured cannot adequately 
be compensated or restored. !us in certain 
cases of public health, “ongoing inspections be-
fore the fact are an essential part of the overall 
regulatory process.” He o8ers the example of 
nuclear power. Here he could have noted that 
inspections, as well as the police power, have 
a long tradition in American political practice. 
Even during the 1790s goods such as pork and 
lumber were inspected before they could be 
sold. His insistence that we can have regulation 
without an administrative state is thus backed 
up by American practice, and these precedents 
can be applied to 21st-century issues. 
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to a strong conception of property 
rights, superior to rule by experts? 

Epstein says there are several reasons. Ulti-
mately, he focuses on two grounds: natural 
law and utilitarianism. It is here, in his discus-
sion of 1rst principles, that one might quibble 
with Design for Liberty.

His opening question in deciding between 
natural law and utilitarianism is this: “what 
metric should be used to make judgments 
about desirable social policy?” !e question is 
crucial. Today’s conservatives usually vacillate 
between these foundations, whether they rec-
ognize it or not. !ey denounce government’s 
e8orts to take over our lives and infringe our 
God-given liberties, and then cite the most re-
cent policy analysis that shows how many jobs 
or how much GDP will be lost in the process. 
Although Epstein argues that a “pat opposi-
tion between just acts and desirable conse-
quences does not quite ring true,” he accepts 
the dichotomy and chooses utilitarianism 
over natural law.

In Epstein’s view, “traditional natural-law 
theories su8er from serious limitations, es-
pecially when applied to the complex institu-
tions of the modern administrative state.” In 
some contexts, where natural law and utilitar-
ianism converge, the natural law is perfectly 
well equipped to tackle these complex matters. 
But in many other situations the natural law is 
ill equipped for addressing tough issues such 
as “preservation of domestic law and order, 
national defense, construction of social infra-
structure, and control of monopoly power by 
the use of an antitrust law and/or the regula-
tion of network industries.” He concludes, “a 
natural-law theory based on libertarian prin-
ciples has nothing to say about” such issues as 
anti-competitive practices, and “it becomes 
imperative to articulate a more systematic way 
to analyze the costs and bene1ts of di8erent 
social arrangements.”
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is a combination of “Pareto optimality,” 
the “Kaldor-Hicks criterion,” and “pro-

portionate-gain standards.” In English, this 
means that government policies must meet 
three standards: that a social arrangement 
must leave at least one individual better o8 
without making any other individual worse 
o8 (Pareto optimality), that those who may 
gain by the new arrangement are so much 
better o8 that they can compensate those 
who are worse o8 and still be better o8 than 
before (Kaldor-Hicks), and all gains from the 
new arrangement are divided among the par-
ticipants in the project proportionate to their 
investment in it. !e basic utilitarian princi-
ple, as Epstein states elsewhere, is that “[t]he 
use of government power should create win/
win situations.”

Yet he too easily dismisses the natural 
law. One need only read early American legal 
treatises such as James Wilson’s Lectures on 
Law to see why. Jurists like Wilson believed 
that natural law could be applied to modern 
circumstances, including municipal regula-
tions and construction of social infrastruc-
ture. !e kind of natural law approach that 
Epstein dismisses is mainly the deontological, 
categorical condemnation of any government 
activity that interferes with absolute freedom 
of contract—a theory characteristic of today’s 

“small government libertarians” (in Epstein’s 
words) rather than the leading 1gures of the 
American Founding.
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aware of this, for he tiptoes around 
the issue in his discussion of natural 

law. He acknowledges an alternative natural 
law tradition reaching back to classical Rome, 
which “stood for the proposition that the rules 
of social interaction should be conformable 
to human nature.” If we understand natural 
law in this way—as an approach that allows 
us to examine the “salutary e8ect” of sound 
legal systems on the citizens they govern, in 
accordance with human nature—as Epstein 
admits, “the key switch from natural law to 
modern forms of consequentialism…is less 
dramatic than it 1rst appears.” !e natural 
law is conducive to human 3ourishing, and 
human 3ourishing is an aim of the natural law. 
!e opposition between natural law, properly 
understood, and utilitarianism is thus more 
apparent than real. 

!ough it’s a shame that he doesn’t avail 
himself of the most powerful natural law 
arguments in his critique of the administra-
tive state, it doesn’t seriously detract from 
the force of his argument. Design for Liberty 
traces the economic consequences of the ad-
ministrative state and constructs a powerful 
argument that we’d all be much better o8 
with more regular, predictable regulation de-
rived from a governmental system of divided 
and checked powers. !e fact that we deserve 
such a system as a matter of natural law (not 
simply as a matter of utility) merely reinforces 
the need to reconsider the alternatives to the 
administrative state, until we 1nd those an-
gels to govern us.

Joseph Postell is assistant professor of political 
science at the University of Colorado, Colorado 
Springs.
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“In its storytelling heft, its moral rec-

writing and the splendor of its hymns 

to New York City, the new novel is 

a spiritual pendant to Winter’s Tale, 

and every bit as extraordinary.... In 
Sunlight and in Shadow sounds as 

though it were scored to some great 
choral symphony.”

“Helprin has written...a poetic and 
likely enduring rendering of New 
York just after the Second World 

War, a love story that pines for love 

but even more fervently for an indus-

trious and ascendant America that is 

no more and maybe never was.… In 
Sunlight and In Shadow matters.” 

“[A] paean to women and their beau-

ty—and above all to romantic love 

and its abiding power.… Wise, satu-

rated with sensory detail and beauti-

fully written, Sunlight celebrates the 
unquenchable bliss of existence.” 

“New York, New York, it’s a wonderful town! And Mark 

Helprin’s new near-epic novel makes it all the more marvelous....

[A] grandly charming and deeply affecting novel.” 

In Sunlight and in Shadow
A Novel, by Mark Helprin

New York, at the dawn of  the modern age— 

a vivid dream you will not want to leave…

—Robin Micheli, People Magazine

—Mark Warren, Esquire

 —Sam Sacks, The Wall Street Journal

—Alan Cheuse, NPR
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Book Review by Ronald J. Pestritto
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!eodore Roosevelt and the American Political Tradition, by Jean M. Yarbrough.

University Press of Kansas, 400 pages, $39.95
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tinues to resonate in our national po-
litical debates. Liberals proudly call 

themselves “progressives” again—having thor-
oughly discredited the once respectable name 

“liberal”—while conservatives gradually have 
come to see this ideology, now a century old, as 
a deadly threat to what remains of republican 
liberty in this country. It has become common 
over the past few years, as the radicalism of the 
Obama agenda unfolded in stunning clarity, to 
see Progressivism attacked in the Wall Street 
Journal, National Review, on Fox News, and in 
many other conservative outlets. !ose of us 
who had toiled away quietly for decades in our 
academic work on the Progressive Era sudden-
ly found ourselves thrust into the conservative 
mainstream, as Obamaism and Progressiv-
ism have come to be understood as much the 
same thing. Charles Kesler’s new book, I Am 
the Change, is but one example, demonstrating 
that the president’s liberalism is a conscious 
outgrowth of several waves of Progressive 

“transformations” that came crashing down on 
America over the past hundred years.

All this makes it rather strange that !eo-
dore Roosevelt, who in 1912 turned against 
his own Republican Party to become the 

standard-bearer of the new Progressive Party, 
remains an object of a8ection for some con-
servatives. Although he was among the most 
radical Progressives of his era—and his dem-
agoguery eerily resembles Obama’s—some on 
the Right have been caught up in a romantic 
fascination with the 26th president.

Roosevelt is, at least super1cially, a much 
more sympathetic 1gure than his progressive 
counterpart, Woodrow Wilson. When he was 
shot in the chest at the outset of a campaign 
speech in 1912, T.R. manfully insisted on 
sticking around to give the entire 90-minute 
speech before he would seek medical attention. 
No one would mistake Wilson for such a man, 
and it is unsurprising that Roosevelt’s larger-
than-life personality captivated the American 
mind in a way no other Progressive ever did. 
He was also known for unapologetically stick-
ing up for American national interest abroad, 
for attacking what he thought was an out-of-
control judiciary, and for a strong dose of mor-
al seriousness—all things that conservatives 
admire. Yet these relatively super1cial points 
pale in comparison to the fundamentals of 
Roosevelt’s principles and politics: fundamen-
tals that show a deep antipathy to limited gov-
ernment, individual liberty, property rights, 

the free market, and just about anything else at 
the heart of the American constitutional order.
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been paid to the Progressive Era, evi-
dence has mounted of Roosevelt’s 

impatience with the Constitution. Sidney 
Milkis’s excellent !eodore Roosevelt, the Pro-
gressive Party, and the Transformation of Amer-
ican Democracy (2009), for example, helped 
to demonstrate both T.R.’s strong hostility 
to natural-rights principles and his vaulting 
ambition. But Milkis’s focus was the 1912 
election, not the whole of Roosevelt’s political 
thought and career.

Which makes Jean Yarbrough’s !eodore 
Roosevelt and the American Political Tradi-
tion even more welcome. !is comprehensive, 
in-depth study should cure T.R. enthusi-
asts once and for all of any notion that their 
hero could ever be a model of conservative 
principle. Yarbrough, a professor of govern-
ment at Bowdoin College and the author of 
a valuable study of !omas Je8erson’s moral 
thought, American Virtues (1998), gives us 
Roosevelt in his own words, and her meticu-
lous research shows how these words often 
place him at odds with the great 1gures of 
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the American political tradition whom he 
professed to admire. 

She begins with T.R.’s education, not sim-
ply for chronological reasons, but because 
Roosevelt was a serious thinker, who imbibed 
in college and law school ideas radically at 
odds with the American tradition. His drive 
to reform and remake American government 
came, in other words, not simply from the po-
litical opportunism of a skilled politician, but 
from deeply held principles about which he 
had thought and written for years. Yarbrough 
points to the in3uence of John Burgess on 
Roosevelt during his time at Columbia Law 
School, and to Professor Burgess’s antipathy 
to unalienable rights. “!e doctrine of natu-
ral rights,” he declared, “was ‘unscienti1c’ and 
‘erroneous’”; rights came to the individual 
through the historical development of society 
and its organ, government.
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universities of Göttingen, Leipzig, and 
Berlin, leads Yarbrough to explore the 

broader in3uence of German political philos-
ophy in the Progressive Era and on Roosevelt 
himself. Her account of G.W.F. Hegel and his 
in3uence on 19th-century American thought 
is one of the clearest I have read, and helps to 
explain one of modern liberalism’s main tenets: 
for Hegel, “rights did not naturally belong to 
the individual, but were the gift of the state.” 
Roosevelt’s adoption of the German approach 
was, as Yarbrough explains, a “contradiction” 
with respect to his professed admiration for 
!e Federalist and for America’s founders—an 
admiration he maintained throughout his life, 

“even though the new ideas he would come to 
embrace posed a fundamental challenge to 
the principles for which his heroes stood.”

In the many historical essays he penned be-
fore becoming president of the United States, 
this contradiction became more evident. Yar-
brough focuses on his peculiarly intense dis-
play of patriotism in these writings, in which 
he champions the great 1gures of the Ameri-
can political tradition, lauding their manliness, 
acumen, and nationalism at the expense of 
their ideas. “[T]he histories,” she writes, “lay 
bare the grounds of TR’s vigorous American-
ism, making clear the sometimes subtle but 
always signi1cant ways in which the young 
Roosevelt was at odds with the political prin-
ciples of the men he claimed most to admire.” 

One of the most obvious examples of Roo-
sevelt’s departure from his heroes’ principles 
covered race. Although the American Found-
ers understood human nature in a way that 
transcended racial di8erences, T.R. did not. 
His famous four-volume study, !e Winning 
of the West, observes Yarbrough, abounds 
with invidious racial distinctions and racial 
judgments. !e Indians were a “weaker and 

wholly alien race,” the Negro belonged to one 
of “the inferior races.” Even more important, 
one of the central themes of !e Winning of 
the West was the necessity of race expansion 
and “race-supremacy” for national greatness.

She points to these views not for their 
shock value but to show how Roosevelt 
looked at politics “from a developmental and 
evolutionary perspective, distilled through 
racial categories inimical to the Declaration’s 
emphasis on individual rights.”
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to the legacy of Abraham Lincoln 
was highly 3awed, to say the least. 

Jason Jividen’s Claiming Lincoln (2011) con-
vincingly disproved T.R.’s alleged 1delity to 
Lincoln, and Yarbrough provides her own 
concise refutation of it:

[I]n contrast to Lincoln, Roosevelt 
never invoked the principles of the 
Declaration to condemn slavery. To be 
sure, Roosevelt denounced slavery as a 

“moral evil,” but he did so by calling it 
an o8ense against “the true standards of 
humanity and Christianity,” not a viola-
tion of natural right. !is was because, 
unlike his heroes, Roosevelt did not see 
nature as a source of moral principle. 
His understanding of nature was de-
rived from science, not philosophy.

Roosevelt’s un-Lincolnian principles 
helped to shape the reforms he pursued both 
in domestic and foreign policy. While his hos-
tility to natural rights was present throughout 
his career, Yarbrough argues it became more 
pronounced in his second presidential term. 
His desire to reform commerce radicalized 
into a hostility to commerce itself and ulti-
mately into a war against the wealthy.

And in his foreign policy, T.R. departed 
from the principles of the founding because he 

“saw greatness primarily in military terms,”—
which ought to give pause to so-called “na-
tional greatness” conservatives. He believed 
that “the expansion of American power would 
aid the spread of civilization and demonstrate 
the country’s willingness to undertake great 
deeds.” Yarbrough shows the problem with 
such an approach from the founders’ perspec-
tive: “!e United States, which had thrown 
o8 the British yoke, should be the last coun-
try to try to impose it on others by force. !e 
‘empire’ Hamilton envisioned in Federalist No. 
1 was grounded on respect for natural rights 
and consent.”

Roosevelt’s innovations included his sweep-
ing view of both national administrative and 
executive power. !e latter was exempli1ed by 
T.R.’s “stewardship” theory, in which the pres-
ident—and by extension, the government—

is presumed to possess plenary power to do 
whatever he deems necessary, limited only by 
speci1c prohibitions in the Constitution—a 
view anticipated and denounced as unrepub-
lican in !e Federalist. (Publius goes on to ex-
plain that ours is a government of enumerated, 
not plenary, powers.)
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out the book of dispelling the all-too-
common association of Roosevelt with 

Alexander Hamilton. Although both un-
doubtedly embraced a vigorous executive, 
Hamilton insisted that “the executive was 
constrained by ‘the principles of free govern-
ment.’” !ese principles, Yarbrough explains, 

“were rooted in the protection of natural 
rights.” And despite his emphasis on admin-
istration, “nothing in Hamilton’s writings 
suggests that he would have backed the estab-
lishment of administrative agencies, sta8ed by 
bureaucrats largely insulated from the politi-
cal process and equipped with broad discre-
tionary powers over the economy.” 

By highlighting Roosevelt’s clear break 
with the American Founders, Yarbrough 
also provides a long overdue correction to the 
otherwise sound analysis of executive speech-
making o8ered by Je8rey Tulis in !e Rhetori-
cal Presidency (1987). Far from being a “middle 
way” between the founders and the Progres-
sivism of Woodrow Wilson, as Tulis argued, 
T.R.’s words and deeds put him squarely in 
the latter camp. In fact, when Wilson penned 
his famous vision for the modern presidency 
in Constitutional Government in the United 
States (1908), he was clearly inspired by then 
President Roosevelt’s example.

While from beginning to end Jean Yar-
brough’s book compellingly demonstrates 
the sharp contrasts between Roosevelt’s prin-
ciples and the American Founders’, some will 
1nd the book’s conclusion unsatisfying, since 
it highlights these di8erences but stops short 
of choosing between them. Publishing the 
book with a traditional university press was 
undoubtedly a source of restraint in this re-
spect. Any criticism on this count would be 
o8 the mark, however, because what Yar-
brough wants to show is that we modern 
Americans, for better or worse, are as much 
heirs of Roosevelt and Progressivism as we are 
of the founders and the Constitution. By the 
contrasts she draws throughout the book be-
tween these two traditions, she makes abun-
dantly clear both the nature of the choice we 
face and what we stand to lose.

Ronald J. Pestritto is graduate dean and profes-
sor of politics at Hillsdale College, a senior fel-
low of the Claremont Institute, and the author of 
Woodrow Wilson and the Roots of Modern 
Liberalism (Rowman & Little"eld).



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 34

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Ryan P. Williams
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William Howard Taft: !e Travails of a Progressive Conservative, by Jonathan Lurie.

Cambridge University Press, 232 pages, $90
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American to serve in the highest 
o:ce in the executive branch and 

the highest in the federal judiciary, had a ca-
reer as remarkable as it is neglected. After 
getting his start in Republican machine poli-
tics as a federal collector of revenue—“[l]ike 
every well-trained Ohio man, I always had 
my plate the right side up when o:ces were 
falling”—he spent the rest of his life in one 
eminent public o:ce after another. He was an 
assistant prosecutor in Ohio, Ohio Superior 
Court Judge, Solicitor General of the United 
States, U.S. Judge for the Sixth Circuit, presi-
dent of the Philippine Commission under 
William McKinley, 1rst U.S. civil governor 
of the Philippines, secretary of war, president 
of the United States, co-chairman of the Na-
tional War Labor Board during World War I, 
and, 1nally, Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme 
Court. In the eight years between leaving the 
White House and his con1rmation to the Su-
preme Court, he was a professor at Yale Law 
School and president of the American Bar 
Association.

Despite this extraordinary résumé, Taft 
has received scant scholarly attention since 
his death in 1930, less than 1ve weeks af-
ter retiring from the Court. Besides Lewis 
Gould’s recent !e William Howard Taft 
Presidency (2009; which replaced Paolo E. 
Coletta’s !e Presidency of William Howard 
Taft [1973] in the American Presidents series 
published by Times Books), there are only 
two other treatments of his term as chief 
executive: Donald Anderson’s 1973 William 
Howard Taft: A Conservative’s Conception of 
the Presidency, and Henry Pringle’s 1939 bi-
ography, the only comprehensive treatment 
of Taft’s life and political work. Alpheus Ma-
son’s 1964 book, William Howard Taft: Chief 
Justice, is the only thorough account of Taft’s 
tenure on the Supreme Court. His jurispru-
dence has received scattered attention in the 
law reviews, much of it by Yale Law School 
Dean Robert Post (from whom a book on the 
subject is supposed to be forthcoming). !e 
exception to this trend has been the plentiful 
work on Taft’s administrative reforms of the 
Supreme Court. Our modern federal judicia-

ry—centrally organized from the Chief Jus-
tice down to the Circuit and District Courts, 
with nearly plenary discretion over the cases 
it hears, even the marble temple that houses 
the Supreme Court—is substantially the re-
sult of Taft’s institutional vision and lobbying 
e8orts as Chief.
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Howard Taft: !e Travails of a Progressive 
Conservative, is a welcome addition to the 

long-overdue reevaluation of this remark-
able political life. Lurie, an accomplished le-
gal and constitutional historian, takes as his 
starting point a 1916 letter in which “Taft 
described himself as ‘a believer in progressive 
conservatism.’” Because of Taft’s reputation 
as an unremarkable politician of the conser-
vative and traditionalist Right, Lurie found 
this self-characterization fascinating, and his 
book is an attempt to investigate what Taft 
may have meant by it. Lurie surveys Taft’s 
life from childhood through his appoint-
ment by Warren G. Harding to the Supreme 
Court in 1921, with particular focus on the 
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personal and political falling-out with !eo-
dore Roosevelt during the latter half of Taft’s 
presidency.

Among its other virtues, Lurie’s book is a 
remarkable act of scholarly concision, cover-
ing Taft’s lengthy career in merely 200 pages. 
His facility with a wealth of original sourc-
es, including Taft’s proli1c correspondence, 
will serve as a useful addition to the original 
Pringle biography and the rare e8orts since. 
Rather than construct a complete biography, 
Lurie leads his reader through the illustra-
tive events and actions of his subject’s career, 
stopping along the way to correct the stan-
dard indictment of Taft as a member of the 
stodgy old guard.

Lurie amasses compelling evidence to sup-
port the idea that, at the level of policy, Taft’s 
progressive conservatism was no contradiction 
but a thoughtful, viable approach to apply-
ing constitutional principles in a modern na-
tion. Taft was a proponent of women’s su8rage 
decades before the rati1cation of the 19th 
Amendment in 1920. As a circuit court judge, 
he was a sympathetic—if quali1ed—defender 
of the rights of organized labor, and revived 
the enforcement of the Sherman Anti-Trust 
Act after the famous Sugar Trust case had 
shut it down. In the Philippines Taft exhibited 
a comparatively enlightened view of the colony 
and its people, especially when compared to 
the sentiments of most of his contemporaries.
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forced the Sherman Anti-Trust Act 
vigorously, racking up substantially 

more prosecutions than Roosevelt before him. 
He continued and expanded T.R.’s conser-
vationist programs; advocated tari8 reform 
and even a tari8 commission at a time when 
tari8 questions still dominated national poli-
tics, and when the GOP was predominantly 
protectionist; started the U.S. Postal Savings 
System; signed legislation concerning work-
ing hours, inspection, and safety on the rail-
roads; and proposed a federal income tax on 
corporations and a constitutional amendment 
to allow it for individuals, which became the 
16th Amendment upon rati1cation in 1913. 
Finally, Taft worked to introduce a bigger role 
for expertise in executive administration.

At the level of ideas, Travails’s verdict on 
Taft’s progressivism is more equivocal. Lurie 
rejects anachronistically applying contempo-
rary labels to historical settings that predate 
them. He also eschews sustained investiga-
tion of the political-philosophical content of 
late 19th- and early 20th-century Progressiv-
ism as a guide to Taft’s or his contemporaries’ 
politics. In this, Lurie writes that he is follow-
ing the judgment of contemporary historiog-
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Holmes, Brandeis, and Clarke can be found 
earlier than that, in Roosevelt’s New Na-
tionalism speech in 1910, shortly before the 
break with Taft. In that speech, Roosevelt 
drew the distinction between human and 
property rights, and o8ered the opinion that 

“every man holds his property subject to the 
general right of the community to regulate its 
use to whatever degree the public welfare may 
require it.” Taft refused to accept that “what-
ever degree” modi1er in many jurisprudential 
disputes between 1921 and 1930. His rejec-
tion of the subordination of property rights 
to the hazy imperatives of public welfare was 
not, however, a late addition to his political 
thought. One 1nds it as early as his years on 
the Sixth Circuit, and in a commencement 
address to the University of Michigan Law 
School’s graduating class in 1894. At the end 
of that speech—good common lawyer that he 
was—Taft explained that at the time of the 
Magna Carta, the right of property was the 
common man’s refuge from powerful heredi-
tary wealth. In modern times, democracy had 
empowered the many poor, and so property 
protections might often defend the rich, if 
only by default. !e pre-democratic prov-
enance of property rights notwithstanding, 
Taft’s argument amounted to a Madisonian 
defense of them as a guard against factions’ 
unjust inclination to expropriate. 

T'(+( <$/+*)(#.&*$/+ +455(+& &."&’+ 
progressive conservatism was a govern-
ing philosophy that saw the amend-

ment process as the proper avenue for major 
constitutional revision, while acknowledging 
that the existing Constitution allowed leg-
islation to keep pace with the expansion of 
interstate commerce and to update old com-
mon law rules against restraint of trade. !is 
constitutionalism was able to accommodate 
the application of scienti1c measurements to 
presidential information-gathering, even as a 
unitary executive budgetary process could be 
devised to guide Congress on the priorities 
and cost of a growing executive branch. Final-
ly, this constitutionalism had the capacity to 
apply the old principles of republican govern-
ment to an industrially transformed America 
without sacri1cing 1delity to the old common 
law and to the natural rights to life, liberty, 
and property.

!ese criticisms are not meant to detract 
from a 1ne work of scholarship. !ere re-
mains much work to be done, and Lurie’s ef-
forts will assist it.

Ryan P. Williams is director of programs for the 
Claremont Institute.

Lurie correctly contends that Taft shared 
with Progressivism an a:nity for the role of 
expertise in executive administration, o8er-
ing as examples a proposed tari8 commis-
sion and Taft’s commission on e:ciency, the 
latter of which led to presidential proposals 
for a more streamlined budgetary process. 
Nonetheless, while Woodrow Wilson was 
writing as early as the 1880s about separat-
ing politics from administration, Taft in-
sisted that any tari8 commission with in-
dependent power to set rates would be un-
constitutional. A useful and legitimate tari8 
commission could present its 1ndings to the 
political branches for consideration. Taft’s 
budgetary reform proposals, requiring each 
cabinet o:cer to submit a budget directly to 
the president, could be described as a modest 
Hamiltonian innovation by the constitution-
al administrator in chief.
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the matter in depth, he does show 
Taft’s and Roosevelt’s divergent views 

on the purpose and powers of the president. 
In antitrust and conservation policy, Roo-
sevelt favored bold and public action over a 
procedurally stable rule of law. Taft wanted 
to enforce the letter of the law in antitrust 
to provide clear signs to businesses about the 
bounds of legitimate activity. Roosevelt ex-
pressed frustration with Taft’s methodical 
prosecution of violators in court, preferring 
a few high-pro1le busts or even a new trust-
busting independent regulatory commission. 
When it came to conservation, Roosevelt 
acted to expand federal land-holdings by ex-
ecutive order. Taft, by contrast, worked with 
Congress to secure federal land through leg-
islation. In both instances, Taft’s respect for 
proper procedure and the separation of pow-
ers had the added bene1t of being much more 
e8ective. Students of the history and develop-
ment of the presidency will see here early in-
dications of what would become a more public 
critique of Roosevelt’s Caesarist conception of 
the presidency in Taft’s 1915 book, Our Chief 
Magistrate and His Powers.

It is true that Taft’s disagreement with 
Progressivism about the legislative limits 
on experimentation with private property 
became most pronounced during his career 
as Chief Justice. Especially after 1926, the 
Court became increasingly divided, with 
Taft and his more conservative colleagues 
on one side and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., 
Louis Brandeis, and John Clarke on the other. 
(Brandeis and Clarke were both Wilson ap-
pointees.) But the thinking about property 
that would become explicit in dissents by 

raphy: the diversity of progressivisms during 
Taft’s lifetime thwarts evaluations of any in-
dividual as part of a coherent political project 
with distinct and discernible views of man 
and government. !e common goal shared by 
Progressives was reform, but opinions about 
what that meant and how it was to be real-
ized were impossibly diverse. !us, in Lurie’s 
account, Taft’s “progressive conservatism” is 
con1rmed by the policy goals he shared with 
this broad movement, disproving the settled 
and inevitably censorious judgment that he 
was a stand-pat conservative.

Lurie does concede, however, that the ex-
president may have taken a conservative turn 
upon his ascension to the Supreme Court. 
Although the jurisprudence and conduct of 
Chief Justice Taft is beyond the scope of Lu-
rie’s book, this last admission leaves one to 
wonder if it isn’t equally plausible that Taft 
entertained a consistent philosophy of gov-
ernment throughout his political career. After 
all, in Gould’s book on Taft’s presidency—a 
work Lurie expresses admiration for in his 
preface—Taft’s conservative turn on the 
Supreme Court is the natural result of his 
temperament and political philosophy. It is 
strange not to account for the conservatism 
he evinced on the Court, especially because 
joining the Court ful1lled a life-long ambi-
tion, while Taft agreed to run for president as 
a matter of duty. !e mere acknowledgment 
of a later, less progressive Taft, justi1es seek-
ing to reconcile his conservatism with his Pro-
gressive policy goals, rather than treating the 
culmination of his career as a departure from 
all that had gone before. 
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there were disparate manifestations of 
Progressivism—in agrarian populism, 

the labor movement, and Social Gospel Prot-
estantism, to name only some—but all of 
them serving as sources for what soon would 
become a national political movement with 
distinctive characteristics. !ese included: 
the con1dent incorporation of scienti1c ex-
pertise into public administration, especially 
in public agencies independent from normal 
politics; a new conception of the presidency 
as popular leader, able and expected to tran-
scend the old separation of powers; and a new 

“sociological” approach to the adjudication of 
property rights that favored deference to leg-
islative experimentation over the in3exible 
protection of the natural right to property. 
On these fundamental questions, Taft dis-
agreed with his two Progressive opponents in 
the 1912 presidential campaign long before 
he returned to the judiciary in 1921.
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Book Review by Charles C. Johnson
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Calvin Coolidge Says, by Calvin Coolidge.

Calvin Coolidge Memorial Foundation, 394 pages, out-of-print
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in life than a former president,” 
wrote John Quincy Adams, who 

lived nearly 19 years beyond the conclusion 
of his single presidential term in 1829. Calvin 
Coolidge, who began his briefer but happier 
post-presidential career exactly a century after 
Adams, is a clear exception to Adams’s rule.

Coolidge died at the age of 60 in January 
1933. Eight of the 43 Americans who have 
been president died in o:ce, four by assas-
sination and four of natural causes. Of the 
remaining 35, Coolidge is one of only seven 
to die so soon after his successor’s inaugura-
tion as to have passed more days as a presi-
dent than an ex-president. (!e others are 
George Washington, James Monroe, James 
Polk, Chester Arthur, Woodrow Wilson, and 
Lyndon Johnson.)

Coolidge aspired to be known as “a former 
President who tried to mind his own business.” 
After six long years in o:ce—during which 
his father and a 16-year-old son had died—he 
wanted to go home. “It is a wholesome thing 
for [a former president] to return to the peo-
ple,” he wrote. “I came from them. I wish to be 
one of them again.”

“When I left Washington it was because I 
believed my work in the government service 
was done,” he explained in his autobiography. 

“I have been unwilling, therefore, in these early 
days of my retirement to give interviews, make 
speeches, or write extensively about them 
because I wished to avoid being an o:cious 
intermeddler.” He wanted only to “engage in 
some digni1ed employment.”

Newspapers speculated that he could be 
president of a petroleum or insurance compa-
ny. Told by the head of the Amherst Alumni 
Society that his name was in the running to 
head his alma mater, Coolidge declined: “Eas-
ier to control Congress than a college faculty.” 
Some even wondered if Coolidge might run 
for president again. One supporter implored 
him to consider it because, “It would be the 
end of this horrible depression.” Coolidge re-
plied, “It would be the beginning of mine.”

!e cerebral ex-president preferred writ-
ing his memoirs to politicking. “He began 
his writing in January 1929 and 1nished this 
autobiography in less than three and a half 
months,” explained his editor at Cosmopolitan, 

which serialized the book. It was published 
later that year and did well commercially and, 
to my mind, rates as the 1nest book by an ex-
president of the 20th century.

In addition to writing for other popular 
magazines, Coolidge 1elded o8ers to write a 
newspaper column, 1nally agreeing to write 

“Calvin Coolidge Says” for the McClure syn-
dicate. !e reality was that “Silent Cal” had 
always had a good deal to say. As president he 
gave more than 500 press conferences, for ex-
ample, and would go on to publish more than 
300 columns between June 1930 and June 1931. 
With his popular op-eds, the former president 
managed a philosophic government-in-exile 
from his home in Northampton, Massachu-
setts. (!e columns were collected into a book 
in 1972 on the 100th anniversary of his birth; 
but Calvin Coolidge Says is, alas, out of print.)
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American history, these works yield 
important lessons for understand-

ing the Depression and Coolidge’s politi-
cal thought, lessons that still resonate today. 
!ough past former presidents had writ-
ten occasionally on legal or political matters, 
Coolidge became “a sort of daily oracle,” as the 
New York Times put it. “No other ex-Presi-
dent ever did anything quite like this.” Time 
found his appeal irresistible: “Mr. Coolidge’s 
great advantage…is that there are millions 
of people who are happy to resume relations 
with him. !ey like him. !ey understand his 
language. !ey approve of his mind and are 
happy to go on with him.”

Coolidge o8ered his readers little “happy 
talk,” however. Instead, he took a somber view 
of mankind’s nature and circumstances. In 
December 1930 he wrote, “!is universe into 
which we are born, with all its weaknesses and 
imperfections, yet with all its strength and 
progress, is the only one in which we can live, 
and we may as well make the best of it.” In 
another column, he warned that Americans 
were too quick to blame others for the govern-
ment’s problems, and “need more faith in our-
selves…. Our country, our people, our civil 
and religious institutions may not be perfect, 
but they are what we have made them.”

His unsentimental assessment of human 
nature led to a politics of cautious sobri-
ety. Coolidge rejected the progressive idea 
that men could be endlessly improved and 
ultimately perfected by government. “No 
informed student of human a8airs ever ex-
pected that democracy would be a sovereign 
remedy for all the ills with which mortals 
are beset,” he wrote. If there were problems 
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with self-government, the remedy—or the 
blame—would be found with the people. 

“We make our own government. If we fail it 
is our own fault.”
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the country, Coolidge averred, “In the 
short era that culminated in 1929, the 

economic world became convinced that there 
was a short way to riches and power through 
expansion, in3ation and speculation. A sea-
son of great avarice and extravagance brought 
the inevitable reaction of loss and su8ering.” 
Unfortunately, “experience is a hard school, 
but some learn from no other.”

!e remedy, however, was not government 
largesse because “[t]he appropriation of pub-
lic money always is perfectly lovely until some 
one is asked to pay the bill.” On this, he was 
adamant: “!ose who seek to improve our 
economic position by spending more tax mon-
ey are going in the wrong direction.” In Febru-
ary 1931, he wrote, “One of the most astound-
ing spectacles is the complacency with which 
people permit themselves to be plundered by 
extravagant governmental expenditure under 
the pretense of taxing the rich to help the poor.” 
!e economy would self-correct if government 
made business conditions more predictable, 
as Coolidge urged repeatedly. “Business can 
stand anything better than uncertainty.”

He had reluctantly campaigned for the Re-
publican nominee in the 1928 campaign, his 
former commerce secretary Herbert Hoover. 
Now he opposed his successor’s policies, pri-
vately complaining that “[f]or six years that 
man [gave] me unsolicited advice—all of it 
bad.” A decade earlier, future president Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt, then assistant secretary 
to the Navy, called Hoover “a wonder,” adding 

“I wish we could make him President [on the 
Democratic ticket]. !ere couldn’t be a better 
one.” Coolidge privately referred to Hoover as 

“Wonder Boy.”
Alas, the debate within the GOP was poorly 

articulated in the press and seems to have been 
restrained by party discipline. However much 
Coolidge disliked Hoover he would never have 
taken the 1ght public. Yet his implicit criti-
cisms of his fellow Republican and of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s incipient New Deal policies have 
much to teach conservatives today.
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Hayek’s famous books appeared, 
Coolidge made clear that the 

knowledge dispersed throughout society al-
ways dwarfs that which even capable and con-
scientious government planners can bring to 
bear on the organization of a large, complex 
economy. Far better, then, to rely on the hu-
man desire “to improve, produce and progress” 
than to entrust our economic future to “any 
o:cial bureau.” No such agency, he pointed 
out, could have anticipated that automobiles 
and aircraft—exotic toys at the start of the 
20th century—would become industries em-
ploying millions by 1930. “Neither the state 
nor the Federal governments can supply the 
information and wisdom necessary to direct 
the business activity of the nation…. Edison 
and Ford are not government creations.”

Coolidge also anticipated the modern con-
servative argument that government interven-
tions in the economy will be undone by rent-
seeking. !e new federal control of an old pow-
er plant in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, demon-
strated the “utter hopelessness” of such public 
endeavors. “Rivalry among power, industrial, 
and agricultural interests has prevented any 
decisive action,” Coolidge explained. “Nearly 
all concerned apparently have wanted to get 
some special advantage out of the government. 
!at will always be the case with any business 
with which the government is involved or any 
property the government owns.” 

!e more government devoted itself to 
work it shouldn’t do, Coolidge warned, the 
more it diminished its ability to perform its 
indispensable tasks and preserve a healthy 
relationship with the nation’s citizens. “Our 
institutions are never in so much danger from 
those who are openly trying to destroy them 

as from the misguided actions of those who 
think they are saving society,” he wrote. Criti-
cizing both political parties for “proposing to 
cure human illness which no government can 
cure,” Coolidge warned that a “revolution is 
taking place which will leave the people de-
pendent upon the government, and place the 
government where it must decide questions 
that are far better left to the people to decide 
for themselves.”

Coolidge conceded that “temporary help 
for the needy may have been justi1ed,” while 
warning against “the theory that the bread 
[people] earn should be eaten by others” and 
the “delusion that the people can rely on the 
government alone to furnish salvation.” In 
our “system of individual freedom and self-
government,” he maintained, “each indi-
vidual is entitled to the rewards of his own 
foresight and industry and is charged with 
his own support.” Hence, “!e only way to 
change this system is to restrict the freedom 
of the individual, let some one else govern 
him, give the rewards of his industry to oth-
ers and make him support others. !at sys-
tem is slavery.”
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questions of national and individual 
character. Our government is repre-

sentative in more than one sense, re3ecting 
both the vices and virtues of the American 
people. Coolidge believed that “good citizens 
cannot have a bad government.” !e opposite, 
however, is also true: bad citizens cannot have 
a good government. Elections “act as a tonic 
for the body politic,” he wrote, and Ameri-
cans must protect against “unthinking people, 
some vicious, and others organized for sel1sh 
exploitation of the public through govern-
mental agencies. All of these elements vote in 
full force.”

!e “Calvin Coolidge Says” columns are re-
markably consonant with the spirit of the 21st-
century Tea Party movement. Both emphasize 
that power, political energy, and republican le-
gitimacy 3ow from the bottom up and not the 
top down. Coolidge’s hope that we would re-
turn to a more local, more responsible govern-
ment rested on the hope that the people would 
reassert their rights and demonstrate “that this 
is their country and their government.” !is 
thought logically completes Lincoln’s—that a 
government of the people, by the people, and 
for the people could only perish if the people 
neglected their own indispensable role in con-
stitutional government. 

Charles C. Johnson is a Publius Fellow of the Cla-
remont Institute and author of Why Coolidge 
Matters: Leadership Lessons from America’s 
Most Underrated President (Encounter Books). 

America’s Assembly Line
David E. Nye
From the Model T to today’s “lean manufac-
turing”: the assembly line as a crucial, yet 
controversial, agent of social and economic 
transformation.
376 pp., 50 illus., $29.95 cloth

The MIT Press mitpress.mit.edu



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 39

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Michael Nelson
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!e Passage of Power: !e Years of Lyndon Johnson, by Robert A. Caro.

Alfred A. Knopf, 736 pages, $35
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a biography of Lyndon Johnson in 
1974, the year he published his award-

winning !e Power Broker: Robert Moses and 
the Fall of New York. He meant !e Years of 
Lyndon Johnson to be a six-year, three-volume 
project. Instead, Caro’s 1rst volume, !e Path 
to Power, appeared in 1982—eight years of his 
life spent recounting the 1rst 33 years of John-
son’s. Means of Ascent was published in 1990. 
It covers seven years, culminating in Johnson’s 
election to the Senate in 1948 (widely suspect-
ed but not proven to have been stolen until 
Caro uncovered clear documentary evidence). 
Master of the Senate, published in 2002, spans 
the 1rst ten years of Johnson’s career as a sena-
tor and Senate Democratic leader. !e Passage 
of Power, published last year, covers the period 
from 1958 to early 1964: ten years from Caro; 
1ve years of Johnson. 

Devoted readers of this biography can take 
little encouragement from the actuarial tables. 
If Caro levels o8 at his current pace, taking 
two years of research and writing to chronicle 
one year of Johnson’s life, it will be another 
two decades before Caro publishes the vol-
ume that takes Johnson through his presiden-
cy—that is, through the 1964 election, the 
Great Society, Vietnam, the 1968 election—
and into retirement as a former president. 

Caro turned 77 in October, however, and has 
been requiring more time to account for his 
subject’s life, which is understandable since it 
grew increasingly complex and consequential. 
At every stage of !e Years of Lyndon Johnson, 
Caro has underestimated the number of in-
stallments to come and the number of years 
he’d need to complete them. What’s more, 
he’s also writing a book about the writing of 
his books, a project that can only prolong the 
completion of the LBJ biography. 
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balance, admiring readers, I’m in a 
minority among presidential scholars. 

!e three previous volumes of !e Years of 
Lyndon Johnson won most of the Pulitzer Priz-
es and National Book Awards for which they 
were eligible…and left academic historians 
notably unimpressed. Stanford in Washington 
professor Robert Dallek’s two-volume biogra-
phy—Lone Star Rising (1991) and Flawed Giant 
(1998)—was hailed as the corrective to Caro. 
As best I can tell, neither of Dallek’s volumes 
received a single adverse review by any history 
professor in any scholarly journal. Many re-
viewers mentioned Caro, almost always for the 
purpose of saying how much better Dallek was. 

And, indeed, Dallek captured LBJ’s com-
plexity in ways that compare favorably with 

Caro’s interpretation. Although the Johnson 
of Lone Star Rising and Flawed Giant is almost 
as unattractive as the man Caro describes, 
Dallek argued that Johnson’s personal ambi-
tion served a larger lifelong cause: to integrate 
the South into the nation by developing its 
economy and ending racial segregation. In 
Dallek’s view, Johnson’s “liberal nationalism” 
only went wrong when he tried to extend 
it to Southeast Asia, where he committed 
550,000 troops in a bootless e8ort to stop 
North Vietnam from bullying South Viet-
nam and, notoriously, promised the north a 
billion dollars to stop 1ghting and let him de-
velop the Mekong River valley with a foreign 
aid counterpart to Franklin Roosevelt’s Ten-
nessee Valley Authority.

Dallek diminished himself, however, by 
picking 1ghts with Caro in that favorite 
scholarly sniping ground, the footnotes, and 
sometimes seemed to think he had won just 
because he cited a fellow academic historian 
who interpreted an incident di8erently from 
Caro. In one case, Caro called Johnson’s 
failure to vocally support Franklin Roos-
evelt unprincipled. Dallek quoted William 
Leuchtenburg saying it was not unprincipled, 
and then lazily or tendentiously treated that 
opinion as conclusive. In another footnote, 
Dallek said Caro was wrong to criticize John-
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son’s conduct as a naval o:cer because Caro 
is “ever ready to put Johnson in the worst 
possible light”—as if attacking Caro su:ced 
to defend Johnson. Dallek went after Caro in 
his notes 13 times in Lone Star Rising, exactly 
13 more times than he criticized all his other 
sources combined.

University of Arkansas historian Randall 
Woods called and raised Dallek’s hostility 
to Caro in his able but testy 2008 book LBJ: 
Architect of American Ambition. Woods didn’t 
criticize Caro, as Dallek did; he simply dis-
missed him. “I do not quote him once,” Woods 
said in an interview and, reminded that he ac-
tually did cite him—once—replied, “I meant 
to take that out.” Woods also said he refused 
to read any of Caro’s books about Johnson be-
cause, “when you read you absorb things in-
directly and his work is just not trustworthy. 
And, too, he’s such a compelling writer, and so 
that book is going to make an impression on 
you whether you want it to or not.”
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Dallek and Woods have virtues as his-
torians that correspond to weaknesses 

Caro displays. !e latter is usually at his worst 
when he turns to “political power and how it 
shapes our lives,” which he insists is the true 
subject of all his books. Robert Moses, on the 
local and state level, and Lyndon Johnson, on 
the national and international scene, inter-
est Caro because they sought political power 
more ardently, wielded it more e8ectively, and 
lost it more tragically than any other Ameri-
cans of their time. How well he illuminates 
power, then, is the standard by which Caro’s 
work ultimately must be judged. And because 
nearly every one of his insights into Johnson is 
transposed from his study of Moses, one can’t 
understand !e Years of Lyndon Johnson with-
out knowing what Caro learned from writing 
!e Power Broker.

Caro’s passion for understanding politi-
cal power in general and Moses in particu-
lar 3owed from his work as an investigative 
reporter for New York’s suburban newspa-
per Newsday in the mid-1960s. After Caro 
wrote a series attacking Moses’s plan to build 
a bridge across the Long Island Sound, “the 
paper sent me up to Albany to ‘lobby’ against 
Moses’s bridge.” Governor Nelson Rockefeller 
and every legislator Caro talked with agreed 
that the bridge was “the worst idea in history.” 
But a week later, after Moses paid a visit to the 
legislature, they voted to approve it “by some-
thing like 138-4.” “You think you understand 
politics, and in fact you don’t have any idea 
what you’re talking about,” Caro concluded. 

“Here’s a guy who has…enough power to turn 
the entire state around, and you don’t have the 
slightest idea how he got it. And I determined 
then that I wanted to understand.”

Caro knew Moses was powerful. But sim-
ply knowing that left two important questions 
unanswered. First, how had this man “shaped 
New York and its suburbs in the image he 
personally conceived”? Moses built 13 vehicu-
lar spans, including the Verrazano-Narrows 
Bridge, still the longest suspension bridge in 
North America and, at the time of its comple-
tion in 1964, the longest in the world. He also 
was the main reason for the construction of 
public housing units for 550,000 tenants and 
15 expressways, adding more miles of major 
highway than the total mileage of any other 
city, even car-crazed Los Angeles. Second, 
why had Moses, who initially sought power as 
a means to accomplish great ends, become a 
monster who sought “power for its own sake”?
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write !e Power Broker became seven 
years. Answering the 1rst question—

how Moses was able to wield power so skill-
fully—was the main obstacle. To be sure, the 
answer included some familiar elements of po-
litical leadership. Moses forged alliances with 
powerful 1gures in business, politics, and the 
media. In public, he successfully cultivated a 
reputation as a reformer while privately chan-
neling jobs, legal fees, insurance premiums, 
and other bene1ts to powerful machine politi-
cians. Convinced that no court or elected body 
could stop one of his massive projects once he 
had driven the 1rst stake, Moses mastered 
the art of the fait accompli. He was a hands-on 
taskmaster whom devoted subordinates both 
loved and feared.

Caro’s genius lay in discovering how Mo-
ses’s power relied not just on these familiar 
elements but also on tools and techniques 
he essentially invented. After turning an ob-
scure student literary magazine at Yale into a 
vehicle for becoming a Big Man on Campus, 
Moses spent his life devising ways “to take an 
institution with little or no power…and to 
transform it into an institution of immense 
power.” !e “public authority” was just such 
an institution. Historically, governments cre-
ated public authorities to sell bonds to build a 
single toll road or bridge. !e authority went 
out of business when enough tolls had been 
collected to pay o8 the bonds. Moses realized 
that if he could write the powers of the Tri-
borough Bridge Authority, which he headed, 
into the contract between the authority and 
its bondholders, then the authority could 
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Lincoln’s Political Generals
DAVID WORK

“In this thoroughgoing study of sixteen 
‘political generals’ in the Union army, David 
Work demonstrates convincingly that these 

generals' efforts signifi cantly aided the Union 
war effort in their capacity as administrators, 
political supporters, recruiters and organizers 
of troops, and advocates of the Union cause 

among key political and ethnic constituencies.”
—James M. McPherson

From the Land !f Lincoln

Mary Lincoln’s Insanity Case
A Documentary History

JASON EMERSON

“This book is the fi rst to capture and provide 
in one resource all of the documentation 

relevant to Mary Lincoln's long-controversial 
insanity trial and treatment. Jason Emerson 
distils the full body of evidentiary material 

into an easily accessible chronology. 
An essential reference for anyone interested 

in the subject.”—Harold Holzer
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continue to 3oat bonds, long after the bridge 
was built, to 1nance other projects of his own 
design. !e state government that had cre-
ated the authority might want to put it out of 
business, but the contract clause of the U.S. 
Constitution, which prohibits states from im-
pairing contractual obligations, would deny it 
that right. !e millions, then billions of dol-
lars that the Triborough authority accumu-
lated over the years made it the most powerful 
institution—and Moses the most powerful 
man—in New York.

Despite Caro’s nuanced explication of 
how Moses accumulated power, his analysis 
of why Moses sought power in the 1rst place 
is as subtle as one of his subject’s bulldozers. 
Caro 1rst trots out Heredity with a capital 
H, through which Moses’s mother’s side of 
the family endowed him with “[t]he strain of 
brilliance, idealism, and arrogance…passed 
on through her—undiluted, strong but some-
what formless—to her son Robert.” Caro 
then brings in environment (small e, not quite 
as important): the Oxford education that in-
stilled “the British belief…in the duties—and 
the rights—of those born to wealth and privi-
lege.” !e duties, as Moses understood them, 
entailed a career in public service. !e rights 
included deciding which services the public 
needed, regardless of whether it wanted them 
or not. On “the edge of the bright gold of his 
idealism,” Caro writes, was “a darker shadow,” 
and “with each small increase in the amount 
of power he possessed, the dark element in his 
nature had loomed larger.”
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fall from power is a mechanistic tale of 
his hereditary arrogance overcoming 

the idealism he gleaned from his environment 
or, as Caro repeatedly writes, of the “dark 
shadow” dimming the “bright gold.” With the 
passage of time, Moses increasingly surround-
ed himself with yes-men who, as one reporter 
said, “nodded when he wanted them to nod,…
laughed when he wanted them to laugh.” With 
no one brave enough to steer him from politi-
cal error, Moses picked and lost unnecessary, 
tabloid-hyped 1ghts with upscale patrons of 
a Central Park playground and with Joseph 
Papp, impresario of Shakespeare in the Park. 
Worse than the ensuing loss of popularity was 
the death of Moses’s reputation for invincibil-
ity. Neither loved nor, at the end, feared, he 
was maneuvered into retirement by Governor 
Rockefeller in 1968. (And that bridge over the 
Long Island Sound was never built.)

Caro’s portrayal of Lyndon Johnson has all 
the strengths and weaknesses of !e Power 

Broker. !e writing remains dramatic and 
compelling. !is is no accident. Caro has de-
scribed Johnson’s 1948 Senate election as a 

“thrilling campaign,” and said, “If your account 
of that campaign isn’t thrilling, it’s false, even 
if it’s factually accurate.” Caro has lost none of 
his capacity either to thrill or, when the ma-
terial calls for it, to inspire, outrage, intrigue, 
frustrate, or fascinate. Only one bit of 3ab has 
crept into his prose: increasing resort to as-I-
have-written references to the previous three 
volumes. By my count, he does this 16 times 
in !e Passage of Power, occasionally quoting 
several hundred words at a crack, and every 
single time it’s annoying.

!e research that forms the basis for Caro’s 
Johnson books is even more impressive than 
the writing. It’s one thing to say he conducted 
thousands of interviews and reviewed mil-
lions of pages of documents. It’s something 
else again to see the fruits of that diligence. 
For example, surely every previous Johnson 
biographer had heard that, as a junior mem-
ber of the House of Representatives, John-
son acquired enormous in3uence with his 
colleagues by raising and channeling Texas 
oil and contractor money into their 1940 re-
election campaigns. But as New Deal insider 
and Johnson con1dant Tommy Corcoran told 
Caro, “[Y]ou’re never going to be able to write 
about that…. Because you’re never going to 
1nd anything in writing.” Caro dug and dug 
and ultimately found the evidence—who do-
nated the money, how much, when, and who 
received it—in previously neglected boxes of 
Johnson’s House papers.
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as of !e Power Broker, is Caro’s own 
criterion: how well do they explain po-

litical power? Johnson’s lifelong genius, like 
that of Moses, was “taking ‘nothing jobs’ and 
making them into something—something 
big.” As an undergraduate at Southwest Tex-
as State Teachers College, Johnson joined a 
fringe social group called the White Stars 
and transformed it into the most powerful 
political organization on campus. When he 
was a young aide to a Texas congressman he 
became speaker of the somnambulant “Lit-
tle Congress,” and used the organization of 
House sta8ers as a vehicle to network with 
prominent Washington o:cials. As a junior 
member of Congress, Johnson turned the 
politically insigni1cant Democratic Con-
gressional Campaign Committee into an in-
strument of personal power, steering Texas 
money to grateful, and then obligated, Dem-
ocratic candidates.
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More important, not just for Johnson but 
also for Congress and the nation, was his use 
of the position of Senate party leader. !e job 
Johnson sought and won in 1952 o8ered lead-
ership in name only of the Democrats, newly 
returned to the Senate minority by the Eisen-
hower landslide. Committee chairmen wield-
ed the real power in the chamber, but because 
the party leader had “leader” in his title, the 
press and public held him responsible for the 
Senate’s failings. No wonder Johnson, still a 
1rst-term senator, faced little opposition 
when he sought the post—another “‘nothing 
job’…that no one really wanted.”

But as Caro showed in Master of the Sen-
ate, Johnson transformed the role of party 
leader into a position of power, just as Mo-
ses had transformed the role of public au-
thority chairman. Facing a Democratic cau-
cus divided between Northern liberals and 
Southern conservatives, Johnson 1rst took 
on the seniority system. As a way of winning 
the loyalty of younger members like Hubert 
Humphrey and Mike Mans1eld, the new 
leader instituted the “Johnson Rule,” which 
provided that no senator would receive a sec-
ond major committee assignment until every 
senator had received his 1rst. He took the 
Democratic Policy Committee, a relatively 
new body that liberal activists had hoped 
would highlight the di8erences between 
the two parties in starkly ideological terms, 
and turned it into a forum in which Demo-
cratic senators of all political hues, overseen 
by Johnson, privately hammered out com-
promise positions they could unite behind. 
With these and other maneuvers, including 
the vaunted “Johnson treatment” of physi-
cally and verbally engul1ng senators whose 
votes he needed, he took a scorned position 
of nominal leadership and turned it into a job 
more powerful than any in Washington, ex-
cepting the presidency and, possibly, Speaker 
of the House.
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ilar magic on the vice presidency, which 
occupies much of the 1rst half of !e Pas-

sage of Power. Caro demolishes in detail Ar-
thur M. Schlesinger, Jr.’s argument that John 
F. Kennedy was merely extending a political 
courtesy by asking LBJ to leave the Senate 
majority leadership and become vice presi-
dent. Johnson reasoned that he could take 
the then-despised o:ce, transform it into a 
cockpit of political power, and ride it into the 
presidency as Kennedy’s successor. Speci1-
cally, he thought he could persuade Senate 
Democrats to let him continue functioning 

as their leader and get Kennedy to sign an 
executive order granting him a large sta8, a 
West Wing o:ce, and authority as a de facto 
national security adviser. No such luck: both 
his Capitol Hill colleagues and the presi-
dent rebu8ed Johnson’s power grabs. “Power 
is where power goes,” Johnson had boasted 
when accepting the vice presidential nomina-
tion. Not this time. “Being vice president is 
like being a cut dog,” he said after holding 
the o:ce for a while.

As in !e Power Broker, Caro’s virtues as a 
biographer make it all the more disappointing 
that his analysis of why Johnson sought power 
is so shallow. Once again, heredity (the “Bun-
ton strain” of “pride and ambition” from John-
son’s paternal grandmother’s side) combines 
with environment (his father’s steep descent 
from respected state representative to “embar-
rassment, disgrace, humiliation” as a landless, 
low-paid road crew foreman when Johnson 
was 13) to bind the fate of Caro’s protagonist. 

“It was the interaction of his early humiliation 

ing well? Choose ambition, and you’ll be right 
every time.

Sometimes, though, doing the right thing 
coincided perfectly in Johnson’s life with do-
ing the sel1sh thing—that is, venting his 
compassion for poor people and the victims 
of discrimination (Mexican Americans when 
he was a young man in Texas, African Ameri-
cans when he moved to Washington) while si-
multaneously feeding his ambition for power. 
According to Caro in Master of the Senate, that 
is exactly what happened in 1957 when John-
son faced pressure from Senate liberals and 
the Eisenhower Administration to advance a 
civil rights bill. !e right thing, Caro asserts, 
was to get a bill. For a Texas senator whose 
unblemished, two decades-long, anti-civil 
rights record had helped keep him in o:ce 
but who now wanted to win the presidential 
nomination of a party dominated by North-
ern liberals, the best route to power was also 
to get a bill. So Johnson worked all the levers 
at his considerable command and passed the 
1rst civil rights act since Reconstruction.

!e story of Lyndon the Compassionate 
picks up in the second half of !e Passage 
of Power, which takes him through the early 
weeks of his presidency. Once again, civil 
rights was the main issue and Johnson big-
heartedly wanted to do the compassionate 
thing. And once again, passing a civil rights 
bill was the smartest move on the political 
board for someone who desperately wanted 
the acquiescence of the Kennedy crowd to sat-
isfy his ambition to be nominated and elected 
president in his own right. Caro nicely identi-
1es an element that further raised the degree 
of di:culty for Johnson’s accession: “!e 
President, the King, was dead, murdered, but 
the King had a brother, a brother who hated 
the new King. !e dead King’s men—the 
Kennedy men, the Camelot men—made up 
in Shakespearean terms, a faction.” 

!e brother, Robert F. Kennedy, hated 
Johnson, whom he described as “vicious, an 
animal in many ways.” But with 3attery and 
feigned humility, the new president peeled o8 
various members of the Kennedy faction, es-
pecially in the national security arena and the 
cabinet. No longer the cut dog of his miserable 
thousand days as vice president, Johnson took 
to the presidency “like Popeye after a can of 
spinach,” in Rutgers political scientist David 
Greenberg’s phrase. With skill and sensitivity 
that Caro chronicles in brilliant detail, John-
son persuaded a Senate ill-disposed to do any-
thing more than dilute JFK’s civil rights bill 
to pass a full-strength version. And then, af-
ter RFK somehow convinced himself that his 

with his heredity,” Caro writes, “that gave his 
e8orts their feverish, almost frantic intensity, 
a quality that journalists would describe as 
‘energy’ when it really was desperation and 
fear.” Again, as with Robert Moses, the ex-
perience of college only made Johnson worse: 

“obsequious to those above him…overbearing 
to those who were not…[a] mixture of boot-
licker and bully.”

Caro portrayed Moses’s character as a pat-
tern of bright gold gradually blotted out by a 
dark shadow. His image for Johnson is nearly 
identical—and just as crudely Manichean. 
Now, there are two threads, one “bright” and 
one “dark,” that “run side by side,” chiaroscu-
ro-like. In what the historian Ronald Steel 
criticized as “language that seems a bit clearer 
than truth,” Caro identi1es the bright thread 
as compassion and the dark thread as ambi-
tion—“a hunger for power in its most naked 
form, for power not to improve the lives of 
others, but to manipulate and dominate them, 
to bend them to his will.” Guess which mo-
tive dominates the “tapestry” of Johnson’s 
character when doing good con3icts with do-

!e true test of the 
Johnson books is Caro’s 

own criterion: how 
well do they explain 

political power?
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brother had been on the verge of trying to end 
poverty at the moment of his death, Johnson 
took away that issue (and gave rein to his com-
passionate streak) by launching the War on 
Poverty as the initial salvo in the Great Society.
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some of the ways that Caro’s Moses 
resembles Caro’s Johnson. Both are 

“big-time government doers, nearly superhu-
man in their abilities, workaholic, monstrous, 
dominating, obsessed with the getting and 
the using of ‘power,’ and prone to 3ipping 
back and forth between good and evil.” Other 
qualities belong on this list as well. Johnson 
and Moses both cared more about power than 
money, but used money to win the support of 
other politicians who cared about it avidly. 
Both were unsurpassed in their ability to take 
previously meaningless jobs and organiza-
tions and transform them into power bases, 
notwithstanding Johnson’s failure as vice 
president and Moses’s as a defeated candidate 
for governor of New York. And both men 
hated subordinates who said no when all they 
wanted to hear was yes. Johnson regarded that 
kind of sta8er as “a defeatist,” and “soon he 
was no longer on the payroll.”

As for Lemann’s observation that Moses 
and Johnson each oscillated between good 
and evil, he is right about Johnson but not 
about Moses, who just got worse and worse 
as his power grew. !e war between the dark 
and bright threads in Johnson was ongoing. 
To be sure, every time “compassion had been 
in con3ict with ambition, invariably ambition 
would win.” But the compassion was never 
extinguished.

!e greatest contrast in !e Power Broker 
and !e Years of Lyndon Johnson is not between 
the bright gold and dark shadow of Moses and 
the dark and bright threads of Johnson, but 
between Caro’s deep, even granular accounts 
of these leaders’ actions and his dualistic, 
mechanistic view of their motives. Politics in 
all its forms is complex and fascinating, and no 
one conveys this better than Caro. But where 
does that subtlety go when it comes to assign-
ing motive to his protagonists? No one, much 
less larger-than-life men like Johnson and Mo-
ses, can be reduced to just two opposed quali-
ties. Caro ought to know that politicians are 
every bit as complex as politics.

Although he long refused, with gru8 sanc-
timony, to discuss the subject with interview-
ers because he “hasn’t 1nished my research on 
the presidency,” the truth is that Caro reached 
his conclusions about the Johnson presiden-
cy a long time ago. !irty years past, in !e 

Path to Power, Caro asserted that Johnson’s 
character was 1xed at an unusually early age, 
certainly no later than the end of his child-
hood and college years. !e character of many 
other “famous 1gures” continually develops 
through life, Caro noted, but Johnson’s did 
not. “All the traits of personality which the 
nation would witness decades later—all the 
traits which a8ected the course of history—
can be seen at San Marcos naked and glar-
ing,” Caro concluded. “!e Lyndon Johnson 
of college years was the Lyndon Johnson who 
would become president.”
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nedy on November 22, 1963, Caro 
wrote in that 1982 book, his rigidly 

1xed personality turned out to be crucial in 
two important ways. In explaining the main 
events of his administration, both the Great 
Society (de1nitely the bright thread, accord-
ing to Caro, who never mentions a Big Gov-
ernment program—even federal rent con-
trol—except to praise it) and the war in Viet-
nam (bad, bad, bad—the really dark thread), 

“Johnson’s personality bore, in relation to 
other factors, an unusually heavy weight.” Be-
yond that, Caro argued, his personality ac-
counts for developments even more lasting 
and signi1cant than his 1ve years as president. 
In Caro’s view, the emergence of a deeply in-
grained distrust by Americans of their gov-
ernment and the unhappy “evolution from a 
‘constitutional’ to an ‘imperial’ Presidency…
were to a considerable extent a function of 
this one man’s personality.”

People can dispute Caro’s claims that per-
sonality determines individual behavior and 
that individual behavior directs the course 
of history. !at’s an age-old argument, and 
Caro’s position in the “great men or great forc-
es” debate is both legitimate and, even if he’s 
wrong, understandable in a biographer. What 
is less defensible is that Caro reached his con-
clusions about the Johnson presidency before 
doing what he said he would do 1rst—namely, 
1nish the research. !ere will be good rea-
sons to read anything Caro writes in the fu-
ture about Johnson, not least the pleasure of 
his prose and the biographical and historical 
nuggets he will uncover that academic histori-
ans have overlooked. But gaining new insights 
into “political power and how it shapes our 
lives” won’t be one of those reasons.

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 A#airs.
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brated British-Indian novelist Salman 
Rushdie received the worst review of 

his career: a death sentence. Iran’s mortally ill 
Ayatollah Khomeini, who had never so much 
as seen a copy of !e Satanic Verses, made the 
murder of its author, “along with all the editors 
and publishers aware of its contents,” a holy 
obligation upon millions of believers. “Even if 
Salman Rushdie repents and becomes the most 
pious man of all time,” the imam intoned sever-
al days later, “it is incumbent on every Muslim 
to employ everything he has got, his life and his 
wealth, to send him to hell.” Another absolut-
ist ayatollah, Hassan Sanei, o8ered a million-
dollar bounty for the blasphemer’s head.

From that day to this, Rushdie says in the 
opening to his forceful third-person memoir, 
Joseph Anton—the pseudonym he adopted 
for 11 years while hiding, based on the 1rst 
names of Conrad and Chekhov—the word 
fatwa “hung around his neck like a millstone.” 

One scene from the o8ending novel both 
re3ects and pre1gures the ugly reality. A 

“bearded and turbaned Imam” in exile harbors 
“a dream of glorious return...a vision of revolu-
tion.” He plots the overthrow of his country’s 
wine-drinking Empress, convinced that her 
sin “is enough to condemn her for all time 
without hope of redemption.” He thunders 

“apostate, blasphemer, fraud.”
For the real-life imams, it seems the blas-

phemy was in the novel’s re-imagination of the 
episode that gave !e Satanic Verses its name. 
In several 8th- and 9th-century collections 

called Hadith—the exemplary sayings and 
doings of Muhammad and his companions—
the prophet is said to have descended from 
the mountain and recited several verses about 
three winged goddesses then worshipped in 
Mecca, only to recant and claim that he had 
been deceived. !e verses had been dictated 
to him not by the archangel Gabriel, he said, 
but by Satan, and should be expunged. 
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branded Rushdie with the scarlet A of 

“apostate,” and that sought to expunge 
his words from the world, spread far beyond 
the Iranian imams in Qom. Regarding his 
book as a weapon of the West against the 
East, the Egyptian sheikhs of al-Azhar and 
the Wahhabi mullahs of Saudi Arabia, vili-
1ed him in bloodcurdling terms. “Death, per-
haps, is a bit too easy for him,” said Iqbal Sa-
cranie of the U.K. Action Committee on Is-
lamic A8airs. (Sacranie was knighted by the 
queen in 2005.) Mobs in Islamabad, Kash-
mir, and Bombay threatened murder and 
mayhem and consigned the o8ending book 
to the 3ames. Five rioters died in Islamabad. 
Bookstores carrying the book were bombed 
in London, Sydney, and Berkeley. !e novel’s 
Japanese translator was murdered, its Italian 
translator stabbed and seriously injured, and 
its Norwegian publisher shot three times in 
the back. India, “the deepest wellspring of his 
inspiration,” banned the book and prevented 
its author from visiting. (He would not be per-
mitted to return for more than twelve years.) 

A campy Pakistani 1lm depicted Rushdie as 
a sadistic drunk who in the climactic scene is 
struck dead by divine lightning bolts. Afzal 
Ahmad, the actor who played Rushdie, be-
came so reviled that he was forced into hiding.

So, of course, was Rushdie, who in his lat-
est book draws on his journal to paint, with 
impressive novelistic detail, a picture of a 
sequestered life of “cringings and crouch-
ings,” swirling rumors of assassination squads, 
around-the-clock armed protection provided 
by the Special Branch of the Metropolitan 
Police as he moved between an endless se-
ries of safe houses (more than 50 in the 1rst 
most fearful months), of tense brie1ngs and 
threat assessments with intelligence chiefs, 
of drawn curtains and armored cars. Among 
other humiliations, he had to hide in a bath-
room whenever a cleaner or repairman visited. 
It would be seven years before Rushdie could 
give an announced public reading, and more 
than nine before he would be allowed to 3y 
again on British Airways. Suddenly at the 
mercy of other people’s fears, he writes, he felt 
imprisoned, hounded for most of his forties 
into a “fretful, scuttling existence.”

R4+')*( -.+ /$& 9#(=*$4+6D ,/$-/ 
for shying from politically engaged 1c-
tion. In Midnight’s Children (1981), he 

had savaged Indira Gandhi’s government; in 
Shame (1983), he satirized Pakistan’s Presi-
dent Zia-ul-Haq. Nor were religious habits of 
mind foreign to him. “!e structures and met-
aphors of religion (Hinduism and Christianity 
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as much as Islam) shaped his irreligious mind,” 
he writes. His father was a scholar of Islam 
who adopted the name Rushdie after the 12th-
century Arab rationalist and philosopher Ibn 
Rushd, or Averroes, who had defended Aris-
totelian philosophy and attempted to re-edit 
the Koran to make it more readable. “He was 
his father’s son,” Rushdie writes of himself, 

“godless, but fascinated by gods and prophets.” 
But the opprobrium this time, he reports 

in the memoir, came as a shock. Although 
Rushdie knew very well that Islam did not, 
like Christianity, recognize a distinction be-
tween political and religious spheres, he did 
not expect the fatwa and its aftermath—could 
not expect it, because it was unprecedented. 
!is Cambridge-educated man of progressive 
opinions, who had so vigorously attacked im-
perialism and racism, who had defended the 
Palestinians, Sandinistas, and Pakistani and 
Indian immigrants, now found himself de-
rided as an opportunist who had made, in his 
words, a “malicious attack on his ethnic past.”

Yet he considered—and in Joseph Anton 
still considers—his novel respectful of Mu-
hammad. “It treated him as he always said he 
wanted to be treated, as a man (‘the Messen-
ger’), not a divine 1gure (like the Christians’ 
‘Son of God’).” He could not fathom how he 
could be called an enemy of Islam. “He was 
not an enemy,” Rushdie writes of himself here. 

“He was a friend. A skeptical, even a dissident 
friend, but a friend nevertheless.”

In his open letter to the prime minister of 
India, published shortly after !e Satanic Vers-
es was banned in that country, Rushdie wrote: 

!e section of the book in question (and 
let’s remember that the book in question 
isn’t actually about Islam, but about mi-
gration, metamorphosis, divided selves, 
love, death, London and Bombay) deals 
with a prophet—who is not called Mo-
hammed—living in a highly fantasti-
cal city made of sand (it dissolves when 
water falls upon it). He is surrounded by 
1ctional followers, one of whom happens 
to bear my own 1rst name. Moreover, 
this entire sequence happens in a dream, 
the 1ctional dream of a 1ctional charac-
ter, an Indian movie star, and one who is 
losing his mind, at that. How much fur-
ther from history could one get?

H*+&$#D -.+ /$& */<6*/() &$ 6(& 
Rushdie get away; nor was it kind 
to him even on his adopted home 

turf. With some heartening exceptions like 
Martin Amis, Ian McEwan, and Christopher 
Hitchens, many of his countrymen responded 
to the fatwa with dithering or appeasement. 
!e Foreign O:ce remained silent. Skittish 

publishers cancelled contracts. W.H. Smith, 
Britain’s largest bookselling chain, removed 
!e Satanic Verses from its shelves across the 
country. From other quarters came the usual 
euphemisms about religious sensitivity. “We 
must be more tolerant of Muslim anger,” said 
the archbishop of Canterbury. 

Joseph Anton is infused with pained disap-
pointment at his countrymen. Some deemed 
Rushdie not worth defending and complained 
of the costs to British taxpayers of keeping him 
alive. !e writer’s senior case o:cer at Scot-
land Yard turned down his request to go to the 
Dorchester Hotel to pick up a literary award: 

“It is my view that you are endangering the citi-
zenry of London by reason of your desire for 
self-aggrandizement.” “I wonder how Salman 
Rushdie is faring these days,” the Tory histo-
rian Hugh Trevor-Roper fulminated,

under the benevolent protection of Brit-
ish law and British police, about whom 
he has been so rude. Not too comfort-
ably I hope…. I would not shed a tear 
if some British Muslims, deploring his 
manners, should waylay him in a dark 
street and seek to improve them.

Others, Rushdie reports, believed the au-
thor complicit in his own downfall. “If you 
set out to make trouble,” said Kingsley Amis, 
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“you shouldn’t complain when you get it.” In 
other words, the spoiled troublemaker had 
it coming. “Rushdie took on a known enemy,” 
said spy novelist John le Carré, “and screamed 
‘foul’ when it acted in character.” British pa-
pers alternately delighted in blaming him for 
the continued captivity of British hostages 
held by pro-Iranian Shiite factions in Leba-
non and in portraying him as an insu8er-
able prima donna. A front-page headline in 
the Sunday Times announced: RUSHDIE’S 
WIFE SAYS HE IS SELF-OBSESSED AND 
VAIN. Soon to be ex-wife. Sympathizers with 
the insulted made its author the butt of jokes: 

“Have you heard about Rushdie’s new novel? 
It’s called Buddha, You Big Fat Bastard.”

W*&' 9.&*(/& +,*66, /&0*1) .2(&2 
tells the story of what Rushdie calls 

“his journey back to personhood”—
from Joseph Anton to Salman Rushdie—and 
his de1ant refusal during the hard journey to 
abdicate either the writer’s duty of describing 
reality or his 1delity to himself. “If he wrote 
timid, frightened things, or angry, vengeful 
things, his art would be mangled beyond hope 
of repair. He would become a creature of the 
fatwa and nothing more.” !is refusal—and 
the fact that !e Satanic Verses is still in print, 
in 46 languages—is his hard-won victory over 
obscurantism and censorship.

But as the pressures on artistic and intel-
lectual freedoms daily grow, the attack against 
Rushdie can be seen as one salvo in a larger 
war—one that has subsequently involved 
the murder of the Dutch 1lmmaker !eo 
van Gogh on an Amsterdam street in 2004 
(as he was dying, van Gogh reportedly asked 
his assailant, “Can’t we talk about this?”); the 
violent response to a dozen cartoons of Mu-
hammad published in the Danish newspaper 
Jyllands-Postenin in 2005, which claimed over 
200 deaths around the world; the protests 
against the inadvertent burning of Korans in 
Afghanistan in February 2012, which led to 
at least 29 Afghani deaths and the killing of 
six American soldiers; and the violent demon-
strations against the crude video, “Innocence 
of Muslims,” last September.

I& *+ "*&&*/5, &'(/, &'.& . 7$$, -'*<' 
serves as a bracing reminder of the fragility 
of our liberties closes with a stirring a:r-

mation of the freedoms of speech and of imagi-
nation with which literature lives in such close 
and ennobling communion. “Literature’s view 
of human nature,” Rushdie observes at the 
end of the memoir, “encouraged understand-
ing, sympathy, and identi1cation with people 
not like oneself, but the world was pushing ev-
eryone in the opposite direction, toward nar-
rowness, bigotry, tribalism, cultism and war.”

In this sense, if Rushdie’s journey in Joseph 
Anton is towards a post-fatwa personhood, it 
also returns him to a boyhood in Bombay full 
of stories: “bright stories and dark stories, sa-
cred stories and profane, his to alter and renew 
and discard and pick up again as and when he 
pleased, his to laugh at and rejoice in and live 
in and with and by, to give the stories life by 
loving them, to be given life by them in return.”

!e boy who was born into one language, 
Urdu, and would make his life and work in 
another, learned from these stories something 
about the 3uidities and pluralities of identity, 
the very capacities of self-creation that de-
cades later would so infuriate his absolutist 
critics. “A man who sets out to make himself 
up,” Rushdie writes early in !e Satanic Vers-
es, “is taking on the Creator’s role, according 
to one way of seeing things; he’s unnatural, 
a blasphemer, an abomination of abomina-
tions.” And against that way of seeing things, 
he learned something, too, about the di8er-
ences between insularity and openness, rigid 
answers and elastic questions, the Word and 
words—and he made his choice.

Benjamin Balint is a writer living in Jerusalem 
and author of Running Commentary: !e 
Contentious Magazine that Transformed the 
Jewish Left into the Neoconservative Right 
(PublicA#airs).3
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the excellent single you out as the very best. 
Vladimir Nabokov declared, “Tolstoy is 

the greatest Russian writer of prose 1ction.” 
E.M. Forster said, in Aspects of the Novel, “No 
English novelist is as great as Tolstoy—that is 
to say has given so complete a picture of man’s 
life, both on its domestic and heroic side.” In 

“!e Russian Point of View,” Virginia Woolf, 
who was more impressive as a critic than as 
a novelist or political oracle, named Tolstoy 

“the greatest of all novelists—for what else can 
we call the author of War and Peace?” She es-
teemed him as

one of those born aristocrats who have 
used their privileges to the full…. !ere 
is something proud and superb in the 
attack of such a mind and such a body 
upon life. Nothing seems to escape him. 
Nothing glances o8 him unrecorded.

For Marcel Proust, Tolstoy was not a mere 
aristocrat but a literary divinity at the least, 
who made an honored French novelist look 
all too human: in Balzac, Proust wrote, “hu-
manity is judged by a literary man anxious to 
write a great book; in Tolstoy, by a serene god.” 
Maxim Gorky, in Reminiscences of Leo Niko-
laevich Tolstoy, discerned divinity not only 

in his writing but in his very presence: “He 
is like a god, not a Sabaoth or Olympian, but 
the kind of Russian god who ‘sits on a maple 
throne under a golden lime tree,’ not very 
majestic, but perhaps more cunning than all 
the other gods.” !omas Mann, in the mag-
ni1cent essay “Goethe and Tolstoy,” seconded 
the opinion that Tolstoy seems a pagan god, 
because gods “are of the same essence as na-
ture,” and “the nobility that nature confers [is] 

godlike.” And for Mann, Tolstoy was not just 
cunning but surely majestic.

Was Leo Tolstoy (182821910) then the su-
perior writer and the superior man whom so 
many believe him to have been? Was he the 
superior writer because he was the superior 
man? Or do we think of him, in our peculiar 
modern fashion, as the superior man because 
he was the superior writer? He was unques-
tionably born not only to write but to enjoy 
life in its manifold sensual, intellectual, and 

spiritual glory. !e gods’ gifts in their fullness 
were his—except for the ability to rest content 
with them. !e world that ought to have been 
Tolstoy’s unalloyed delight, Virginia Woolf 
went on to say, drips with the mind’s venom: 

“!ere is always at the centre of all the brilliant 
and 3ashing petals of the 3ower this scorpion, 
‘Why live?’” !is godlike man came to loathe 
his life so much that it seemed unendurable. 
How this could be so is every biographer’s and 
critic’s object of fascination.

A Wealthy Nobleman

T$6+&$D’+ #(<(/& 7*$5#.9'(#+ ./) 
critics have strongly tended to exalt the 
writer over the man, and they are given 

to disparaging not only the vain young hel-
lion but also the penitent old holy man; the 
man they admire is the one in the prime of life 
whose love for his wife and children enriched 
the writing of War and Peace. His most recent 
biographer, Rosamund Bartlett, an indepen-
dent English scholar with books on Chekhov, 
Shostakovich, and Wagner in Russia to her 
credit, is well positioned to make Tolstoy: A 
Russian Life give credence to its subtitle. She 
writes, “Tolstoy lived a Russian life, and he 
lived many more lives than most other Rus-
sians, exhibiting both the ‘natural dionysism’ 

Essay by Algis Valiunas
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and ‘Christian asceticism’ which the philoso-
pher Nikolay Berdyaev de1nes as characteris-
tic of the Russian people.” Natural dionysism 
is the most fragrant of euphemisms; anyone 
who has been to Russia has likely seen drunks 
being frog-marched through the streets by 
their slightly less drunken comrades, or 3at 
on their faces and licking the sidewalk. And 
Christian asceticism as Tolstoy practiced it 
entailed perfervid moralizing, hatred of his 
wife, neglect of his supreme genius, rank hy-
pocrisy, and too little honest discipline.

As the renegade Soviet-era writer Mikhail 
Zoshchenko put it, “Man is excellently made, 
and eagerly lives the life that is being lived.” 
!e young Count Leo Tolstoy lived the life ex-
pected of a wealthy nobleman. A private Ger-
man tutor saw to his early education. An en-
tourage of slaves attended to his bodily needs. 

“Like so many Russian country estates at that 
time,” writes Bartlett, “Yasnaya Polyana was 
an almost self-su:cient kingdom, with its 
own population of serfs to till the 1elds, milk 
the cows, chop wood, weave carpets, cobble 
shoes, groom the horses, breed hounds for 
hunting, clear paths, complete the accounts, 
prepare meals, fetch water and do the laun-
dry. It was also a whole world which Tolstoy 
never had to leave.” When he was old enough, 
comely and convenient serf girls provided sex-
ual services; Gypsy singers and full-3edged 
prostitutes also joined in the debauch. Inher-
iting Yasnaya Polyana at 19, he gambled away 
a fortune over several years, literally losing his 
house, which a neighboring landowner took 
apart and carted away. (Two wings remained.) 
Getting drunk enough to lick the sidewalk 
furnished occasional relief.

For he hated himself. When he was 14, 
his older brothers had taken him to a 
brothel to surrender his virginity, and 
afterward he wept at the prostitute’s 
bedside. When he was 18 and a student 
at the University of Kazan, he took lit-
erary advantage of a month-long stay in 
the venereal disease clinic to make his 
1rst diary entry, vowing to give up “the 
disorderly life…[that is] a consequence 
of the early corruption of the soul.” Eas-
ier said than done.

His moral su8ering was so intense because 
he knew what was good but could not bring 
himself to live worthily. A poignant child-
hood fantasy, which Bartlett calls “one of the 
most important and most cherished of all his 
memories,” made him hope not only for his 
own salvation but for every human being’s. 

“When he was about 1ve years old, his beloved 
eldest brother Nikolay, then about eleven, an-

nounced that the secret to human happiness 
was written on a little green stick which was 
buried in the woods a short walk from their 
house. When the secret was revealed, he told 
his brothers, people would not only be hap-
py, but they would also cease to be ill, and 
would no longer be angry with each other.” 
!us would commence the millennium of the 
“ant brotherhood”—a novel term that prob-
ably emerged from some confusion with the 

“Moravian brotherhood,” which sounds very 
similar in Russian. Of course, it was the same 
Nikolay who took his little brother whoring 
for the 1rst sad time. But there is virtue in 
theory and virtue in practice, and youths do 
change between 11 and 20, or 5 and 14. Nev-
ertheless, Tolstoy would always dream of the 
soul’s perfection, available to all.

Preoccupations

W'(/ ./ .)$6(+<(/&, '( "$4/) 
his moral and intellectual idol 
in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who 

Bartlett rightly says “probably exercised more 
in3uence on Tolstoy than any other thinker 
over the course of [the Russian’s] lifetime.” 
She quotes from a conversation Tolstoy had in 
1901: “I did more than admire [Rousseau]—I 
worshipped him. When I was 1fteen, I wore 
next to my skin a medallion with his portrait 
rather than a cross. Many of his pages are so 
close to me that it feels like I wrote them my-
self.” Rousseau’s hand, Bartlett writes, can be 
felt in Tolstoy’s contempt for civilized mores 
and reverence for the natural man, his pen-
chant for free-and-easy schooling, his dis-
missal of religious orthodoxy, his emphasis 
on individual conscience, his exploration of 
chaste and illicit love, and his brief for social 
equality. Right on all counts. Yet Bartlett 
overlooks Rousseau’s master idea, which is 
explicit in the Discourse on the Origins and 
Foundations of Inequality among Men and the 
Emile, and which had the deepest in3uence on 
Tolstoy: that amour-propre, or vanity, a senti-
ment social in origin, infects men with the 
urge to shine in others’ eyes and causes them 
to replace the soul’s true needs with arti1cial 
desires, most notably the passion known as 
honor, for which one will kill or die over a tri-
3e, whether a worthless love a8air or imperial 
glory. Tearing at his own vitals at 24, Tolstoy 
declares in his diary that he is doomed to re-
turn again and again to this soul-sickness he 
cannot cure, the vanity that rots every bit of 
him like leprosy or venereal disease. 

At this time Tolstoy’s literary career was 
getting underway, to considerable acclaim. 
!e novella Childhood (1852) made his name; 
it would form a trilogy with Boyhood (1854) 

and Youth (1857). !e Rousseauean theme of 
resplendent innocence gradually tarnished by 
amour-propre is prominent, and so are some 
other distinctively Tolstoyan preoccupations: 
the consuming thought of death, even in 
childhood; the discovery in one’s 1rst 3ights 
of metaphysics that reason has its limits, an 
insight that seems enchanting in boyhood but 
would strike Tolstoy di8erently later in life; 
the longing for God, Whose love exceeds im-
measurably any love of woman.

It was the expected thing that a ripping 
blade like Tolstoy would try soldiering: there 
lay adventure and honor. He served in the 
Caucasus against the Chechen insurgency, and 
transferred in search of sharper action to the 
Crimean war against the Turks, British, and 
French. His three Sevastopol Stories (1855–
1856) depict war, in his biting words, “not as 
a beautiful, orderly, and gleaming formation, 
with music and beaten drums, streaming ban-
ners and generals on prancing horses, but war 
in its authentic expression—as blood, su8er-
ing and death.” War is of course conducted 
by honorable men, in the Rousseauean sense: 

“you will discover that each [soldier] is a little 
Napoleon, a little monster ready to start a 
con3ict and kill a hundred or so men simply 
in order to obtain another star or an increase 
of a third in his pay.” Almost in spite of him-
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attack on serfdom in A Journey from St. Pe-
tersburg to Moscow got him exiled to Siberia 
by Catherine the Great in 1790; Bartlett 
calls Radishchev the founder of “Russia’s in-
tellectual aristocracy—its intelligentsia.” !e 
peasantry and the intelligentsia did not al-
ways see eye to eye, however. When Tolstoy 
announced to his serfs his intention to free 
them, they balked, believing that a new tsar 
was bound to emancipate them anyhow and 
that their master was trying to pull a fast one 
on them with a shrewd contract o8er. Justice, 
freedom, and equality would have to wait.

!e peasants gave Tolstoy the 1sh eye once 
again when he tried to provide their children 
with a basic education: since he was o8er-
ing it from sheer goodness, there must be a 
catch. But in March 1860, 1ve months after 
the school opened, there were 50 students, 
including some adults. !e need for primary 

schooling was urgent: in the 1850s 95% of 
the peasantry could not read or write, there 
were no state schools in rural areas, and what 
schooling there was lay in the hands of village 
priests or sometime soldiers, who taught by 
rote, and to the tune of a hickory stick, or a 
birch. Tolstoy’s school was a free-for-all that 
worked, at least in as much as those who 
wanted to learn could do so. Tolstoy oversaw 
the operation, taught, traveled in Europe to 
speak with the latest pedagogical innovators, 
wrote articles. He a8ected peasant dress, told 
the kids wonderful stories, took them on in 
snowball 1ghts, hosted celebrations on feast 
days. !is was precisely the kind of subver-
sion that the Ministry of Internal A8airs 
could not tolerate. While Tolstoy was away, 
the secret police turned Yasnaya Polyana up-
side-down, but found nothing incriminating. 
Tolstoy despaired of his project nonetheless 
and abandoned it for years, though he would 
revive the school in 1872 and consider it one 
of his proudest achievements. 

In the meantime anyway, as Bartlett writes, 
he had other things on his mind: true love at 
long last. In 1862 he married the 18-year-old 
Sofya Bers, known as Sonya, a doctor’s daugh-
ter. !is girl enthralled him, with her pretti-
ness, her singing, her writing, her charming 
innocence. !eir engagement lasted only a 
week; bliss could not wait. Once they were 
married, he gave her his diaries to read, with 
their accounts of barnyard couplings with serf 
girls. Even in the barnyard, emotional attach-
ments did form, and with one peasant girl 
Tolstoy had declared himself in love “like nev-
er before,” and had fathered a son. !e truth 
was hard for his bride to take, but she took it. 
!ere would be a lot more for her to take over 
the years. She would bear him 13 children, 
of whom 8 survived to adulthood, and she 
would scarcely leave Yasnaya Polyana during 
the 1rst 18 years of marriage. It is said that 
she copied out seven full drafts of War and 
Peace. She 1shed vermin out of the soup pot 
and introduced hygiene to the kitchen. She 
compiled a cookbook with 162 recipes. She 
planted trees. When she was heavily pregnant 
and unable to work, her husband nagged her 
about her laziness.

Yet Sonya was Tolstoy’s happiness and 
he hers—at least for a time. And in War 
and Peace, written between 1863 and 1869, 
Tolstoy showed happiness like their own, 
though wrested from more profound suf-
fering—happiness as domestic contentment 
founded on romantic love, which had come 
under threat from raging warfare and raging 
sexuality, but which had proved its powers of 
endurance even as the erotic thrill of youth 
had passed.

self, Tolstoy does have some admiring words 
for the courage of those who brave wounds 
and death, whatever may drive them. He 
was a man among men who respected even 
where he detested and abhorred. Yet only the 
desperate prayers of men in extremity really 
come close to redeeming the folly and waste of 
this most revered of virile activities.

As Tolstoy detached himself from the mil-
itary, the virtue project took hold of him once 
more. In March 1856 Tsar Alexander II had 
delivered a speech advocating the abolition 
of serfdom: better from above, he said, than 
from below. No landowner was more eager 
to see this justice done than Tolstoy: Bartlett 
places him among “the distinguished ranks 
of the Russian gentry whose awakened social 
conscience caused them to become ‘repentant 
noblemen.’” Surely Rousseau a8ected Tolstoy 
here. So did Alexander Radishchev, whose 
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National Epic

W.% .24 1*.5( *+ . &'($9'./D 
wrapped in a Bildungsroman en-
cased in an epic—and not exactly 

a heroic epic. To show God working His will 
through human love and courage, as well as 
sexual viciousness and mad political ambi-
tion, is Tolstoy’s great theme, as personal fates 
and national destinies interlace in a fabric in-
timately detailed even when the scale of the 
tapestry is singularly vast. Tolstoy’s Bildungsro-
man, or novel of education or self-development, 
encompasses more than a single hero or hero-
ine: Prince Andrei Bolkonsky and Natasha 
Rostova both assume a signi1cance that would 
have made him or her the cynosure of a slighter 
novel. Andrei is dashing and fated to die in war, 
Natasha is the most enchanting young woman 
in modern literature, but the book’s principal 
1gure is Pierre Bezukhov, who gets everything 
wrong before he gets everything right. Like 
Goethe’s hero in Wilhelm Meister’s Apprentice-
ship (1795-96), Pierre believes at various stages 
of his life that he is now just the man he has al-
ways wanted to be, when in fact he still has ev-
erything to go through and understand. Pierre 
lives through the receipt of a preposterously 
sumptuous inheritance; a poisonous marriage 
to a society beauty; a duel for illusory honor; 
dabbling in Freemasonry; a round of debauch-
ery; falling in love, hopelessly he thinks, with 
Natasha (whose engagement to Prince Andrei, 
Pierre’s best friend, is broken o8 when a ma-
lignant seducer temporarily derails her); rub-
ber-necking at Borodino, the decisive battle 
in Russia’s war with Napoleon; prowling the 
streets of Moscow as the city burns, convinced 
by numerological speculation that he is des-
tined to be Napoleon’s assassin; being taken 
a prisoner-of-war who just escapes execution 
as an incendiary; being vouchsafed salvation 
in the peasant wisdom of his doomed fellow 
prisoner Platon Karataev, whose simple reli-
gious faith leaves Pierre with “that tranquility 
of mind, that inner harmony” that he had been 
unable to secure in his earlier hectic quest.

!at dreadful question, What for? 
which had formerly destroyed all his 
mental edi1ces, no longer existed for 
him. To that question, What for? a sim-
ple answer was now always ready in his 
soul: “Because there is a God, that God 
without whose will not a single hair falls 
from the head of man.”

!anks to God’s will, Pierre is freed from Na-
poleonic bondage, his vile 1rst wife dies, and 
he is free to marry Natasha. He has earned 
earthly happiness, and maybe more.

War and Peace and Wilhelm Meister’s Ap-
prenticeship represent the Bildungsroman at 
its peak of moral intelligence and emotional 
exaltation. By comparison, Stendhal’s !e 
Red and the Black, Balzac’s Lost Illusions, and 
Flaubert’s A Sentimental Education coat their 
heroes in the muck of hopelessness, while 
Dickens’s David Copper"eld, for all its genius, 
lapses into tear-jerking and monkeyshines. 
Tolstoy and Goethe have written the supreme 
novels of practical wisdom; but they are two 
di8erent sorts of wisdom. Discerning God’s 
will for him is peripheral at best, and largely 
irrelevant, to Wilhelm Meister’s self-develop-
ment; a secret brotherhood of accomplished 
men who emphasize the life of action and 
show little interest in the otherworldly guides 
him toward his ful1llment in love and work. 
Pierre Bezukhov on the other hand must 
come to know God in order to know how to 
live; when Pierre is all but broken, an illiter-
ate and pious serf provides the illumination 
he needs. Goethe describes the happy life as 
noble, Tolstoy as numinous. War and Peace 
is the greater work of art, for Tolstoy gives 
life where Goethe gives lessons; but Tolstoy 
is hardly free from preachiness, and whether 
one ultimately prefers him to Goethe depends 
on how thickly one likes Christianity spread 
on a work of 1ction.

For how men honor or betray the love of 
God, in peace and in war, is Tolstoy’s obses-
sion. He is out to prove the literal insanity of 
war, in which no man realizes his own will, 
but unfailingly ful1lls the divine intention. 
Although the vast Russian readership hailed 
the novel as the national epic that celebrated 
Russia’s bravest men in their 1nest hour, there 
is little in the novel that can be called heroic. 
Napoleon may be the prime villain, but every 
soldier on both sides partakes of evil. More-
over, Tolstoy upends the teaching of Napo-
leon’s hero Machiavelli and shows all-conquer-
ing prudence to be sheer illusion. Providence 
controls every so-called great man as though 
God were working the strings of a marionette. 
!e Russian commander Kutuzov, the closest 
thing to a military hero, succeeds because he 
discerns the will of Providence and submits 
his own will to it; dazzled by European ideas 
of military greatness, the very Russia Kutu-
zov has saved fails to appreciate his humble 
genius. Tolstoy’s is very much a religious nov-
elist’s understanding of war and great politics 
rather than a historian’s or statesman’s; Victor 
Hugo takes a similar view in his account of 
the Battle of Waterloo in Les Misérables. !is 
literary comprehension is too literary and less 
than comprehensive. Its inadequacy is evident 
to anyone who recognizes human free will in 
events great and small. 

And yet there is a sense in which Tolstoy 
makes the reader know war as a Machiavelli or 
a !ucydides does not. Tolstoy’s God touches 
every life and oversees every death on the battle-
1eld because Tolstoy does: to feel each life and 
death as though it were his own is Tolstoy’s gift, 
and this born novelist’s mode of understand-
ing cuts deeper than any mere idea about life 
and death. “‘To love life is to love God. Harder 
and more blessed than all else is to love this 
life in one’s su8erings, in innocent su8erings.’” 
!e deep thinkers might sneer at Bezukhov’s 
simplicity, but he has paid for this knowledge 
with severe pain and terror. A whole life stands 
behind this re3ection. Eternal wisdom is born 
of circumstance, and sometimes ordinary men 
who have been through the grinder see more 
clearly than do highly e:cient thinking en-
gines; after all, the poisonous Heidegger and 
Sartre are often said to have been the foremost 
intelligences of the 20th century.

Pity and Terror

L*,( +.% .24 1*.5*, &'( 5#(.& /$=(6 
Anna Karenina, written between 1873 
and 1877, shows tragedy come to pass 

and tragedy barely averted. Maxim Gorky 
quotes Tolstoy as saying that though man 
has survived earthquakes and epidemics and 
soul-tortures, the worst pain he knows or will 
know is “the tragedy of the bedroom.” !is 
might seem the perfect description of Anna 
Karenina, which relates the a8air between 
a handsome cavalry o:cer and a beautiful 
woman married to an unendurable bureau-
crat. Anna ends up throwing herself under 
the wheels of a train, and her lover, Vronsky, 
who had earlier tried to kill himself in a 1t of 
wounded pride, goes o8 to war with the inten-
tion of getting himself killed. Yet the plot has 
another strand that complicates the theme. 
Constantin Levin, Tolstoy’s alter ego, paragon 
of vitality and goodness, a landowner with 
great schemes for reform, who mows his 1elds 
with the peasants, loves Kitty Shcherbatsky; 
she rejects Levin’s 1rst proposal because she 
is in love with Vronsky, who has yet to meet 
Anna, but she comes around and marries 
Levin in due course, after much Russian suf-
fering on both their parts.

But the worst su8ering comes when they 
are together and have every reason to be hap-
py; Levin’s reason gets in the way, and nearly 
destroys him. It is not the tragedy of the bed-
room but the icy solitude of the modern mind 
that provides the ultimate pity and terror. !e 
unbelieving Levin had begun to pray while his 
wife was in childbirth, and he had believed 
then. But the religious feeling had passed and 
he found himself at a loss. He sought the truth 
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obsessively: “‘What am I? Where am I? And 
why am I here?’” !e anti-materialist philoso-
phers such as Plato, Spinoza, Schopenhauer 
seemed mere word-spinners; the scienti1c 
materialists conceived a monstrous universe. 
Levin imagined himself in in1nite space and 
time and matter as a bubble that would inevi-
tably burst: “it was the cruel mockery of some 
evil power…. An end had to be put to that de-
pendence on an evil power; and there was one 
means—death.” Ropes and guns looked invit-
ing, but somehow Levin went on living. !en 
one day, a peasant told him of another peas-
ant, named Plato, who lived “‘rightly, in a god-
ly way’”: “‘He lives for his soul and remembers 
God.’” !e light 3ooded Levin’s mind. Reason 
did not hold the needed answers, for love of 
others is wonderfully unreasonable. He now 
possessed the wisdom required to live happily.

Living Godly

L(=*/’+ <#*+*+ -.+ */ ".<& &$6+&$D’+ 
own, and so was its resolution, which he 
relates in the spiritual autobiography A 

Confession (1880). Yet Tolstoy could not in the 
end rest content like Levin. For a time he lived 
as an unexceptionable Orthodox believer, but 
the belief did not hold fast. A pilgrimage in 
1879 to the Caves monastery in Kiev, Bartlett 
writes, began to steer him aside from the ap-
proved path: “as far as he could see, the holy 
relics on show were fakes, and the monk he 
went to talk to about faith turned him away, 
saying he was too busy.” Tolstoy would make 
a daring and decisive break with spiritual au-
thority. Reading the Eastern Christian fathers 
and apologists convinced him “that the apos-
tles had actually distorted Christ’s teaching. 
Indeed, when he had come to see that Ortho-
dox doctrine was just an arti1cial confection 
of often opaque and contradictory expressions 
of faith, he said, he began to understand why 
Russian seminaries produced so many athe-

ists.” Rejecting miracle and sacrament and cer-
emony, Tolstoy cut Christ down to size, as a 
moral instructor, not unlike Tolstoy. 

God expected men to be holy, and Tolstoy 
would show them how, by being holy in his 
own fashion. In A Confession he writes, “!e 
aim of man in life is to save his soul, and to 
save his soul he must live ‘godly’ and to live 
‘godly’ he must renounce all the pleasures of 
life, must labor, humble himself, su8er and 
be merciful.” Living godly is the opposite 
of being god-like in the pagan manner that 
Gorky and Mann extolled. Tolstoy cobbled 
his own shoes and emptied his own chamber 
pot, or at least said one ought to. In time of 
famine he served as publicist and 1eld worker 
to avert catastrophe. Intermittently he wrote 
1ction on religious themes, works still pow-
erful, although tendentious by his old stan-
dards and maybe even somewhat unhinged: 

“!e Death of Ivan Ilych” (1886), about a 
judge who has gotten his whole life wrong 
and 1nds ultimate joy in death; “!e Dev-
il” (1889), about a landowner’s a8air with 
a peasant woman that ends in his suicide; 

“!e Kreutzer Sonata” (1889), about a hus-
band who is driven to murder by his wife’s ro-
mance with a musician, and who becomes a 
proselytizer for the abolition of sexual inter-
course and the extinction of the human race; 

“Master and Man” (1895), about a merchant 
whose greed gets him and a servant caught 
in a blizzard, but who sacri1ces himself to 
save the servant’s life and thereby saves his 
own soul; “Father Sergius” (1898), about a 
monk who 1nds lust easier to overcome than 
amour-propre.

Hating his earlier self, the worldly author 
of worthless books, Tolstoy would spend his 
remaining days on his knees in repentance, in 
his own proud style. !e Church, which was 
a state institution, and an instrument of tyr-
anny, would make him pay for his pride and 
presumption. !e Chief Procurator of the 

Holy Synod, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, led 
the counter-attack in what would be a pro-
tracted spiritual battle. Assorted loud priests 
denounced Tolstoy’s consummate 1endish-
ness. Icons depicted him roasting in hell1re. In 
1901 Tolstoy was excommunicated. O:cially 
damned and gone, he in fact proved stronger 
than before. Multitudes adored him as their 
spiritual guide. Bartlett reprints a 1901 politi-
cal cartoon that shows Tolstoy with peasant 
garb, prophet’s beard, and a scythe towering 
masterfully over a puny Tsar Nicholas II. 
No wonder the sometime powers hated and 
feared him.

But hatred and fear also dwelt within his 
very house. !e new holiness did not impress 
Sonya. She wanted him to love her and write 
another War and Peace. She found her trans-
formed husband irascible, hypocritical, insuf-
ferable. After all, Tolstoy dined on virtuous 
and insipid vegetarian fare served by waiters in 
white gloves. He preached sexual abstinence 
but was perpetually on her like a tireless ram. 
Wrangling about copyright and inheritance 
shattered the household. Sonya accused Tol-
stoy of homosexual relations with his favorite 
disciple, Vladimir Chertkov. Who was mad-
der than whom? Hard to say. But here was the 
very tragedy of the bedroom. 

In October 1910 Tolstoy 3ed his home 
under cover of darkness; he died a week later 
in the railway station at Astapovo—a media 
event to which Sonya was denied admission. 
In Russia’s 1rst civil burial, Tolstoy was in-
terred at the site where his brother Nikolay’s 
little green stick, with the secret of all happi-
ness, was buried. For all Tolstoy’s strain and 
striving, the secret remains secret, though 
the happy man who wrote War and Peace 
surely enjoyed an intimation of it, if for too 
brief a time. 

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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parent, the publication of !e Fortunes 
of Permanence con1rms Roger Kimball’s 

status as America’s foremost cultural critic. 
In truth, “cultural critic,” as that term is com-
monly employed, hardly does justice to the 
breadth and depth of an essayist whose keen 
observations range comfortably and graceful-
ly across politics, history, religion, philosophy, 
education, literature, and art. A frequent con-
tributor to leading newspapers and journals of 
opinion, editor and publisher of the New Cri-
terion, publisher of Encounter Books, author 
of seven books and editor of a baker’s dozen 
more, Kimball is as brilliant as he is proli1c. 
No mere cultural observer, he has become a 
cultural force in his own right, as ardent a de-
fender of the good, the true, and the beautiful 
as you will 1nd these days, and a sure-footed 
guide to the greatness of Western civilization 
no less than its present discontents. 

Kimball 1rst came to national attention in 
1990 with the publication of Tenured Radi-
cals, which chronicled in clinical detail the 
politicization of the modern university and 
the gradual evisceration of liberal education. 
He focused on the operational mechanics by 
which diverse species of radicals-with-agenda 
worked their way into and eventually came to 
dominate the major citadels of higher learning. 

He 3eshed out the back story a decade later 
in !e Long March (2000), which traced the 
intellectual roots of contemporary academic 
corruption to the cultural revolution of the 
‘60s. “!e Age of Aquarius,” Kimball wrote,

did not end when the last electric guitar 
was unplugged at Woodstock. It lives 
on in our values and habits, in our tastes, 
pleasures, and aspirations. It lives on es-
pecially in our educational and cultural 
institutions, and in the degraded pop 
culture that permeates our lives like a 
corrosive fog.

Taken together, Tenured Radicals and !e 
Long March constitute the best single intro-
duction to the degradation of the humanities 
and how it came about. 

Two subsequent books, Experiments 
Against Reality (2000) and Lives of the Mind 
(2002), carried the themes identi1ed in his 
earlier work more broadly into Western in-
tellectual history, by examining the philo-
sophical roots of modernity and its descent 
into relativism and nihilism. In 2003, Kim-
ball published Art’s Prospect: !e Challenge of 
Tradition in an Age of Celebrity, a learned and 
elegant demonstration of his talent as an art 
critic (and as a critic of art critics). !ese same 

talents were on abundant display in !e Rape 
of the Masters: How Political Correctness Sabo-
tages Art (2004), whose title tells all. Wheth-
er one is broadly interested in shoring up the 
tenets of the Western intellectual tradition, 
or more narrowly, in the meaning and matter 
of artistic expression, Kimball has something 
interesting to say—and say it he does, with 
penetrating insight, pungency, wit, and rhe-
torical grace.

T)* $&%(62*0 &$ 1*%'.2*25* )((9(/+ 
the criticism of many of the targets of 
his earlier work, particularly the deca-

dence of much modern intellectual discourse 
and its corrosive e8ects on more or less ev-
erything that Western civilization once held 
dear. !e central lesson of this latest collec-
tion, as his late friend William F. Buckley, Jr., 
might say, is the duty of civilized men to stand 
athwart relativism yelling Stop! Roughly half 
of the 21 essays are devoted to a pathologi-
cal dissection of contemporary thought and 
practice; the remainder deal with what Kim-
ball calls “pockets of resistance,” as exhibited 
in the lives and thought of writers (some of 
them now little known or half-forgotten) who 
looked decadence straight in the eye and, in 
so many words, said “Not with my civilization 
you don’t!” Among those Kimball presents as 

Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann
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!e Fortunes of Permanence: Culture and Anarchy in an Age of Amnesia, by Roger Kimball.

St. Augustine’s Press, 360 pages, $35
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culturalism.” !ree other essays—“Friends 
of Humanity,” “!e Death of Socialism,” and 

“What’s Wrong with Benevolence”—unmask 
the fatal conceit that lies at the heart of mod-
ern utopianism and why it invariably leads to 
tyranny: the belief that all will be well if we 
simply altered human nature and empowered 
government to e8ect the change.

W#*& 6.#5(, &'( (++.D+ 5.&'(#() 
in !e Fortunes of Permanence re-
mind us that the Enlightenment 

Project—or at least its more radical emana-
tions—may have run its course. !e belief 
that mankind would 3ourish if only it could 
be released from the bondage of any source of 
authority other than human will has at last 
descended into nihilism and the specter of 
tyranny. Or perhaps it would be more precise 
to say that the di:culties identi1ed by Kim-
ball arise more from philistines in our midst 
than from barbarians, which is to say, more 
from those who ought to know better than 
from those who are simply ignorant. Our 
problem, in short, is not merely that re1ned 
intellectual and moral discrimination of the 
sort rightly celebrated by Kimball has been 
displaced by a thoroughly decadent vulgar-
ity; the problem, rather, is that those whose 
duty it is—or so one would have thought—to 

models for emulation (warts and all) are Fried-
rich Hayek, Rudyard Kipling, G.K. Chester-
ton, James Burnham, Malcolm Muggeridge, 
John Buchan, and Leszek Kolakowski. On 
Kimball’s showing, the common thread unit-
ing these otherwise disparate thinkers is not 
only their sophisticated understanding of the 
di8erence between civilization and barbarism, 
but, no less, their moral courage in confront-
ing the intellectual idols of their day. 

!e importance of courage is also a subject 
of Kimball’s broader-themed essays on the 
poisonous e8ects of relativism. Noteworthy 
in this regard is “Pericles and the Foreseeable 
Future: 9/11 a Decade Later,” which contrasts 
the robust defense of democracy and equal-
ity set forth in the Funeral Oration with the 
garment-rending, we-had-it-coming stance of 
prominent American intellectuals after the 
Twin Towers fell. Readers will also be in-
structed and charmed by Kimball’s review of 
!e Dangerous Book for Boys, which reminds 
us of Aristotle’s admonition that courage is 
the most important virtue because it is essen-
tial to the practice of all the others. 

On the pathology of relativism generally, 
Kimball’s takedown of Martha Nussbaum in 

“Does Shame Have a Future?” is a masterpiece 
of intellectual vivisection, as is his “Institu-
tionalizing Our Demise: America vs. Multi-

transmit the permanent truths that lie at the 
heart of the West have decided that Western 
civilization itself is corrupt. 

!is problem is not new. Edmund Burke, I 
think, identi1ed it better than almost anyone 
in his day and o8ered love of tradition as the 
remedy. Burke’s appeal from the old world to 
the new failed, as we know, and that was be-
fore Darwin, Marx, and Nietzsche wormed 
their way into the Western intellectual tradi-
tion. How much more di:cult it now is, then, 
to raise the tattered banner of tradition as a 
worthy alternative to the decadence that sur-
rounds us! Roger Kimball is aware of this ex-
quisite dilemma, although he has no occasion 
in these pages to take it head on. He does note 
that artistic standards must be “grounded in a 
measure beyond art,” and on page after page 
he directs our attention toward exemplars 
of what that measure might look like. In fu-
ture outings, it would be instructive if Kim-
ball were to turn his re1ned intellect and 
elegant hand to a fuller elaboration of what 
that “measure beyond art” should entail. In 
the meantime, we should be grateful that we 
have among our number an essayist of such 
surpassing excellence.

 
Michael M. Uhlmann teaches political science at 
Claremont Graduate University.  
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Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla
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Barack Obama’s Post-American Foreign Policy: !e Limits of Engagement, by Robert Singh.

Bloomsbury, 272 pages, $32.95

Confront and Conceal: Obama’s Secret Wars and Surprising Use of American Power, by David E. Sanger.
Crown, 496 pages, $28

Bending History: Barack Obama’s Foreign Policy, by Martin Indyk, Todd Lieberthal, and Michael O’Hanlon.
Brookings Institution Press, 342 pages, $29.95

!e Obamians: !e Struggle Inside the White House to Rede"ne American Power, by James Mann.
Viking, 416 pages, $26.95 (cloth), $17 (paper)

Cortigiani, vil razza dannata!
A qual prezzo vendeste il mio bene?

Courtiers, vile damned race!
At what price did you sell out my worth?

—Giuseppe Verdi, Rigoletto
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expresses the common man’s reaction 
to o:cials and hangers-on who toy for 

their own ends with the public’s goods. !is is, 
I submit, a proper reaction to the four books 
on Obama’s foreign policy under review here, 
three of which are written by persons best 
understood as courtiers of the U.S. foreign 
policy establishment. !e fourth, by Robert 
Singh, a Brit and an intimate of that establish-
ment, describes its members as: “intellectuals 
in research institutes and think tanks…so 
heavily, and persistently, involved and invest-
ed personally in partisan politics. !eir career 
trajectories are married, at least to an extent, 

on whether the party they support is in power 
or not, and their prospects for government of-
1ce…likewise hinge on brute party politics 
and election outcomes.”

!ese very di8erent books similarly ask: 
How di8erent is the Obama Administra-
tion’s foreign policy from that of its prede-
cessors? !ey answer: not so di8erent. How 
good for America and the world has it been? 
At best, not nearly as good as advertised. Any-
one interested in just these questions would 
be well advised to avoid these books’ 1,600-
some pages, mostly boring. !e reward for 
sifting them however is an understanding not 
so much of Obama’s foreign policy as of the 
present foreign policy establishment—the 
latest crop of courtiers. Its di8erences from 
previous ones are slight, and for the worse. 
Statesmanship’s natural goal—the tranquil-
ity that comes when foreign nations dare not 
breach it—seems to be the last thing in these 
courtiers’ minds.
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American Foreign Policy presents it-
self as a sequel to his After Bush: !e 

Case for Continuity in American Foreign Policy 
(2008), co-authored with Timothy Lynch, 
which argued that “the key principles and pol-
icies that had informed what had come to be 
known variously as the ‘Bush Doctrine’ and 
the ‘war on terror’ would, and should, con-
tinue to shape US foreign policy after Janu-
ary 2009.” !e present book argues that they 
did so under Obama, and implies that future 
presidents of either party will not and should 
not try to transcend them. 

Singh argues that, rhetoric and intentions 
aside, George W. Bush’s foreign policy was 

“post-American” because it 1t the inescapable 
reality of the U.S.’s relative decline in the 
world and absolute decline at home. Writing 
for the Euro-American ruling class, Singh is 
careful to cosset his criticisms of Obama with 
ritual deprecations of American conservatives, 
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especially in those awkward moments when 
his observations parallel theirs. Singh calls 
Obama’s approach to foreign policy “careful 
and judicious—though not necessarily cor-
rect,” and the conservatives’ critique “unfair, 
excessive, and intemperate.” 

Singh’s judgment on substance is that 
Obama assumed the existence of parallel 
interests among the world’s governments, 
all of which, it turned out, “were simply not 
looking to Washington any longer for lead-
ership, in3uence or even advice.” !at is why 
Obama foreign policy is likely to hasten a 
post-American era “where America can no 
longer entirely ful1ll its traditional global re-
sponsibilities but from which it cannot fully 
extricate itself.” Yet Singh does not think that 
this foreign policy is bad. By the standard of 
Washington’s bipartisan foreign policy es-
tablishment, Obama failed only in the sense 
that Bush had failed: to ride America’s reced-
ing wave as adroitly as possible. We glimpse 
that defeatist standard through the instances 
in which Singh pronounces Obama’s policy 
pretty good.
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sia and China. Neither Singh nor the 
establishment doubts that Russia is 

an ex-power on a steep downward trajectory. 
Its population is in free-fall, its teenagers’ life 
expectancies are briefer than Somalis’, its 
unproductive socio-political system is klep-
tocratic, and its foreign policy is a nasty at-
tempt to recreate the Soviet empire by intim-
idating and subverting peoples from the Bal-
tic to Central Asia. Russia made opposition 
to America’s feeble attempts at missile de-
fense the major issue in its relations with the 
U.S. Obama acquiesced in most of Russia’s 
demands on missile defense, and was caught 
on an open mike implying that he would give 
in on the rest if re-elected. He entered into 
arms control agreements that are unneces-
sary, at best. He retreated from Bush’s (very 
modest) support for the independence of 
a vast chunk of Eurasia. But Singh can call 
all that something of a success because his 
points of reference are precisely the “intellec-
tuals in research institutes and think tanks…
heavily, and persistently, involved and invest-
ed personally in partisan politics.” !ey nei-
ther know nor care about the how and why of 
missile defense any more than they do about 
geopolitics. 

Similarly, Singh judges Obama’s approach 
to China a modest success while acknowledg-
ing that though his administration wished 
loudly that America remain a major power 
in the Western Paci1c, it did not decide even 

in pectore what degree of independence from 
Chinese in3uence any of the Paci1c islands 
ought to enjoy—never mind what means 
the U.S. should employ to ensure that inde-
pendence. So Obama’s big achievement, in 
Singh’s view, was recalibrating his original 
unquali1ed faith that China’s rise poses no 
problem. 
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one is struck by their focus on the 
minutiae of policy-making and short-

term goals, and above all on Obama’s politi-
cal merits in such matters, to the exclusion 
of consideration of America’s long term in-
terests. !is is clearest in New York Times 
reporter David E. Sanger’s Confront and 
Conceal: Obama’s Secret Wars and Surpris-
ing Use of American Power—famous from 

pre-publication leaks for its revelations of 
America’s cyber war against Iran, for its por-
trait of Barack Obama choosing the targets 
of deadly drone strikes in Pakistan, and for 
a host of juicy inside stories. So juicy and so 
inside were they that Dianne Feinstein (D-
CA), chairman of the Senate Intelligence 
Committee—from whom nothing, but noth-
ing, is supposed to be secret—was shocked to 
learn new things with “every page I turn.” So 
juicy were these stories that they prompted 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates to advise 
!omas Donilon, the National Security Ad-
visor, to “shut the f--- up!” 

Most remarkable to this reviewer are the 
accounts of Donilon & Co.’s relations with 
Pakistan’s senior military leaders—the pro-
Western backbone of a geopolitically essen-
tial nation. !ese men had acted on principle, 
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staking their careers and lives on cooperating 
with America despite Pakistani public opin-
ion’s increasingly anti-American bent. !e 
book simply blows their cover, scorns them, 
and accuses them of treason, thus accelerat-
ing nuclear-armed Pakistan’s headlong rush 
into the camp of America’s enemies. Simi-
larly, the book’s account of America’s cyber 
war against Iran’s enrichment of weapons-
grade uranium is remarkable not so much 
for the details of the “malware” technology 
involved—it seems that the Iranians had al-
ready begun to 1gure these out. Rather, the 
book gratuitously reveals that the virus was 
introduced into Iranian computers by hu-
man agents…and in ways that give important 
clues to these agents’ identities. !e courtiers 
who thus threw America’s allies to the wolves 
to advance their political patrons’ fortunes 
(and their own) show their own shabby char-
acter as well as how little they and their pa-
trons care for America. 

!eir care for Obama, by contrast, per-
vades the book. !e world was surprised by 
the “Arab spring” of 2011, but Sanger tells us 
Obama “had, in fact, seen it coming.” In Rus-
sia, “engagement with the regime allowed the 
United States to push along democratiza-
tion.” Obama personally re-established “the 
credibility of the tattered [United Nations’] 
Security Council” (as if it ever had any) just 
by sitting as its chairman. Sometimes the fo-
cus on the Chosen One’s fortunes is clearer 
than may be intended, as when Sanger sums 
up his long description of Obama’s agonizing 
over allowing the Osama kill mission: “He 
also knew that he could be betting his presi-
dency”—not American lives and interests, 
mind you, but his electoral prospects.

Like Singh, however, Sanger occasionally 
steps outside his sources and expresses his 
own judgments. Obama made some “rookie 
mistakes,” it seems. He focused on delaying 
Iran’s nuclear program, for example, and on 
avoiding Israel’s decision to attack it, obscur-
ing the ultimate, never-answered question: 
would America itself attack to prevent a nu-
clear armed Iran, or not? 

Sanger’s discussion of Obama’s reliance 
on drone strikes against suspected terrorists 
points out that such killings o8er no pros-
pect of ending or even ameliorating America’s 
problem with terrorists. Obama defended his 
increasing use of this tool saying: 

It’s not a bunch of folks in a room 
somewhere just making decisions. It’s 
also part and parcel of our overall au-
thority when it comes to battling al 

Qaeda…. !is is a targeted, focused 
e8ort at people who are on a list of ac-
tive terrorists.

But this reference to legal authority says noth-
ing about the campaign’s usefulness. Sanger 
writes: “As in the case [of Bush’s decision to 
invade Iraq] the logic is only as good as the 
evidence.”

In fact, the current campaign’s criteria for 
who is to be killed, and the evidence for each 
case, are indeed the exclusive purview of “a 
bunch of folks in a room.” How does anyone 
know that these folks know what they’re do-
ing, that their criteria and information make 
sense? Sanger mentions as a problem that sev-
en Central Intelligence Agency employees in 
Khost, Afghanistan, were blown up by one of 
their sources in December 2009, but does not 
let on that the CIA had relied on this bomber 
to target U.S. drone strikes for a year and a 

famine, rising oceans, and carbon emissions; 
a world without nuclear weapons; and the 
redemption of those left behind by globaliza-
tion through providing them with dignity, op-
portunity, and ‘simple justice.’” !ey also tell 
us, however, that Obama has been unable “to 
connect the day-to-day management of global 
a8airs with his ambition to lead the country 
and world in a better direction.” As the au-
thors describe how Obama fared with China, 
the war on terror, the Middle East, etc., they 
argue that he did not make matters worse—
except in the Middle East, where he made 
them much worse. !e trio’s brief for Obama 
demonstrates most persuasively the limits of 
their own imaginations.

!us, Lieberthal’s chapter on China is so 
rote in its adherence to establishment assump-
tions that it does not seem to notice their pat-
ent contradictions. We read, “North Korea’s 
nuclear program works against China’s inter-
est on various levels.” And yet, “Beijing’s bot-
tom line amounted to running international 
interference for deadly provocations commit-
ted by the North.” !ose provocations include 
the nuclear program, which exists strictly by 
Chinese su8erance, like everything else in 
North Korea. 

Similarly, Lieberthal misses the point of 
the evidence he presents about the Obama 
Administration’s “pivot” toward Asia. In 
2011, as Team Obama resolved to leave Af-
ghanistan to its fate, it publicized increased 
involvement in the Western Paci1c, consist-
ing of “more frequent personal trips to the 
region by ranking US o:cials, more robust 
relationships with friends and allies, more 
engagement in Asian regional organiza-
tions, and more attention to regional issues.” 
!ere were also some token military deploy-
ments to the region, in response to pleas for 
increased American support by virtually ev-
ery neighbor of China, from India around 
to Japan. Lieberthal writes that Beijing did 
not like the administration’s new attention, 
but that it is “unlikely to ‘take on’ the United 
States if America has adopted a strategically 
coherent Asia strategy that is widely respect-
ed and viewed as credible in the region.” But 
Lieberthal knows that Obama’s America is 
not credible: 

[O]n their November 2011 trips, both 
President Obama and Secretary Clin-
ton talked as if Asians did not view 
the global 1nancial crisis as “made in 
America,” as if the American system of 
democracy had recently been perform-
ing splendidly, and as if the American 

half. Presumably, the bomber had not aimed 
those strikes at America’s enemies. Sanger 
does not ask to what extent the drone cam-
paign depends on such sources of informa-
tion. But he writes that “every strike creates 
more and more public anger,” and notes that 
Obama & Co. have not asked when any of this 
will end.
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and ends is barely perceptible in Bend-
ing History: Barack Obama’s Foreign 

Policy, by Martin Indyk, Todd Lieberthal, and 
Michael O’Hanlon, all of whom “have ad-
vised the Obama team on some aspect of its 
foreign policy.” !eir overall judgment is that 
bending “history in the direction of justice” 
is what this “deeply intelligent and delibera-
tive individual” set out to do with his “sense 
of humility” and “balanced tone.” Better still, 
Obama was able to make “meaningful prog-
ress” on his objectives: “a planet saved from 

It would be surprising if 
a president who, typical 

of “multiculturalists,” 
knows no foreign 

languages or cultures 
and little history, chose 

advisors who do not 
mirror him.
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military had all the resources neces-
sary to sustain any type of deployment 
Washington wishes across the vast Pa-
ci1c region. But it is clear to all Asians 
that none of this is true.

In sum, Obama’s China policy is based on 
“more than a little wishful thinking.”

How fanciful are the Obamians’ calcula-
tions about Asia may be seen in the Associa-
tion of South East Asia Nations’ (ASEAN) 
communiqué of November 20, 2012. !e 
president had attended the ASEAN summit 
to encourage the formation of a vast Trans-
Paci1c partnership, excluding China. Instead 
ASEAN announced a Regional Comprehen-
sive Economic Partnership including China, 
India, Japan, Australia and New Zealand…
but excluding the United States. 
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chapter on “War, Counterterror-
ism, and Homeland Protection” 

praises Obama’s “thoughtful, careful…e8ec-
tive…smart” decisions. O’Hanlon argues that 
Obama capped a successful war in Iraq by 
withdrawing troops in 19 months rather than 
the 16 he had promised, concluding “Obama…
has no choice but to maintain his administra-
tion’s focus on this important country.” He 
explains that Iraq had a “civil war,” which the 
U.S. won when it reduced violence through 
a “surge” of troops that encouraged the sev-
eral sides to turn against “extremists” in their 
own ranks—as if the pervasive violence came 
from “extremism” rather than from the clash-
ing purposes of its Shia, Sunni, and Kurdish 
components. !e reality of the surge was that 
the U.S. stopped resisting the Sunni insur-
gents’ attempt to control their own areas, and 
thenceforth protected them against a Shia 
majority that, by 2006, had begun to kill Sun-
nis by the tens of thousands. American forces 
stood guard as each Iraq faction came under 
the iron hand of its most powerful compo-
nent—from which emerged the present divi-
sion of Iraq. 

One would never know any of this from 
O’Hanlon, who writes further that Obama 
showed “considerable courage” in ordering 
the killing of Osama bin Laden, considering 

“the huge political cost to him personally if 
the operation had failed.” Obama “fully de-
bunked” the theory that he had supported 
greater military involvement in Afghanistan 
to cover his opposition to 1ghting in Iraq, 
by actually increasing forces in Afghanistan 
and manfully accepting the ensuing deaths 
and maiming of U.S. troops: “an indicator of 
commitment, especially by a commander in 

chief, who typically feels such losses person-
ally and deeply in any war.” O’Hanlon goes 
on to note, however, that Obama, “deeply 
con3icted about the war,” compromised its 
success when he set a limit on deployment to 

“keep the country’s political left supportive”—
of himself. O’Hanlon’s convoluted diction 
conveys embarrassment—as it should.

By contrast, Martin Indyk’s chapters on 
the Middle East make little e8ort to disguise 
the Obama Administration’s incompetence. 
Obama accepted the Arab world’s veiled 
promise of peace in exchange for American 
pressure on Israel, only to 1nd that the Arabs 
really meant that they might consider peace 
only after the U.S. had rendered Israel de-
fenseless. Obama, forced to back o8, ended 
up alienating both sides. Indyk’s rendition 
of the administration’s handling of the Arab 
spring is just as unsparing: ignorance and 
prejudice delivered Egypt, the region’s most 
important power, into the hands of Ameri-
ca’s enemies. 

!e book’s account of Obama’s relation-
ship with Iran, however, returns to type. !e 
authors, along with the president, believe 
that Russia largely shares U.S. interests 
in keeping nuclear weapons out of Iran’s 
hands—just as they believe that China op-
poses the North Korean nuclear program 
that it makes possible. !eirs is a peculiar 
planet.
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think this way? Who are they, 
anyway? James Mann’s !e Obam-

ians: !e Struggle Inside the White House to 
Rede"ne American Power acquaints us with 
Obama’s courtiers much as his 2004 best-
seller !e Rise of the Vulcans did with George 
W. Bush’s. In sum, the team’s headliners, 
Secretary of State Hilary Clinton, Defense 
Secretary Robert Gates, and National Secu-
rity Advisor James Jones were less important 
than their titles, because lower-level o:cials 
who enjoy Obama’s con1dence set the sub-
stance of administration policy. !ese are 
former Senate sta8ers (Peter Rouse, Mark 
Lippert), speechwriters (Ben Rhodes), and 
soulmates (Susan Rice, etc.). !ese political 
operators “were less concerned with practi-
cal details of governance. !ey were, how-
ever, more adept at providing a determined 
opposition to the Republicans, and much 
better at 1guring out what to say in public 
about foreign policy.” It would be surprising 
if a president who, typical of “multicultural-
ists,” knows no foreign languages or cultures 
and little history, chose advisors who do not 
mirror him.
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!e prevalence of Obamians in the Obama 
Administration explains much of what it has 
done and is likely to do, and places in context 
James Mann’s interesting intellectual history 
of the Democratic wing of the U.S. foreign 
policy establishment. In John Kennedy’s era, 
not so long ago, it consisted of such as Mc-
George Bundy, Walter Rostow, and Dean 
Rusk—scions of Henry L. Stimson, who had 
served both !eodore and Franklin Roos-
evelt. But these “best and brightest” had alien-
ated the Democratic Party’s base by 1ghting 
the Vietnam war.

!e next generation, who served Jimmy 
Carter and Bill Clinton, sought to channel 
the base’s resentment of American power 
into commitment to “progressive action 
abroad” while retaining a taste for asserting 

American in3uence. Mann writes that Rich-
ard Holbrooke “boasted” of his ties to the 
old establishment. !is generation included 
such as Zbigniew Brzezinski and William 
Odom, men of considerable learning who 
ran Carter’s National Security Council. But 
among them was also Anthony Lake, the au-
thor of Carter’s celebration of America’s de-
feat in Vietnam, who was Clinton’s national 
security adviser and Obama’s 1rst adviser on 
foreign a8airs, for whom “progressive” for-
eign policy meant something closer to what 
William Appleman Williams had advocat-
ed in !e Tragedy of American Diplomacy 
(1959): America had been on the wrong side 
of the world’s struggles. Indeed America was 
the wrong side. !e U.S. government should 
switch sides.

By the 1990s another generation had 
come along, barely distinguishable from 
post-Reagan Republicans with whom they 
met yearly at Aspen, Colorado. !ese, in-
cluding !omas Donilon and James Stein-
berg (and supported editorially by the New 
York Times’s Bill Keller), supported George 
W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq. But they repudi-
ated their move even more quickly than their 
predecessors had done 40 years earlier with 
regard to Vietnam. Mann explains succinctly 
that they moved leftward. Whether princi-
ple drove their politics, or vice versa, is im-
material. Obama was already there, waiting 
for them.
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results from the same progressive 
deformation that has a8ected the 

Republican no less than the Democratic side 
of the foreign policy establishment. How-
ever one may evaluate John Foster Dulles’s 
1953-59 tenure as secretary of state, no one 
may question that his knowledge and exper-
tise were on a par with President Dwight 
Eisenhower’s, who had gained them the hard 
way, waging World War II. In 1969, when 
Richard Nixon presented his foreign policy 
team by simultaneously raising the hands of 
Henry Kissinger and Richard Allen, he was 
tapping two separate sources of multilingual 
learned persons.

But in Ronald Reagan’s presidency, politi-
cal operatives such as Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger and National Security 
Adviser Robert McFarlane far outnumbered 
persons who had spent their lives preparing 
for such roles. Consider, then, George W. 
Bush’s “Vulcans”: pleasing the boss was Sec-
retary of State Colin Powell and National 
Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice’s main 
expertise.

In sum, the foreign policy establishment’s 
courtiers seem to di8er primarily in party af-
1liation and age. Obama’s Susan Rice, a de-
cade younger than Bush’s Condoleezza Rice, 
seems merely to have evolved further toward 
subordinating the substance of policy to the 
political fortunes of her employer, and of 
herself. Step by step, the two sets of court-
iers tread the same path. Unless and until 
American foreign policy ceases to be the 
business of such bipartisan courtiers, hunt-
ing season on Americans around the globe 
will remain open. 

Angelo M. Codevilla is professor emeritus of in-
ternational relations at Boston University and a 
senior fellow of the Claremont Institute.
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Essay by Alan W. Dowd
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al Vehicles (UCAVs)—are the won-
der weapons of today’s wars. UCAVs 

have been credited with striking the convoy 
carrying Muammer Gaddha1; killing al-Qa-
eda’s Abu Yahya al-Libi and Anwar al-Awlaki; 
eviscerating the Taliban’s ranks and other 
militants in the Afghanistan-Pakistan the-
ater; and hitting targets from Asia to Africa—
all without putting their pilots in harm’s way. 

Given this record, it’s no surprise 
that>drones are beginning to dislodge manned 
aircraft from the central military role they 
have played since World War II. !e drone 
revolution promises many bene1ts, but there 
are also drawbacks to this nascent unmanned 
air force—drawbacks that the nation and its 
policymakers have barely begun to assess. 

!e appeal of UCAVs is simple: they mini-
mize risk. By keeping pilots and ground crews 
far from harm’s way, drones make military 
operations dramatically less dangerous. !e 
missiles that hit Gaddha1’s escaping convoy, 
after all, were 1red not by an artillery grunt 
marching through the desert or an F-15 pilot 
lingering overhead, but by a remote-control 
warrior sitting safely in a nondescript build-
ing outside Las Vegas. 

At a time when national defense is coming 
under increasingly severe budgetary pressure, 
the fact that drones are much cheaper than 
other weapons systems is also important. A 
Predator drone costs $4.5 million. !e F-35 
and F-22 1ghter planes cost $159 million and 

$377 million each, respectively, while a B-2 
stealth bomber has a per-unit cost approach-
ing $2 billion. Moreover, training costs for 
a UCAV controller are less than a tenth of 
those for a traditional combat aviator. In 2011 
the Air Force trained more drone pilots than 
1ghter and bomber pilots combined.

In 2000 Congress expressed the desire that 
“within ten years, one-third of U.S. military 
operational deep strike aircraft will be un-
manned.” !e Pentagon didn’t reach that am-
bitious goal but is still making rapid strides: 

Combat air patrols by drones increased 
1,200% since 2005. 
In the past decade, the U.S. drone 
3eet swelled from 50 aircraft to 7,500, 
though the vast majority of these 
drones are not UCAVs. !e 3eet of 
combat-class drones—drones capable 
of striking targets—is expected to grow 
to 650 by 2021. !e Pentagon’s plan is 
to double the drone 3eet by 2020, even 
as the size of the manned 1ghter and 
bomber force shrinks. 
Annual drone strikes in Pakistan in-
creased from one in 2004 to 117 in 
2010, when they peaked. !e Brook-
ings Institution estimates that as many 
as 2,769 militants have been killed by 
UCAV strikes in Pakistan. 
!e Air Force envisions deploying 
swarms of drones networked together to 

“operate in a variety of lethal and non-le-

thal missions at the command of a single 
pilot”—as many as 1ve drones per pilot.
Greater human ingenuity in equipping 
machines to gather, interpret, and re-
spond to data requires less real-time 
decision-making by humans. !e Air 
Force wants its next-generation, Long 
Range Strike bomber to be “optionally 
manned,” and UCAVs equipped with 

“autonomous attack systems” are on the 
horizon. 
Drones are not, an Air Force report re-
minds, “limited by human performance 
or physiological characteristics.” !ey 
can handle gravitational forces and 
speeds humans cannot, and never get 
wounded, sick, exhausted, bored, thirsty, 
or hungry. Drones deprive the enemy of 
human targets and, with the advent of 
nuclear-powered drones, o8er the pos-
sibility of nearly endless operation. 

In short, UCAVs are a startling advance in 
military technology. Drone warfare, however, 
has sobering implications—moral, legal, and 
strategic.

More Casual War

C$/<(#/*/5 &'( "*#+&, 4<.=+ %.,( 
war far less risky for the warrior who 
guides it and the nation he 1ghts for. 

After all, the loss of a drone is the loss of noth-
ing more than metal. 
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!is is good for pilots, but may be bad for 
our republic. “More willing to lose is more 
willing to use,” as Daniel Haulman of the 
Air Force Historical Research Agency puts it. 
Reduced risk a8ects policymakers’ decisions. 
Military operations involving manned war-
planes force policymakers to consider broader 
consequences and serve as a check on their 
war-making power. !e prospect of losing an 
American life—and justifying that to the na-
tion—does and should give the commander-
in-chief pause. If there are no Americans at 
risk, however, it’s less likely that the parents, 
spouses, children, or congressional represen-
tatives of those pulling the trigger are going to 
raise a fuss. 

President Eisenhower weathered interna-
tional humiliation after the Soviets brought 
down Gary Powers’s U-2. President Kennedy 
was pressed to go to war when Rudolf Ander-
son’s U-2 was shot down over Cuba. Presi-
dent Clinton had to deal with a hostage cri-
sis abroad and withering attacks in Congress 
when Michael Durant’s Blackhawk was shot 
down in Mogadishu. !e loss of drones, by 
contrast, never posed a crisis or even a prob-
lem for President Obama.

Without those checks—without those dan-
gers—presidents will be tempted to order mili-
tary action more frequently and more casually. 

!e promise of risk-free war, the tempta-
tion to gain all the bene1ts of military success 
with none of the costs or consequences, not 
only makes it easier to go to war, but to con-
tinue one. Paul Miller, a former National Se-
curity Council o:cial, observes that “endless 
war is unacceptable and dangerous.” 

Speci1cally, Miller asks, “When, and un-
der what conditions, will the U.S. govern-
ment stop> using drones to bomb suspected 
terrorists around the world?” !e drone 
war is an outgrowth of the post-9/11 cam-
paign against terrorist organizations and 
regimes—a campaign authorized by the Use 
of Force Resolution of September 18, 2001. 
!at measure directed the president “to use 
all necessary and appropriate force against 
those nations, organizations or persons he 
determines planned, authorized, committed 
or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred 
on September 11, 2001, or harbored such 
organizations or persons, in order to prevent 
any future acts of international terrorism 
against the United States by such nations, 
organizations or persons.”

Does the sweeping mission to prevent any 
future terrorist attack against America mean 
the president is authorized to use all neces-
sary force against states and sub-state actors 
that had some connection to 9/11, or does 

“such” mean similar ones that might commit 
the next terrorist attack? It would be a stretch 
to say that the September 18 measure autho-
rized today’s autopilot war against targets 
in Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia, and beyond. 
!ose targets may indeed be enemies of and 
threats to the United States, but few targets 
of today’s drone war “planned, authorized, 
committed or aided” 9/11. Underscoring 
this point, the Washington Post reports that 
a growing number of drone strikes in Yemen 
have targeted “lower-level 1gures who are…
seen mainly as leaders of factions focused on 
gaining territory in Yemen’s internal strug-
gle.” September 11 provided the motive, and 
drones provide the means, to wage war—or 
something war-like—against any geopolitical 
entity we believe poses a terrorist threat. But 
the feasibility of risk-free perma-war does not 
establish its wisdom.

International Watchdogs

“J4+& -.#+ .#( 6*%*&() -.#+,” 9'*6$+-
opher Michael Walzer argues. “[T]heir 
conduct is governed by a set of rules 

designed to bar, as far as possible, the use 
of violence and coercion against noncomba-
tant populations.” !e world is taking notice 
that drone war is hard to square with this 
moral standard, which brings us to the le-
gal issues raised by UCAVs. “Drone attacks 
do raise serious questions about compliance 
with international law,” according to Navi 
Pillay, United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, who worries about “in-
discriminate killings and injuries of civil-
ians.” !e Brookings Institution estimates, 
for example, that some 400 non-militants 
have been killed along with the 2,000-plus 
militants killed by drones in Pakistan. !e 
use of drones to> cripple> al-Awlaki’s branch 
of al-Qaeda killed dozens of other people, 
many of them apparently not a:liated with 
al-Qaeda, including a 16-year-old relative of 
al-Awlaki born in Denver. 

!is should raise concerns. According to 
the New York Times portrait of the inner 
workings of the drone war, the Obama Ad-
ministration has embraced a controversial 
method for determining civilian casualties 
that “counts all military-age males in a strike 
zone as combatants…unless there is explicit 
intelligence posthumously [!] proving them 
innocent.” Equally worrisome, the president 
is described as “at the helm of a top-secret 
‘nominations’ process to designate terrorists 
for kill or capture.” He studies “mug shots 
and brief biographies” of possible targets, 
approves “every new name on an expanding 
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‘kill list,’” “signs o8 on every strike in Yemen 
and Somalia and also on the more complex 
and risky strikes in Pakistan,” and often de-
cides “personally whether to go ahead” with 
a drone strike. 

To many Americans, that sounds like a 
commander-in-chief ful1lling his primary 
responsibility (albeit through greater person-
al involvement than we might expect). But 
international observers might see something 
far more sinister in this portrait. Consider 
the Obama drone protocols in the context of 
the Rome Statute, which spawned the Inter-
national Criminal Court. !e statute consid-
ers launching an attack “in the knowledge 
that such attack will cause incidental loss of 
life or injury to civilians” as a war crime and 
de1nes a “widespread or systematic attack 
directed against any civilian population” as 
a crime.

!e United Nations Human Rights Coun-
cil (UNHRC) also has raised questions about 
the drone war’s legality based on sovereignty 
issues, noting that targeted drone strikes vi-
olate a state’s sovereignty if the state doesn’t 
consent to the attack or if the strike is not a 
case of self-defense under the U.N. charter. 
We know that many UCAV strikes have not 
had the consent of Pakistan or Yemen. And 
although the U.S. government contends that 
a state of war has existed since September 11, 
2001—a reasonable and defensible conten-
tion—the UNHRC argues that it is “problem-
atic” for the U.S. to show “it is in a transna-
tional non-international armed con3ict” be-
yond Afghanistan. 

!is is not an argument in defense of in-
ternational watchdogs tying America down. 
!e bureaucrats who roam the U.N. may re-
fuse to recognize America’s special role, but 
by turning to Washington whenever civil 
war breaks out, nuclear weapons sprout up, 
or genocide is let loose, they are tacitly con-
ceding that the United States is, well, special. 
Washington has every right to kill those who 
are trying to kill Americans.>But the brewing 
international backlash against the drone war 
reminds us that means and methods matter 
as much as ends. 

In other words, drones may not deliver on 
their promise of risk-free war because their 
use poses political and strategic risks. “In 17 
of 20 countries,” a recent Pew survey found, 

“more than half disapprove of U.S. drone at-
tacks targeting extremist leaders and groups 
in nations such as Pakistan, Yemen and So-
malia.” !e ongoing drone war feeds “a wide-
spread perception that the U.S. acts unilat-
erally and does not consider the interests of 
other countries.” 

Distant and Remote
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the drone war recalls something Brit-
ish physicist Patrick Blackett wrote 

amid the Allied bombing raids on Germany 
at the end of World War II. Blackett worried 
that the Allies had developed a “Jupiter Com-
plex,” which historian Paul Johnson describes 
as “the notion of the Allies as righteous gods, 
raining retributive thunderbolts on their 
wicked enemies.” !e Allies concluded, John-
son explains, that strategic bombing “was the 
best way to make the maximum use of their 
vast economic resources, while su8ering the 
minimum manpower losses.”

UCAVs take the logic of the Jupiter Com-
plex to its ultimate conclusion: maximum use 
of economic and technological resources with 
zero manpower losses and zero risks—all 
bu8ered by the virtual-reality nature of the 
delivery system. Being seen in such a light—
as distant and remote in every sense of the 
word, especially in waging war—has seri-
ous consequences. Power-projecting nations 
are following America’s lead and developing 
their own drones to target their distant en-
emies by remote control. Some 50 countries 
have drone programs underway. It is doubt-
ful that Americans will sleep better if the 
way our government has used and justi1ed 
drones to date becomes the Golden Rule by 
which all other countries deploy them, much 
less the opening bid in an international race 
to the bottom that culminates in a planetary 
free-1re zone. 

For one thing, many of these nations have 
been far less discriminating in employing 
military force than the United States—and 
far less skillful. Indeed, drones may usher in 
a new age of accidental wars. Consider that 
America’s Predator, Reaper, and Global Hawk 
drones crash more than any other aircraft in 
America’s 3eet—nine drones are lost for ev-
ery 100,000 hours 3own. !at’s almost triple 
the ratio for the rest of the Air Force’s 3eet. If 
the best drones deployed by the best military 
fail this often, the accident rate for mediocre 
drones deployed by mediocre militaries will 
be much higher. Such failures could trigger 
international incidents between India and 
Pakistan, North and South Korea, or China 
and any number of its wary neighbors. 

Equally worrisome, drones are a cheap al-
ternative to long-range, long endurance war-
planes. Yet despite their low cost, drones can 
pack a punch. Owing to their size and range, 
they can conceal their home address far more 
e8ectively than the typical, non-stealthy 
manned warplane. Recall that the possibility 
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of drone attacks was cited to justify the war 
against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. 

Proliferation
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like the Predator and Reaper have 
not fallen into un-deterrable hands—

at least not yet. But if history is any guide, 
they will. Such is the nature of proliferation:

Venezuela has hired Iranian missile 
engineers to build a drone 3eet. Ven-
ezuela’s drones are nowhere near the 
Predator class of drones. But given the 
rhetoric and actions of Caracas and 
Tehran, it’s fair to conclude that a) their 
goal is to have the ability to threaten 
America with UCAVs and b) they are 
closer to that goal today than before 
they launched their collaboration.
After watching the U.S. drone war from 
a distance—and Georgia’s use of drones 

up close—Russia turned to Israel for a 
batch of drones in 2009. Russia is ear-
marking $13 billion for drone develop-
ment between now and 2020, including 

“automated strike aircraft.” 
China has at least a dozen drones on the 
drawing board or in production. !e 
Pentagon’s recent reports on Chinese 
military power detail “acquisition and 
development of longer-range [drones]…
for long-range reconnaissance and 
strike”; acquisition of the Israeli HARPY 
drone system; development of UCAVs 
to enable “a greater capacity for military 
preemption”; and interest in “converting 
retired 1ghter aircraft into unmanned 
combat aerial vehicles.” At a 2011 air 
show, Beijing showcased one of its newest 
drones by playing a video demonstrating 
a pilotless plane tracking a U.S. aircraft 
carrier near Taiwan and relaying target-
ing information. Underscoring the va-
lidity of worries about the proliferation 

of drones, the Washington Post quotes a 
Chinese defense-industry o:cial saying, 

“!e United States doesn’t export many 
attack drones, so we’re taking advantage 
of that hole in the market.” 

Even if the spread of UCAV technology 
doesn’t harm the United States in a direct way, 
it seems unlikely that swarms of semiautono-
mous, pilotless warplanes roaming about the 
earth, striking at will, crashing here and there, 
and sometimes simply failing to respond to 
their remote-control pilots will do much to 
promote a liberal global order. It would be 
ironic if the promise of risk-free war o8ered 
by drones spawned a new era of danger for the 
United States.

Alan W. Dowd writes on defense and security 
issues. His writing has appeared in Policy Re-
view, !e>Journal of Diplomacy and Interna-
tional Relations, Military O:cer, and other 
publications.
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shores of the Mediterranean by 1ts 
and starts between 300 and 100 B.C., 

the Republic began sending out provincial 
governors to rule with supreme executive 
powers, as if they were Roman consuls (pro 
consules). !e o:ce of proconsulship was 
gradually institutionalized, but by imperial 
times simply denoted elite Romans of the 
senatorial class who ran the vast expanses of 
the empire—areas often more extensive than 
Italy itself—with sometimes pitiless severity 
enforced by a legion or two at their backs.

In the modern era, the Roman concept 
reappeared as “consul generals” of Western 
European colonial powers in Asia and Africa, 
who exercised nearly absolute power in do-
mains as diverse as India and the Congo. Be-
cause America was never a true colonial pow-
er, however, the idea of proconsulship here 
was more controversial. As the United States 
expanded its in3uence abroad in the late 19th 
century—especially during the Spanish-
American War—and inherited colonies such 
as Cuba or the Philippines from defeated en-
emies, Americans were torn between the ide-
alistic desire to grant them rapid autonomy 

and the sober realization that the immediate 
result of that independence was more likely to 
be authoritarianism than democracy.

In the aftermath of World War II, Amer-
ica re1ned its proconsulships, as it sought to 

“nation-build” and replace the defeated fascist 
tyrannies in Germany, Italy, and Japan with 
democracies. By the postwar era from Viet-
nam to Iraq, “proconsuls” referred to both 
civilians and generals who ruled in war zones 
during the 1ghting, rather than after victory, 
and sought to enhance ongoing military op-
erations by winning the “hearts and minds” 
of war-weary civilians through good gover-
nance and promises of eventual democratic 
self-rule.

Yet, as Carnes Lord, a professor of military 
and naval strategy at the Naval War College, 
points out in this incisive study of the history 
of American proconsulship, Americans were 
always ambivalent about the concept—and 
often maladroit at its implementation. On 
the one hand, as idealistic republicans distant 
from Europe’s colonial rivalries, Americans 
envisioned their wars as exclusively defensive 
and not aimed at acquiring overseas terri-
tory. On the other, even when they occupied 

the lands of the defeated, Americans believed 
proconsulship incompatible with the prin-
ciples of their own republic and thus nothing 
more than a brief interlude preceding the real-
ization of democracy.

After a 1ne introduction on the Roman 
origins of proconsulship, Lord chooses eight 
chronologically ordered case studies—Cuba, 
the Philippines, Japan, Germany, Vietnam, 
the Balkans, and two in Iraq. One implicit 
theme predominates in Lord’s narratives that 
span over a century: American proconsuls 
have not necessarily become more e8ective af-
ter decades of trial and error, although it is not 
quite clear whether the reason is that we have 
failed to learn from the mistakes of the past, 
or that in the postmodern era Americans 
themselves have lost faith in classical concepts 
that underpin proconsulship: defeating the 
enemy, occupying his territory, and imparting 
the victor’s values.
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governorship over the Philippines 
some 16 governor generals had the 

thankless task of preparing the islands for au-
tonomy—inheriting an often brutal Spanish 

Book Review by Victor Davis Hanson
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imperial colonial rule that would be followed 
by an even more vicious Japanese wartime 
military dictatorship. Future American lumi-
naries like Paul McNutt and Leonard Wood, 
who had enjoyed a successful proconsulship 
in Cuba, sought idealistically to facilitate the 
Philippine transition to commonwealth sta-
tus on the way to full independence. !e best 
of the lot, such as McNutt, sought in lieu of 
a viable independent middle class—the glue 
that holds democracies together—to encour-
age Philippine elites to take over the colonial 
bureaucracy. Such success as they achieved 
derived from eschewing both patronizing lec-
tures and rigid application of the American 
experience to the Philippines.
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ten praised for successfully rebuilding 
postwar Japan, overseeing land reform 

and the emancipation of women, Lord ar-
gues his proconsulship was more problematic 
than we think. MacArthur ignored almost 
all input from Washington, was not eager to 
reform the Japanese economy, initially down-
played the threat of Soviet expansionism, and 
intrigued in China and Korea. He gave no 
credit to either successful Japanese or Ameri-

can State Department initiatives. If MacAr-
thur was not really an inspired or professional 
proconsul, he nonetheless kept Japan calm 
and pro-American because he was devoid of 
overt racism, respected Japanese customs and 
traditions, allowed the continuance of the em-
peror, and in general belied his reputation as 
a 19th-century reactionary out of touch with 
the modern world.

Perhaps the most successful of all Ameri-
can proconsuls was General Lucius Clay, 
whose daunting assignment was to oversee 
post-World War II Germany, preventing a 
Communist take-over by the Soviet Union, 
an erstwhile ally, amidst worldwide hatred of 
the defeated Nazi regime. It’s easy to criticize 
Clay for commuting some sentences of high-
ranking Nazis, but he was indispensable to 
the establishment of West Germany’s federal 
democracy, which decisively repudiated Na-
zism and Communism. He famously oversaw 
the implementation of the Marshall Plan, and 
helped save Berlin through the airlift. We for-
get today that many in the highest echelons of 
the State Department and military (General 
Omar Bradley, most prominently) did not see 
how a free Western Germany could be saved 
from the overwhelming power of the Red 
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Army, and thus advised concessions and even 
capitulation if Soviet use of force appeared 
imminent. Lord rightly emphasizes how 
Clay’s principled insistence on saving Berlin 
provided the template for Eastern European 
containment, the idea that formed the basis of 
America’s Cold War victory.

Lord shows that Vietnam was an espe-
cially tragic case. If the South Vietnamese 
Ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, proved 
the worst proconsul in American history and 
General Maxwell Taylor little better, other 
Americans almost salvaged what these prede-
cessors had lost. By 1968 Ambassador Ells-
worth Bunker, General Creighton Abrams, 
and CIA o:cer William Colby helped to rid 
South Vietnam of the Viet Cong, giving the 
Nixon Administration real hope of a sustain-
able non-Communist South. An American 
public that had grown indi8erent to Viet-
nam’s fate, and a Congress whose anti-war 
sentiments were intensi1ed by Watergate, 
relinquished that potential in 1975. Edward 
Lansdale—supposedly the inspiration for the 
novels !e Quiet American (1955) and !e 
Ugly American (1958)—appears frequently 
in Proconsuls. But in Lord’s view Lansdale 
was no archetypal CIA villain, but a skilled 
intelligence grandee who tirelessly advocated 
greater American sensitivity to indigenous 
customs and politics, and was right far more 
than wrong.
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the Balkans usually evokes the popu-
lar perception that he was a vain brag-

gart—and now mostly remembered for two 
embarrassing episodes. One was the legendary 
rebuke by British general Mike Jackson who 
refused Clark’s tempestuous order to block a 
Soviet airborne unit from reaching the airport 
at Pristina, Kosovo with, “Sir, I’m not starting 
World War III for you.” !e other was Secre-
tary of Defense William Cohen’s supposed or-
der to the media-addicted Clark to “Get your 
f---ing face o8 the TV.”

Lord argues nonetheless that Clark almost 
alone saw that it would be nearly impossible 
to remove Slobodan Milosevic without a clear 
and credible willingness to use force—ab-
sent such resolution, NATO and the United 
States risked abject humiliation in Serbia and 
Kosovo. In Lord’s telling, the Pentagon brass, 
speci1cally Secretary Cohen and Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs Hugh Shelton, never under-
stood what was at stake in the Balkans. Had 
either gotten his way, the Western democra-
cies would have su8ered both a military and 
strategic defeat. Clark may have been pomp-
ous, but he was also prescient.
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attention to American proconsuls. As 
in Vietnam, we su8ered one of the worst 

(Paul Bremer) and bene1tted from one of the 
best (David Petraeus). Bremer’s year in Iraq 
is remembered largely for two unfortunate 
decisions: the de-Baathi1cation order that 
cleansed the Iraqi bureaucracy of former Sad-
damists, and disbanding the crumbling Iraqi 
army. Lord agrees both were wrong-headed, 
but shows how Bremer’s alienation of all the 
key players in Iraq—Centcom commander 
General John Abizaid, special envoy Zal-
may Khalilzad, and USAID mission director 
James Stephenson—was as disastrous as it 
was unnecessary. At precisely the wrong time, 
Bremer insisted that he exercise sweeping 
control of Iraq’s government while shutting 
out reform politicians.

Iraq, however, was saved by the surge and 
the inspired teamwork of General Petraeus 
and Ambassador Ryan Crocker, who under-
stood hand-in-glove that promoting autono-
mous Iraqi governance and encouraging a 
silent majority to participate in politics by 
quelling internecine violence were the keys to 
salvaging the peace. !e future of Iraq, how-
ever, is now uncertain, caught up in the wider 
geopolitics of Iranian nuclear proliferation 
and the fallout from the Arab Spring—espe-

cially given the Obama Administration’s de-
cision against retaining a vestigial American 
base to monitor the region. Lord concludes 
his invaluable study by reminding us of the 
inherent paradoxes in authoritarian Ameri-
can proconsulships. We are an anti-colonial 
people for whom “the egalitarianism and 
entrepreneurial spirit so deeply rooted in 
American life mitigate the hierarchical struc-
ture of governmental institutions and nur-
ture initiative in subordinate o:cials.” Like-
wise, we profess a dislike of imperialism, in 
that “the American national security estab-
lishment has never been structured around a 
consciously imperial mission.” How then to 
square the circle of a global presence, seem-
ingly inescapable since 1945, with instinctive 
American distrust of the innate burdens of 
that role?
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the very opposite of the disastrous Civil-
ian Provisional Authority in Iraq, whose 

mission, leadership, and lines of authority all 
worked at cross-purposes. Instead, it would 
be far better to reorganize the military over-
seas command itself into semi-independent 
bodies of civilians and military experts who 
see paci1cation and political reform as inter-
connected rather than as competing interests. 

Lord sensitively and skillfully outlines a de-
tailed blueprint for how such newly organized 
Defense Department proconsulships might 
avoid any resemblance to a colonial o:ce or 
German general sta8.

I hope his recommendations are right—
and that those in Washington will heed his 
advice. Yet I fear that the challenge is as much 
administrative as it is existential. In the 21st 
century the ideas of victory and defeat have 
become passé, as have symmetrical conven-
tional battles, clear-cut distinctions between 
civilians and soldiers, and frontlines them-
selves. !e level of violence necessary to van-
quish an enemy often seems as abhorrent as 
the enemy itself. And the spirit of moral rela-
tivism directs American elites to ask not what 
we can do to change defeated and occupied 
nations for the better, but whether we have 
the moral authority to tell Serbs, Afghans, or 
Iraqis how to live their lives.

Victor Davis Hanson is a senior fellow in clas-
sics and military history at the Hoover Institu-
tion. His forthcoming book, !e Savior Gen-
erals: How Five Commanders Saved Wars 
!at Were Lost, From Ancient Greece to 
Iraq, will be published by Bloomsbury Press in 
May.
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war to establish democracy where 
it had not existed. Troops are left in 

place to combat terrorists who seek to undo 
the results of the war. !e terrorists’ nefarious 
e8orts are stymied for a time, but eventually 
the American economy collapses, the public 
grows weary of the e8ort, and the troops are 
prematurely withdrawn. !e terrorists over-
throw the new democratic order.

!e dates: 186121877. !e place: the 
American South.

Two new volumes tell this story well: Allen 
C. Guelzo’s Fateful Lightning: A New History 
of the Civil War and Reconstruction and Steven 
E. Woodworth’s !is Great Struggle: Ameri-
ca’s Civil War. 

Both authors are eminent authorities on 
the period. Guelzo, the Henry R. Luce Pro-
fessor of the Civil War Era and Director of 
Civil War Era Studies at Gettysburg College, 
has published several important studies of 
Lincoln, including Abraham Lincoln: Redeem-
er President (2003); Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation: !e End of Slavery in America 
(2004); and Lincoln and Douglas: !e Debates 
that De"ned America (2008). !is spring, 
Knopf will publish his new history of the 
Gettysburg campaign. Woodworth, professor 
of history at Texas Christian University, has 
written or edited over two dozen books on 
the war, among them Nothing but Victory: !e 
Army of the Tennessee, 186191865 (2005) and 
Manifest Destinies: America’s Westward Ex-
pansion and the Road to the Civil War (2010).

Both books scrupulously chronicle the tu-
multuous events of 186121865, and each con-
tains a brief account of the postwar Recon-
struction era. Fateful Lightning, which is twice 
as long as !is Great Struggle, covers political, 
economic, diplomatic, social, and intellectual 
developments extensively, while Woodworth’s 
volume focuses closely on battles and leaders. 
Both are written with verve and demonstrate 
a masterful command of the vast literature on 
the subject. (Guelzo’s footnotes and bibliogra-
phy o8er an excellent guide to that literature.) 
Because Guelzo paints on a larger canvas, he 

o8ers a more detailed picture of the coming 
of the war, devoting roughly a quarter of his 
pages to that complex story, whereas only a 
tenth of Woodworth’s book deals with the 
antebellum years. 
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society (the North) against a tradi-
tional one (the South). During the gen-

eration before the war, reform mania gripped 
the North, sparking innovations in agricul-
ture, social relations, gender relations, educa-
tion, manufacturing, transportation, penol-
ogy, medicine, science, and religion. Among 
the many strands of Northern reform, one 
emerged dominant: the antislavery crusade. 

White Southerners recoiled in horror at the 
upsurge of reform sentiment, especially the at-
tack on slavery. !ey revolted when Lincoln’s 
party, championing modernization and anti-
slavery, won the election of 1860. Rather than 
accept the results of that contest, they seceded 
from the Union. Guelzo argues that their ac-
tion was not irrational. Taking issue with the 

Book Review by Michael Burlingame
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Fateful Lightning: A New History of the Civil War and Reconstruction, by Allen C. Guelzo.

Oxford University Press, 592 pages, $19.95

!is Great Struggle: America’s Civil War, by Steven E. Woodworth.
Rowman & Little1eld, 424 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $19.95 (paper)
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so-called Revisionist school of Civil War his-
toriography, which blamed the war on a blun-
dering generation of political incompetents, 
he asserts that “[i]f there is anything that is 
genuinely appalling in the political context of 
the Civil War, it is the dominance of the most 
glittering and hard-edged political rationality. 
It was the hard edge of that rationality that, in 
the end, made a 1nal compromise impossible.” 
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argument. As Lincoln told Alexander 
H. Stephens of Georgia (future vice 

president of the Confederacy): “You think 
slavery is right and ought to be extended; 
while we think it is wrong and ought to be re-
stricted. !at I suppose is the rub. It certainly 
is the only substantial di8erence between us.” 
But, Lincoln asked,

Do the people of the South really en-
tertain fears that a Republican admin-
istration would, directly, or indirectly, in-
terfere with their slaves, or with them, 
about their slaves? If they do, I wish to 
assure you, as once a friend, and still, 
I hope, not an enemy, that there is no 
cause for such fears. !e South would 
be in no more danger in this respect, 
than it was in the days of Washington.

!erefore, Lincoln thought, rational South-
erners would not break up the Union. 

Stephens agreed and urged his state to re-
ject secession, at least until Lincoln had done 
something overt to justify extreme measures. 
But hotheads prevailed, moving former South 
Carolina congressman James Petigru to remark 
sardonically that his state was “too small for a 
republic and too large for an insane asylum.”

Pettigru had a point. Emotional fury rath-
er than cold, calculating reason underlay the 
arguments of many secessionists, who pro-
tested that critics of slavery had hurt their 
feelings. A New Orleans editor proclaimed 
that his region “has been moved to resistance 
chie3y…by the popular dogma in the free 
states that slavery is a crime in the sight of 
GOD. !e South in the eyes of the North, is 
degraded and unworthy, because of the insti-
tution of servitude.” Louisiana Senator Judah 
P. Benjamin, who was to become the most 
capable member of the Confederate cabinet, 
denounced “the incessant attack of the Re-
publicans, not simply on the interests, but on 
the feelings and sensibilities of a high-spirited 
people by the most insulting language, and 
the most o8ensive epithets.”

Secessionists were motivated not only by 
hurt feelings but by a fanatical desire to main-
tain white supremacy at all costs. !at desire 

made rational sense for slaveholders. Non-
slaveholders had other satisfactions. For them, 
as poor, ignorant, and backward as they might 
be, the slaves would always o8er a caste of in-
feriors to which they could feel superior.
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Lincoln refused to sanction any 
compromise permitting the ex-

pansion of slavery and denied the legitimacy 
of secession. Shortly after hostilities began, 
when informed that the White House mail-
bag bulged with appeals to abolish slavery, he 
replied:

For my own part, I consider the cen-
tral idea pervading this struggle is the 
necessity that is upon us, of proving 
that popular government is not an ab-
surdity. 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 incapa-
bility of the people to govern themselves.

!roughout the war, he emphasized this 
theme, most notably at Gettysburg, where 
he explained that a chief aim of the war was 
to assure that “government of the people, by 
the people, and for the people shall not perish 
from the earth.” 

Lincoln seemed frustrated that the public 
did not more fully appreciate that point. Over 
three years after the bombardment of Fort 
Sumter, he told a group of soldiers:

I wish it might be more generally and 
universally understood what the coun-
try is now engaged in. We have, as all 
will agree, a free Government, where 
every man has a right to be equal with 
every other man. In this great struggle, 
this form of Government and every 
form of human right is endangered if 
our enemies succeed. !ere is more 
involved in this contest than is real-
ized by every one. !ere is involved in 
this struggle the question whether your 
children and my children shall enjoy the 
privileges we have enjoyed.

Both Guelzo and Woodworth are at pains 
to make that very point: although the war was 
fought to save the Union and (as time went by) 
to end slavery, it was also fought to vindicate 
democracy. Woodworth asserts: “the Civil 
War generation established that a free govern-
ment truly could function and survive.” Guel-
zo makes the case at greater length. Scorning 
the cynics who sneer “that Lincoln was merely 

a closet racist, that abolition counted for noth-
ing in the absence of economic equality, and 
that white Northerners too quickly gave up on 
an ‘abolition war’ for black freedom in order 
to embrace a painless reunion with their unre-
pentant foes,” he insists that while emancipa-
tion was a great result of the war, “there was an 
even greater victory,” one “so thoroughgoing 
that is has become easy for subsequent genera-
tions to take it for granted, or even to discount 
it as a poor companion to emancipation, and 
that was the survival of the Union, and with 
it, liberal democracy in the nineteenth cen-
tury.” He speculates that “[i]f a liberal demo-
cratic republic as successful as the American 
one had turned on itself and fractured from 
pressures it had created, the rejoicing from 
every crowned head, every dictator, and every 
princeling would be heard around the planet.” 
To appreciate the importance of the North’s 
victory, Guelzo invites readers to imagine 
what the world would have been like “if the 
American republic had fragmented into two 
pieces—or maybe three or even four and 1ve 
pieces.” Among other things, it could not have 
become “almost all that stood between civili-
zation and the universal midnight of Nazism.” 
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edges the central role played by 
Lincoln in the North’s war e8ort: 

“!anks especially to Lincoln’s superb civil-
ian leadership, northern will to 1ght endured 
long enough to allow northern superiority in 
numbers and generalship to crush the Con-
federacy’s uniformed armies.” He also praises 
Lincoln’s military “horse sense,” which often 
gave him “better insight than his generals 
during the course of the war.” Guelzo, one of 
the premier Lincolnians of our time, exam-
ines closely Lincoln’s role in the prewar years 
as well as during his presidency.

In analyzing the reasons for Confederate 
defeat, Guelzo argues that the North’s free 
market economy outperformed the South’s 
command economy: the “free-labor ideol-
ogy of the Republican Party, with its con1-
dence that a ‘harmony of interests’ naturally 
existed between capital and labor,” impelled 
the Lincoln Administration to avoid “drastic 
economic interventions,” whereas the Con-
federates, “insensibly obeying the logic of an 
authoritarian labor system, conscripted, con-
1scated, and imposed state-ordered controls.” 
Woodworth emphasizes heavily the failure of 
touchy, vain Confederate generals to cooper-
ate with each other.

!at was evident in the Gettysburg cam-
paign, which both authors cover admirably. 
Woodworth wryly observes that Confeder-
ate troops behaved badly as they marched 
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through Maryland and Pennsylvania, seizing 
blacks and carrying them o8 to slavery: “It is 
ironic in the extreme that Confederate pro-
paganda, both during the war and since, suc-
ceeded in establishing as fact the myth that 
Lee’s noble soldiers left civilians and their 
property untouched during their march to 
immortality at Gettysburg, in contrast to the 
blue-clad ‘Yankee vandals’ in their marches 
through the South. !e real contrast was that 
the ‘Yankee vandals’ did not kidnap civilians.”

!ose “vandals” included William T. Sher-
man’s troopers who swept through Georgia, 
and Philip Sheridan’s cavalrymen who stripped 
the Shenandoah Valley of its resources. Wood-
worth defends both generals: in Virginia and 
Georgia, “peaceful civilians were safe from per-
sonal abuse or injury.” Sheridan’s Valley cam-
paign fell “far short of a total devastation of 
such an abundant farming district.” Sherman’s 
men “for the most part” obeyed his orders to 
exercise restraint on their foraging e8orts and 
not to torch buildings wantonly. “All that Sher-
man proposed to do in Georgia was well within 
the existing laws and customs of war and not all 
that di8erent, at least qualitatively, from what 
Lee and his army had practiced in Pennsylva-
nia.” Woodworth notes that “no evidence exists 
that anyone starved, either in the Shenandoah 
Valley or anywhere else in the South, outside of 
prison pens such as Andersonville.” 

W.#&*%( .&#$<*&*(+ -(#( %.*/6D 
perpetrated by Confederate gueril-
las and regular troops who killed 

black soldiers after they had surrendered. 
Moreover, as Sherman passed through South 
Carolina, Confederates routinely slew cap-
tured Union foragers, black and white. When 
Confederate General Wade Hampton refused 
to stop that practice, Sherman threatened to 

retaliate, but after killing one Confederate 
POW he called a halt to further executions. 

!e burning of Columbia, South Caro-
lina, is often cited as an example of Sherman’s 
barbarism, but in fact some of the 3ames that 
enveloped that city were set by Confederates 
who destroyed cotton bales lest they fall into 
enemy hands; other 3ames were set by newly 
freed slaves; still others were set by Union sol-
diers. But thousands of other Yankee troops 
helped 1ght the 1re.

Both Woodworth and Guelzo defend U.S. 
Grant as a general and as a president. !ey 
refute charges that he was merely a butcher 
who ground down the Confederates in a war 
of attrition. Woodworth rightly points out 
that Grant “favored maneuver over human 
erosion,” as he demonstrated in the brilliant 
Vicksburg campaign. Comparing the Union 
commander to his Confederate counterpart, 
Guelzo concludes: “Over the long haul, Grant 
husbanded the lives of his men far more ef-
fectively than Lee; it was Lee, not Grant, who 
bled armies dry.” 

Grant’s presidency, as Guelzo notes, “has 
frequently been portrayed as a miasma of 
corruption,” but in fact it “was probably no 
more spotted than most of the prewar admin-
istrations.” Moreover, Grant deserves credit 
for showing “considerable determination to 
smash anti-black civil violence from the Ku 
Klux Klan.”
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not strain to draw lessons from history, 
they allude in passing to some parallels 

between the Civil War era and our own time. 
In his discussion of the scandals that marred 
Grant’s second administration, Woodworth 
mordantly notes that “government money 
attracts corruption the way a carcass draws 

3ies.” One of the chief accomplishments of 
Reconstruction was the passage of the 14th 
Amendment, whose 1rst section granted 
citizenship to blacks and mandated equal 
protection of the laws. But, as Woodworth 
observes, the authors of that document and 
the voters who rati1ed it “would have been 
amazed if they could have seen the inter-
pretations the Supreme Court would make 
of their words in the twentieth century, but 
then so would the original framers of the 
Constitution.”

In his treatment of Reconstruction’s 
failure, Woodworth also observes that the 

“American people have never been very good 
at coping with a situation that is not quite 
an open war but not quite peace. !ey also 
fare poorly at waging a disputed occupation 
far from home against a hostile local civil-
ian population.” His remarks are apropos 
of the failure of the Grant Administration 
to protect freed slaves from violent whites 
in the 1870s, but they could equally well ap-
ply to the Obama Administration’s decision 
to pull out of Iraq and Afghanistan. During 
Reconstruction, the U.S. in e8ect tried to 
bring true democracy to the South by grant-
ing blacks citizenship and intervening mili-
tarily to protect them from Klansmen and 
other terrorists. By withdrawing troops pre-
maturely, the Grant Administration allowed 
Southern whites to overthrow the experi-
ment in democratizing the South. A similar 
development is taking place in Iraq and may 
soon occur in Afghanistan. 

Michael Burlingame is the Chancellor Naomi 
B. Lynn Distinguished Chair in Lincoln Studies 
at the University of Illinois, Spring"eld, and the 
author of Abraham Lincoln: A Life (!e Johns 
Hopkins University Press).
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Book Review by John J. DiIulio, Jr.
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Spoiled Rotten: How the Politics of Patronage Corrupted the Once Noble Democratic Party and Now !reatens the American Republic,

by Jay Cost. Broadside Books, 368 pages, $26.99
 

E=(#D %$#/*/5 %D 5#./)%$&'(#, 
an Italian immigrant, would light three 
candles in our Philadelphia neigh-

borhood church, one each for the two sons 
she had lost during World War II, and one 
for “Mr. Roosevelt.” At home, a bust of Saint 
Anthony of Padua, the Patron Saint of lost 
things, sat on the living room mantel next to 
a tiny statue of President Franklin D. Roos-
evelt. Sometimes Sant’Antonio didn’t come 
through, but FDR always delivered. He and 
his New Deal padroni practiced what they 
preached about using government to give av-
erage men, women, and children a chance to 
lead peaceful and productive, even if not uni-
formly prosperous, lives. Neighbors helped 
neighbors, the Church did what it could, and 
city agencies ran shelters. But “the relief ” kept 
the family in its house and put an extra loaf of 
bread on its table.

FDR also took on the bastardi that owned 
“free enterprises” like the coal mines and 
sweatshops that my grandmother and other 
family members knew 1rst-hand. With the 
National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) of 
1935, the Democrats became the party of the 
unionized working class. In Philly, as in most 
other big cities, grateful ethnics who were reg-
istered Republican or not registered at all be-
came loyal Democrats. My father, a precinct 
captain, helped to make that happen, and was 

rewarded with a patronage job that later be-
came a civil service job. 

By the early 1980s, most relatives and 
friends had moved to the suburbs. Many be-
came Reagan Democrats or re-registered as 
Republicans. But my grandmother did not 
move. She lived among what by then were her 
predominantly black, low-income neighbors. 
!e only di8erence between us and them, she 
insisted, was that while they, too, had “the re-
lief,” they did not yet have the bellavoro (good 
jobs). I was by then a doctoral student in po-
litical science at Harvard. Pestered by self-
proclaimed “Marxist” peers to “articulate” my 

“ideology,” I suppressed the impulse to punch 
the weirdoes in their faces (reactionary?), and 
then said something like “Catholic Demo-
crat—abortions are bad, unions are good, and 
America is great.”
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New Deal to the present, the Democratic 
Party, for all of its insu8erable radical-liber-

al elites, and despite its morally fatal failure to 
care for unborn children, has generally stood 
for average American families, wageworkers, 
immigrants, and the poor. Democratic leaders 
from FDR to President Barack Obama have 
appreciated that demography is, and should be, 
electoral destiny in a representative democracy. 
!us it is that the Democratic Party is now fa-

vored by most Latinos, an ethnically diverse 
subpopulation that will constitute one third of 
U.S. residents before mid-century. And thus it 
is that in three straight presidential elections a 
majority of voters under age 30 have voted for 
the Democrat.

Jay Cost is a young, talented, and accom-
plished writer for the Weekly Standard with 
an M.A. in political science from the Univer-
sity of Chicago and Philly ties of his own. He 
sees the Democratic Party far less nostalgi-
cally and favorably than I do. His well-worth-
reading book’s title minces no words: Spoiled 
Rotten: How the Politics of Patronage Corrupted 
the Once Noble Democratic Party and Now 
!reatens the American Republic.

“Why,” asks Cost, “has the Democratic 
party gone from being the people’s party of 
reform to the party of special interest carve-
outs?” His answer is “clientelism—transform-
ing factions of voters into loyal members of a 
party’s coalition by o8ering them special priv-
ileges.” He allows that the party “is as full of 
upstanding people as any other organization.” 
And he believes that it once approximated the 
“noble” thing that !omas Je8erson, James 
Madison, Andrew Jackson, and William Jen-
nings Bryan aspired for it to be, namely, “a re-
form party for and of the people.”

Yet today, claims Cost, an 80-year descent 
from populist grace—purchasing big labor’s 
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loyalty during the New Deal; buying blacks’ 
allegiance during the Great Society; and 
more recently favoring feminists, environ-
mentalists, trial lawyers, and other “factions” 
with government-1nanced goodies—“has 
rendered the Democratic Party incapable of 
governing a republic such as ours” and bereft 
of “the spirit of republicanism that inspired 
the national founding.”
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ernor Mitt Romney seemed to be chan-
neling Cost’s “politics of patronage” the-

sis. According to Romney, President Obama 
won by giving many a “big gift” to young 
people (“forgiveness of college loans”), poor 
people (“free health care” worth “$10,000 
per family”), Latinos (“free health care” plus 

“amnesty for children of illegals”), and other 
groups that voted Democratic. 

As Cost would have it, FDR was the 1rst 
such blue gift horse. Like Woodrow Wilson 
before him, Roosevelt used federal power to 
help “the humble members of society,” but he 

“also borrowed a page from the urban patron-
age machines and transformed the national 
Democratic Party into a kind of Tammany 
on the Potomac.” After FDR, Harry Truman 
consolidated the New Deal coalition, Lyndon 
Johnson bolted blacks to the party with the 
Voting Rights Act, and Jimmy Carter gave 
teachers’ unions their own federal cabinet 
agency. Cost sees the Bill Clinton presidency 
as “a brief moment when a centrist Democrat 
could free himself from the party’s clients and 
govern with Republicans,” but that eight-year 

“moment,” he concludes, represented no “great 
change in the structure or ideological outlook 
of the Democratic coalition.” 

In the book’s 1nal chapter, Cost frets that 
the “Democratic party under Obama is now 
the faction that robs Peter to pay Paul—with 
Peter being the fellow smart enough to vote 
or contribute to the party, and Paul being 
the guy who didn’t have such foresight.” He 
invokes Tom Donohue, the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce chief who “commented during 
the health care debate, ‘If you don’t get in this 
game…you’re on the menu!’”

But powerful Republican client groups 
avoid being on the menu by buying the res-
taurant. From 1998 to 2010, Donohue’s pro-
business body spent more than $850 million 
lobbying policymakers. !e next biggest 
spenders were also pro-GOP business inter-
ests. In the 2012 book, !e Unheavenly Cho-
rus, political scientists Kay Lehman Schloz-
man, Sidney Verba, and Henry E. Brady 
report that in Washington, D.C., business 
lobbyists now outnumber lobbyists for labor 
unions and other liberal causes by 16-to-1, up 
from 12-to-1 in 1986.
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bag, and it never was. As Richard 
Brookhiser recounts in his 2011 biog-

raphy, James Madison, Madison lost his 1777 
bid for a Virginia Assembly seat to a tavern 
keeper who was more ready than he was to 
win voters by “giving them treats.” Madison 
never made that mistake again. Instead, he 
cobbled together the nation’s 1rst political 
party (the Republican Party that evolved into 
today’s Democratic Party). 

Woodrow Wilson is my least favorite pres-
ident ever, but he was not, as Cost contends, 
the 1rst Democrat to dishonor the “Jackso-
nian notion of limited government.” !at 
would have been Jackson himself, as Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., observed in !e Age of Jack-
son (1945). While Je8erson ignored limited 
government principles whenever it suited him 
(see: Louisiana Purchase), Jackson and his 
party men, “under the banner of antistatism,” 
carried on a “vigorous program of government 
intervention” and expansion that gave Demo-
cratic lackeys and loyalists a leg up (and 1rst 
National Republicans and then Whigs a kick 
in the chops).

As the late James Q. Wilson noted in !e 
Amateur Democrat (1962), no president “used 
the power of patronage more ruthlessly than 
Abraham Lincoln.” Among other less-than-
noble party-building tactics, the post-Lincoln 
GOP courted anti-Catholic Nativists; used 

“states’ rights” and “law and order” as dog 
whistles for Southern whites (once mostly all 
Democrats) opposed to civil rights for blacks; 
and, trust-busting Teddy Roosevelt exempted, 
greased its corporate and other wealthy com-
rades with enough tax loopholes, bailouts, 
and mega-bucks government contracts to 
keep their votes and campaign contributions 
safely Republican.

Democrats, observes Cost, crafted Obam-
acare so as to satisfy a long “line of groups 
demanding to wet their beaks.” !is “politi-
cal debacle,” as he dubs it, featured the party’s 
leaders “pushing for reforms that the people 
don’t want and that cater to the very kinds of 
special interests Democrats have opposed for 
generations.” 

But with respect to how various political 
oxen got gored or grati1ed and how key deals 
got cut behind closed doors, Obamacare’s leg-
islative genesis was neither unique nor unique-
ly unsavory. !e Supreme Court upheld the 
law. Its namesake got reelected. Public sup-
port for repeal has trended way down from its 
2010 peaks as the law’s main provisions have 
become better known. And millions more fel-
low citizens, including children, now have af-
fordable health care. 

Cost criticizes liberal Democrats for being 
“inclined to point a 1nger at the voters when 

faced with indications of their party’s weak-
ness.” It seems to me, however, that conserva-
tive Republicans are no less challenged when 
diagnosing their weaknesses. Unlike Cost, I 
believe that Clinton did lastingly pull my par-
ty back closer to the center on crime, welfare, 
religion in the public square, 1scal policy, na-
tional defense, and more. And I am also pret-
ty sure that, had far-right Republicans not re-
duced President George W. Bush’s “compas-
sionate conservatism” to libertarianism in re-
ligious drag, and had party leaders sustained 
his outreach e8orts to blacks and heeded his 
call for a fair, balanced, and bipartisan immi-
gration reform policy, the GOP would be in a 
far stronger position today.

I 9#(<()() <$+& .+ . #(546.# +**8-: 
Standard writer from 1995 to 2008. I 
stressed in several articles that the elector-

ate mixes “red” conservative and “blue” liberal 
values in ways that leave it “purple.” Before 
the 2008 election, my last such piece was enti-
tled “!e 3.6 Percent Republicans: !e GOP 
Needs McCain Democrats to Win.” !e 3.6% 
referred to the percentage of all voters that in 
various surveys had self-identi1ed as both Re-
publican and “very conservative.” It seemed 
clear in 2008 that the GOP was becoming 
like the leading carriage manufacturer at the 
dawn of the automobile age, enjoying a big-
ger and bigger share of a smaller and smaller 
market.

!e American Enterprise Institute’s Henry 
Olsen argued months before Romney lost that 
there simply are not enough white male voters 
or enough church-going evangelicals for Re-
publicans to remain competitive in presiden-
tial elections—not unless they broaden their 
electoral base. 

Unduly hard as I think it often is on my 
party, Cost’s book is a considerable intellec-
tual achievement, and he is manifestly among 
the nation’s best young journalist-scholars. 
But rather than deriding how Democrats win, 
I hope that Cost, grayer conservative think-
ers, and GOP leaders will focus more on how 
to engineer a big, bold rebirth of the Repub-
lican Party. My grandmother would spin in 
her grave, but give America a truly populist 
GOP—pro-life, pro-religious pluralism, pro-
immigrant, pro-worker, pro-small business, 
and pro-poor—and I might become a Repub-
lican myself. But this Democrat for life hardly 
expects the big gift of a newly purple GOP.

John J. DiIulio, Jr., is the Frederic Fox Leader-
ship Professor of Politics, Religion, and Civil So-
ciety at the University of Pennsylvania, and the 
author of Godly Republic: A Centrist Blue-
print for America’s Faith-Based Future (Uni-
versity of California Press).
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Book Review by Michael Ledeen
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Good Italy, Bad Italy: Why Italy Must Conquer Its Demons to Face the Future, by Bill Emmott.

Yale University Press, 304 pages, $30
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lighten New Yorker readers about the 
foibles of the popular press, and one 

of his many memorable pieces dealt with the 
coverage of the meat rationing program in 
wartime America. Shortly after the war, the 
press started to run stories about meat, show-
ing tantalizing pictures of steaks in Canadian 
butcher shops…. Liebling said it reminded 
him of stories about African tribes he had 
read as a little boy, in which every now and 
then a tribe would go on a wild rampage, 
slaughtering scores of animals and eating 
them in a frenzy.

!is popped into my mind while reading 
Good Italy, Bad Italy, because much of this 
book—written by the former editor of the 
Economist, and therefore a person we need to 
take seriously—is a frenzied hunt to slaugh-
ter former Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi 
and others of his herd. Bill Emmott is hardly 
alone; virtually the entire tribe of British jour-
nalists engaged in the same pursuit for years. 
Italy’s current malaise is blamed almost en-
tirely on Berlusconi, his family, his businesses 
(especially publishing and TV broadcasting), 
and his allies, real and imagined, political or 
just plain criminal. Although, as of the time 

Emmott wrote the book, Berlusconi had nev-
er been convicted of any crime (they 1nally 
got him on a tax evasion charge, now on ap-
peal), virtually all the charges against him are 
treated with deadly earnestness.

Meanwhile, his opponents and tormen-
tors on the Left are given a pass, albeit from 
time to time they are referenced in a minor 
key, as when the author laments the spread of 
corruption “especially though not only by Mr. 
Berlusconi.” Emmott says it would be unfair 
to expect good leadership from them until 
Berlusconi vanishes from the political scene. 

Emmott ran around Italy, interviewing a 
great variety of Italians, from captains and 
corporals of industry to fellow journalists, 
think tankers, civic leaders 1ghting ma1osi, 
and winemakers. His book is often interest-
ing, and there are useful facts and factoids, 
as you’d expect from an economist. !e big 
theme is the struggle of virtuous, creative, 
likeable Italians against the system that leaves 
them little room for the sort of entrepreneur-
ial activity he rightly favors. One of his best 
insights is that Italians nowadays 1nd niches 
for artistic, political, and industrial enterpris-
es of very high quality, but they can only go so 
far. Once they pass a threshold of success, they 

have to come to terms with oppressive institu-
tions like the ma1as, the big trade unions, and 
the big industrial associations. At that point, 
the virtuous entrepreneurs must choose be-
tween remaining small (usually family-based) 
or becoming part of the corrupt games that 
de1ne the national economy.
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asks himself why, with so much 
talent at their disposal, the Ital-

ians have failed to create a more open and 
transparent national economy. He blames it 
on corrupt individuals, like his stereotype of 
Berlusconi. But that’s not an explanation at 
all, because the real question is: how did this 
system, which all Italy-watchers recognize as 
anachronistic and self-defeating, come to be? 
Emmott cannot answer this question because 
he doesn’t seem to know the 1rst thing about 
modern Italian history. 

For example, you would never know from 
reading Good Italy, Bad Italy that postwar, 
post-fascist Italy had a blocked political system, 
due to the presence of the Communist Party 
(PCI). It was blocked because it was unthink-
able to most Italians to have a government 
dominated by the PCI, which would threaten 
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Italy’s position as a pro-American member of 
the NATO Alliance and, for extras, would 
jeopardize Italian democracy itself. !e PCI 
was a very big deal. It was the largest Com-
munist Party in Western Europe. It ran the 
biggest trade union in the country. In keep-
ing with the doctrines of Antonio Gramsci, it 
dominated the intellectual class, including the 
professoriate, many of the important news-
papers, most leading novelists, entertainers, 
pundits, moviemakers, actors, and actresses. 
It controlled a hard core of judges, as well, be-
ginning in 1948 when PCI Chairman Palmiro 
Togliatti was appointed justice minister.

!e counterbalance to the PCI was the 
Christian Democratic Party (DC), and it was 
the keystone of the government well into the 
1980s. Inevitably, its corruption deepened over 
the years, not only because there was no politi-
cal alternative, but because state involvement 
in industry was necessary in the ongoing 1ght 
with the Communists, who had control over 
the unions and proportionally over business. 
Any top manager of big Italian business had 
to reach a modus vivendi with the PCI, or face 
ruinous strikes, demonstrations, and scandals.
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a lot of it had less to do with Italian 
morality than with the Cold War. !e 

Communists received money (and instruc-
tions) from the Soviet Union, and the anti-
Communists (the DC, and smaller parties) 
got paid o8 by the United States, starting 
with the Marshall Plan. !ere was little room 
for virtue in all of this, and the system only 
began to crack in the early 1990s, with Tan-
gentopoli, (bribesville), a massive scandal that 
brought down the DC and their key ally of 
the period, the Socialist leader Bettino Craxi.

Emmott is a fan, regarding Tangentopoli as 
a welcome spasm of morality. !ose who lived 
through it, however, realized that a large part 
of it was purely political. Only the anti-Com-
munists—the Christian Democrats, Social-
ists, Social Democrats, and Liberals—were 
brought down by the scandals, and then the 
Soviet Union fell, removing the Communists 
from their half century of being identi1ed as 
the instrument of a foreign power. !e PCI 
began its evolution into a more European sort 
of left-wing party, and seemed poised to take 
control of the government in the early 1990s. 
!at was the moment Berlusconi entered poli-
tics, and he successfully mobilized the elector-
ate, warning that the left was still in the hands 
of the old Communists. None of this is men-
tioned in Emmott’s book. He is scandalized 
by Berlusconi’s blatant con3icts of interest—
he retained ownership of his real estate and 
press/TV empire all the while he was prime 

minister—but the intermingling of govern-
ment, political parties, and “private” business 
was well established long before Berlusconi 
ever entered politics. Indeed, if there is any-
thing about Berlusconi’s political career that 
set him apart from his predecessors, it is that 
he broke the state monopoly on broadcasting, 
thereby making an historic contribution to 
freedom of the press in Italy. Before he built 
Mediaset into a broadcasting power, virtually 
all radio and television (with the exception of 
Radio Monte Carlo and the Vatican’s broad-
casts) was state-owned and -operated. As 
such, the various stations and channels were 
divvied up among the political parties, so you 
got DC “news” on one station, PCI “news” on 
another, Socialist “news” on a third, and so 
forth. Berlusconi’s Mediaset was much less 
monolithic; many of his most popular news 
readers, commentators, editors, and hosts of 
cultural and political shows were openly criti-
cal of him, as they are today. I quite agree with 
Emmott’s concerns about con3ict of interest, 
but the old media were, and still are, far more 
politically compromised than Berlusconi’s. 
!e state monopoly was, and largely still is, 
totally political, while Berlusconi’s operations 
were and are also productive enterprises, and 
thus responsive to market forces.
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I started my research into Italian fascism 
in the mid-’60s, I was often told that it 

took about 10 years to understand the place. 
It’s now nearly 50 years, and I’m still not 
there, even though, unlike Emmott, I have 
taught at the University of Rome, actually 
speak Italian (he had to rely on a translator), 
have taken (successful) legal action against 
Italian newspapers and magazines, and have 
worked for several Italian enterprises and 
advised American companies interested in 
doing business there. So it’s not surprising 
that even a skilled journalist and editor, full 
of energy and admirable curiosity, should fall 
short of his objective. 

He’s at his best looking for signs of hope, 
of which there are many, and spotting road 
blocks to progress. Of the latter, the legal sys-
tem is one of the most daunting. It is madden-
ingly slow and di:cult—a “fast track” libel 
suit, for example, takes a minimum of four to 
1ve years to reach an initial judgment, and ap-
peals invariably follow. Emmott stresses the 
need to change the labor laws, and to enforce 
greater transparency, both of which are nec-
essary to stimulate the creation of new busi-
nesses. Greater e:ciency is also required to 
attract outside investment. Many foreign in-
vestors put their capital elsewhere because it 
is so hard to get a contract enforced.

Like all observers of the Italian scene, Em-
mott decries the near-universal e8orts to avoid 
taxes, but I wish he had taken more time to 
look at the incredible array of taxes to which 
the Italians have been subjected. Already in 
the ’70s, I was told by some of the country’s 
leading economists that the marginal tax rate 
was about 120%! And it is a commonplace to 
say that every Italian business leader has to 
keep at least three sets of ledgers: one for the 
state, one for his wife, and one for himself. As 
they say, when the state steals, it forces the 
citizens to become thieves themselves. Dur-
ing Tangentopoli, I pointed out that most any 
captain of Italian industry could be prosecut-
ed for corruption; the choice of victim was 
political.
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1cient weight to at least one source of 
hope: the emergence of a new genera-

tion not conditioned by the blocked state of 
Italian a8airs. !roughout the postwar period, 
a small group of politicians and their allies in 
business ran the country. New faces were rare, 
and young faces rarer still. !e same names, 
and ever more wrinkled faces, recurred with 
heart-sinking monotony: Andreotti, Fanfani, 
Forlani, Pajetta, Longo, Nenni, and La Malfa. 
!e closest thing to a youthful leader, until 
the rise of Bettino Craxi in the mid-to-late 70s, 
was PCI chief Enrico Berlinguer, who wasn’t 
all that young but had an attractive baby face.

!at’s 1nally over, although the current 
“technician” prime minister, Mario Monti, is a 
bit of a throwback, and the unfair, albeit accu-
rate, street line about him goes “he even looks 
like an undertaker.” !e hottest political stars 
in the Italian 1rmament are new, and, by tra-
ditional standards, shockingly young. Mat-
teo Renzi, the mayor of Florence who lost his 
run for prime minister in the (new) leftwing 
party’s primaries in December, is only in his 
thirties, and other youngsters include Flavio 
Tosi, the mayor of Verona, and Nichi Vendola 
from Bari, who shatters many models as a 
Catholic homosexual.

Such people think and act outside the old 
black box of Italian politics, and it may be that 
they will 1nd a way to o8er greater opportuni-
ties to the Italian people—even though, with 
one of the lowest birth rates in the old world, 
there will be fewer and fewer of them around 
to exploit the chances.

Michael Ledeen is the Freedom Scholar at the 
Foundation for the Defense of Democracies and 
the author, most recently, of Virgil’s Golden Egg 
and Other Neapolitan Miracles: An Investi-
gation into the Sources of Creativity (Transac-
tion Publishers).
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Book Review by Bruce S. !ornton
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!e Romans and !eir World: A Short Introduction, by Brian Campbell.

Yale University Press, 288 pages, $35

Rome: An Empire’s Story, by Greg Woolf.
Oxford University Press, 384 pages, $29.95

Ancient Rome: From Romulus to Justinian, by !omas R. Martin.
Yale University Press, 256 pages, $30
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of Rome still dominate the landscape 
of the Western mind. Like the ru-

ined temples, arenas, theaters, and aqueducts 
spread across the lands of the Mediterranean, 
the literature, political institutions, philoso-
phers, heroes, and words of the Romans per-
meate our culture both high and low, from 
the columns and architraves of the Capitol in 
Washington to the lurid fantasies of the cable-
television series Spartacus. As the Roman poet 
Horace bragged of his poetry, a great part of 
Rome has escaped death.

!e improbable story of Rome’s rise to pre-
eminence is fascinating, as these three new his-
tories ably demonstrate. Rome began as poor, 
small clusters of thatch-roofed huts surround-
ed by scores of ethnically related but di8ering 
tribal settlements jostling each other on the 
plains of central Italy. As Brian Campbell, a 
professor of Roman history at Queen’s Univer-
sity in Belfast, notes, around 40 separate Italic 
languages and dialects such as Oscan, Volscian, 

Venetic, and Umbrian were spoken by Rome’s 
neighbors until Latin became the dominant 
dialect of this region on the heels of Rome’s 
military success. In addition to these Italian 
rivals, Celtic Gauls dominated the Po River 
valley to the north, and closer to Rome in Tus-
cany the mysterious Etruscans developed a so-
phisticated civilization that according to myth 
dominated early Rome. Greek colonies com-
manded Southern Italy as far north as modern 
Naples, and Phoenician colonists in North 
Africa, western Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica 
sparred with the Greek cities for control of 
Mediterranean trade. As Greg Woolf, who 
teaches ancient history at the University of St. 
Andrews, writes, “Rome emerged from Italy 
into a hostile world.” Given these formidable 
competitors, we can share in the wonder of the 
Greek historian Polybius when he wrote that 
only the “worthless or lazy” would not want to 
know “how and under what government the 
Romans have brought under their sole rule al-
most the whole of the inhabited world.”

P$6D7*4+ -.+ -#*&*/5 ."&(# &'( )(-
struction of Carthage and the domina-
tion of Greece in 146 B.C. gave Rome 

control of almost the whole Mediterranean 
littoral. Before that triumph, Rome had to 
subdue its neighbors in Italy and create the 
Republic in 509 B.C. !is uneasy mixture of 
patrician clan dominance in the Senate and 
most magistracies, and grudgingly bestowed 
plebeian political institutions and rights, cre-
ated the political structure in which great men 
and families competing for status, glory, and 
wealth won all three through constant war-
fare and the expansion of Rome’s power and 
territory. Yet the true genius of Rome lay in 
its policy of “teaching the ways of peace to 
those they conquer,” as Anchises says to Ae-
neas in Vergil’s Aeneid. !rough absorption 
of conquered peoples or alliances with them, 
the Romans could “make outsiders into Ro-
mans, or cooperate with them on mutual 
defense,” argues !omas Martin, a professor 
of Classics at Holy Cross. !is “unique and 
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innovative policy of taking in outsiders to in-
crease the number of its citizens and thereby 
strengthen itself,” along with requiring al-
lies to provide troops to the army, and the 
establishment of strategically placed Roman 
colonies linked by roads, proved essential to 
Rome’s greatness and the spread of its culture 
throughout the Mediterranean.
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caused by Rome’s incessant wars, and 
the plunder and slaves that 3owed 

from these conquests, ultimately strained 
republican institutions, leaving them vulner-
able to a series of generalissimos whose con-
trol of the legions and wealth from war gave 
them inordinate power over the government 
and its resources. As Woolf writes of this pe-
riod, “A destructive feedback loop was created 
between competition at home and aggressive 
warfare abroad.” !us began nearly a century 
of civil war and political violence that turned 
Republican Rome into what the orator Cicero 
called the “sewer of Romulus” before 1nish-
ing it o8 forever. In this bloody game of po-
litical musical chairs, the primal sin of Rome’s 
mythical founding—Romulus’s murder of 
his brother Remus—was serially repeated in 
the careers of Sulla, Marius, Pompey, Julius 
Caesar, Marc Antony, and 1nally the bril-
liant and ruthless Octavian, who at 1rst was 
called “boy” by his contemptuous rivals. !e 
last man standing after Antony’s defeat at 
Actium in 31 B.C., Octavian created the Em-
pire not in a 1t of absent-mindedness, but as 
a calculated mechanism for maintaining his 
power under the camou3age of republican 
institutions and o:ces now stripped of their 
political and civic autonomy, their functions 
eventually replaced by imperial bureaucracies. 
Romans were transformed from self-govern-
ing citizens into the clients of their imperial 
patron, now named Augustus, who disguised 
his absolute power with the titles “1rst citizen” 
and “the father of the fatherland.”

Augustus brought an end to the civil wars, 
turned Rome into a city of marble, and so-
lidi1ed the territorial gains that paradoxically 
had increased during Rome’s civic self-muti-
lation. !us the Romans seemingly ful1lled 
Jupiter’s promise in the Aeneid to give them 

“empire without end” in space and time. But 
after Augustus, Rome was marked by corrupt, 
weak, or insane emperors, barbarian inroads 
into the empire’s border-lands, rapacious tax-
ation to pay an army increasingly recruited 
from foreigners, and bloody wars of succes-
sion in which the very qualities that could 
make a general successful at repelling foreign 
invasion also made him a dangerous rival to 

the emperor. !ese evils became as common 
as the weather: as a Roman general (quoted 
by Tacitus, cited by Martin) advised some re-
bellious provincials, “Endure the passions and 
rapacity of your masters, just as you bear bar-
ren seasons and excessive rains and other nat-
ural evils.” But these periods of economic and 
military crises were punctuated by the ascen-
sion of able emperors who halted the seeming 
decline and gave the empire new life. During 
roughly the second century A.D., a series of 
competent rulers created the imperial Golden 
Age extolled by Edward Gibbon as “the period 
in the history of the world, during which the 
condition of the human race was most happy 
and prosperous.” !e most historically impor-
tant of these later emperors was Constantine, 
who began the transformation of Rome into a 
Christian civilization, thus ensuring the sur-
vival of much of Roman civilization even after 
formal Roman rule collapsed in the West.

Rome, however, is more than the political 
history these three volumes trace from Romu-

writes. But less elevated areas of human life 
also had their own deities. Cloacina ruled over 
Rome’s main sewer, the Cloaca Maxima, and 
Sterculinus was the god of manure. Even for-
eign gods were respected. Before sacking a city, 
the Romans would conduct the ritual of evoca-
tio, the invitation to the enemy’s tutelary gods 
to forsake the city and enjoy worship among 
the Romans. In this way, Woolf writes, “!e 
history of religion…became a way of telling 
imperial history.” Most importantly, the per-
formance and overseeing of ritual necessitated 
powerful priestly o:ces dominated by elites. 
!ese functions were thoroughly political, as 
Campbell observes, for the actions of the rul-
ing class “could always be presented as being 
for the bene1t of the state and permitting the 
expression of the divine will.”
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not have been possible without the in-
novative organization and devastating 

lethality of the army. !e main unit was the 
5,000-man legion, the important subdivision 
of which was the maniple, led by seasoned 
veterans called centurions. !is organization, 
Martin writes, provided “tactical 3exibility 
and maneuverability,” and “greater mobility 
to react swiftly to new situations in the heat 
of battle.” Usually armed with better swords, 
armor, and spears than their enemies’, the 
Roman army was a killing machine, utterly 
ruthless in its violence. Polybius described 
the usual tactics of the Romans when they 
sacked a city, in this case, New Carthage in 
Spain: to “kill everyone they met and spare 
no one,” in order “to strike terror” into the 
defenders. “So you can often see in cities cap-
tured by the Romans not only people who 
have been butchered, but even dogs hacked 
in two and the limbs of other animals cut 
o8,” Polybius observed. Years later Tacitus 
witnessed the same brutality: the Romans 

“devastated the country with 1re and sword 
for 1fty miles around. No pity was shown to 
age or sex.” Another winning tactic, Camp-
bell writes, was to brandish severed heads at 
the enemy. !e Spanish swords wielded by 
the Romans—Spain was the source of the 
hardest steel—were themselves a source of 
terror. !e Roman historian Livy, describing 
a Roman defeat of the Macedonians, writes 
of “bodies cut in pieces by the Spanish sword, 
arms hacked o8 along with the shoulder, or 
heads severed from the body with the neck 
entirely sliced through, or entrails hanging 
out, or other appalling wounds, and there 
was a total panic when they found out what 
kind of weapons and what kind of men they 
had to 1ght against.”

lus to the “Christian Empire.” Each discusses 
as well geography, social life, slavery, fam-
ily structure, trade and taxation, religion, the 
consolidation and administration of the em-
pire, and the organization and functioning of 
Rome’s armies. Religion is particularly impor-
tant for understanding the Romans, as they 
were a deeply religious people, whose religios-
ity, as Polybius noted, was a powerful element 
in creating social cohesion and solidarity. !is 
unifying power was enhanced by the fact that 
the Romans recognized an astonishing pleth-
ora of deities, from the famous gods like Jupi-
ter, Venus, and Mars, to what Saint Augustine 
sarcastically called the “crowd of plebeian gods” 
overseeing the minutiae of daily life. Indeed, 
Augustine identi1es over a dozen gods con-
cerned just with childbirth and infancy. Every 
Roman family had its own household gods, 
the Penates who guarded the pantry, and the 
Lares who reminded the present generation 

“of their responsibility to live up to the ancient 
and virtuous ideals of their ancestors,” Martin 

What made the 
Romans seem 

invincible was their 
1erce belief in the 

superiority of their way 
of life and the virtues 

they professed.
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What most of all made the Romans seem 
invincible was their 1erce belief in the superi-
ority of their way of life and the virtues they 
professed, all the things that made them Ro-
mans: “!ey were prepared,” Martin writes, 

“to sacri1ce as many lives, to spend as much 
money, and to keep 1ghting as long as neces-
sary. Staying loyal to their traditional values, 
they never gave up, whatever the costs.” !ere 
is no better example of the cohesive power of 
Roman national identity than the second Pu-
nic War. Hannibal invaded Italy, killed nearly 
100,000 Roman soldiers, and devastated the 
country from the Alps to Calabria. Yet the 
Romans just kept creating more legions and 
battling the Carthaginians in Spain; eventu-
ally, the Roman invasion of Carthage forced 
Hannibal to leave Italy and su8er his only 
defeat at the battle of Zama in 202 B.C. !e 
decay of Roman self-con1dence and virtue 
partially explains why six centuries later, rela-
tively small bands of barbarian invaders could 
bring about the collapse of Roman rule in the 
West. !ose later Romans had simply forgot-
ten what it meant to be Roman.
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it is Rome’s “persistence and survival 
that needs to be explained, not de-

cline and fall.” Although the Roman Empire 
in the West, he notes, succumbed to “inva-
sion, fragmentation, and a dramatic down-
sizing,” Rome did not disappear, as did other 
empires like those of the Aztecs or the Incas. 
In Woolf ’s perceptive simile, the Roman Em-
pire’s in3uence on the Western tradition was 
a consequence of how Rome expanded:

!e empire grew like an ice cap, sending 
glaciers down in all directions. When 
those glaciers retreated, back to Byz-
antium rather than Rome, they left 
entirely new landscapes gouged out, 
and great moraines of boulders around 
which their new inhabitants had to ac-
commodate themselves. !ose peoples 
were no longer those Rome had origi-
nally conquered.

Modern Europeans and Americans are the 
descendants of those new peoples Rome had 
created.

!ese three books all explain the growth of 
Rome with narrative clarity and a skillful bal-
ance of generalization and illustrative detail. 
!ey are amply provided with maps, illustra-
tions and, most important for grand history, 
timelines that help the reader keep track of 
things. Written for the interested non-spe-
cialist, they are entirely free of the postmod-

ernism and identity-politics cant that mars so 
much contemporary history. Each in its own 
way seems to have taken to heart Martin’s 
salutary warning against the besetting sin of 
modern history, “the arrogance in judgment 
that modernity sometimes ignorantly as-
sumes in comparing the contemporary world’s 
moral scorecard of good and evil to that of the 
ancient world.”
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Woolf ’s stands out for the illuminating 
framework through which he under-

stands Roman history—the nature and legacy 
of its empire. Rome became “the archetypal 
empire,” and the “Romans created a set of ideas 
and symbols that exercised a fascination over 
many subsequent generations.” From the Is-
lamic Ottomans to Mussolini, Woolf observes, 

“!e history of the idea of empire in the west is 
largely the history of successive imitations of 
Rome.” Equally instructive are his comparisons 
to other large-scale ancient empires like those 
in Persia, north India, and China, which re-
veal that Rome alone was an empire of citizens 
rather than subjects. Woolf does not pursue 
this insight further, but from our perspective 
today, when the United States’s unprecedented 
military and economic power have made it the 
guarantor of global order some describe as an 
American Empire, it is important to consider 
how the expectations of a liberal democracy 
founded on notions of universal liberal rights 
must necessarily clash with the often brutal 
exigencies of imperial rule. Whether we con-
sider the United States today an empire or not, 
the compromises imposed on our ideals by our 
foreign commitments have led to a loss of nerve 
that never aFicted the Romans. For them, as 
Woolf writes, “empire was written into [their] 
DNA. But America has never been comfort-
able venturing beyond our two shores.”

As comprehensive as these works are, they 
necessarily give short shrift to issues some 
readers might want to explore in more detail, 
particularly literature. !e great poets of the 
late Republic and early Empire, for example, 
are important resources for understanding 
the gradual collapse of faith in republican in-
stitutions, and the ways many Romans made 
sense of that sea change. !ere is no greater 
commentary on the tragic costs of empire and 
civilization than Vergil’s Aeneid. But anyone 
interested in learning more about the Romans 
and their in3uence on Western civilization 
will 1nd these books to be excellent guides.

Bruce S. !ornton is professor of classics and hu-
manities at California State University, Fresno, 
and a research fellow at the Hoover Institution.
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Book Review by James Hankins
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!e Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society, by Brad S. Gregory.

!e Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 592 pages, $39.95
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vard historian, used to tell his gradu-
ate students, when they complained 

about his long reading lists, that historical 
monographs were of three kinds: one-hour 
books, 1fteen-minute books, and 1ve-minute 
books. What he meant was that a competent 
professional historian should be able to get 
through a good book in his own 1eld in an 
hour. !at was long enough to 1nd out the 
book’s subject and argument and to make 
notes on any source materials that he didn’t 
already know. If the book was less good, 1f-
teen minutes was enough to discover the 
weaknesses in the argument and the gaps in 
the documentation. You could toss a bad book 
onto the discard pile after 1ve minutes. !at 
was enough to skim the preface, wince at a few 
paragraphs of 3accid prose, and register bib-
liographic failure before dismissing the book 
as a waste of time.

!is anecdote came to mind about two 
weeks into reading Brad S. Gregory’s Unin-
tended Reformation, with the 1nal page still 
far out of sight. It’s not an easy book. It hops 
back and forth like a hyperactive rabbit across 
20 centuries of Western intellectual history; 
it makes entirely implausible demands on the 
reader’s prior knowledge; it keeps trying to ar-
gue you merrily down such unfamiliar paths 
that you’re constantly in fear of being taken 
for a ride. !en there is the e8ort involved in 
getting up from your chair and retrieving the 

book every time you hurl it across the room in 
frustration.

So why keep reading? Because the book 
is dense and di:cult in a good way—a very 
good way. In fact it’s a brilliant, extraordinari-
ly learned, eccentric, opinionated, variously 
wrong-headed, and utterly wonderful book 
that will remake your whole view of Western 
intellectual history, if you let it. It’s a book 
that aspires, and deserves, to stand on the 
shelf next to Albert Hirschman’s !e Passions 
and the Interests (1977), Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
After Virtue (1981), and Amos Funkenstein’s 
!eology and the Scienti"c Imagination (1986). 
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ostensibly about some long-term ef-
fects, extending into our own day, of 

the 16th-century religious revolution mis-
leadingly called the Protestant Reformation 
(misleading since a reformation implies an im-
provement, a value judgment Gregory means 
to call into question). Gregory, who teaches 
European history at Notre Dame, looks 
around him in modern America and sees a 
lot of things he doesn’t like: political polar-
ization, mindless destruction of the environ-
ment, consumerism, a lack of respect for truth, 
radical subjectivism in morality, hyperplural-
ism of beliefs, the extrusion of religion from 
academic life. Putting on his historian’s X-ray 
glasses he spots behind the surface of mod-
ern life the unsmiling faces of the Protestant 

Reformers gazing out at him: Luther, Calvin, 
Zwingli, and the rest. !ey, and the theologi-
cal beliefs they enabled, are to blame for these 
undesirable features of the modern world.

!ey “paved a path to a secular society,” 
whose inevitable result is precisely these un-
desirable features. It is ultimately thanks 
to the Reformation that we live in a world 
where universities no longer provide guidance 
on what Gregory calls the Life Questions—
what should I live for, what should I believe, 
how should I act? Instead, the modern acad-
emy simply lets its students browse aimlessly 
among a cafeteria of options. To any options 
they might choose, academe’s answer is: 
Whatever. It’s your subjective choice. It may 
be true for you, but it doesn’t have to be true 
for me or anyone else. 

But wasn’t the Reformation over and done 
with a few centuries ago? Not in Gregory’s 
view. To think so is to succumb to the error 
of “supersessionism,” a crypto-Hegelian vice of 
historians who tend to assume that the distant 
past has been left behind, that it’s no longer 
part of our reality. Medieval folk were odd lots 
and that’s the end of it. But for Gregory, that’s 
not the end: medieval folk were and remain 
possible selves that can be recovered by a care-
ful critique of cultural and intellectual genetics. 
Historical periods and movements begin but 
they never really end: the memes they produce, 
whether recessive or dominant, become encod-
ed in various cultural tissue and go on a8ect-
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ing the human organism. Part of the book’s 
purpose is to trace certain theological memes 
of Protestantism over 1ve centuries and show 
how they ultimately produced the unintended 
and undesirable e8ects we see around us today. 
Hence, the Unintended Reformation.
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beyond pinning some modern spiritual 
maladies on Reformation theologians. 

A central part of Gregory’s project is to pose 
the question why traditional Christianity, es-
pecially Roman Catholicism, is no longer tak-
en seriously as a live option by 21st-century 
academics, or at least by the 93% of academic 
scientists who don’t believe in a personal God. 
What is it about contemporary academic cul-
ture that puts traditional Christianity beyond 
the pale? 

!ere is a ready-made answer to this 
question, of course, which is that traditional 
Christianity, and above all Catholicism, has 
been superseded by the advance of science, by 
democracy and freedom, by wealth and eco-
nomic success. Catholic theology has just been 
proved wrong. !e authoritarian structure of 
the Catholic Church is no longer appropriate 
to free societies. All this was evident enough 
three centuries ago, so there is no point in 
even raising the issue any more. !e Catholic 
world has been successfully disenchanted by 
science and only the ignorant can remain in 
their superstition. 

But for Gregory this is just supersession-
ism in its most complacent form. !ere are 
other reasons, besides what C.S. Lewis used 
to call “chronological snobbery,” why tradi-
tional Christianity doesn’t compete any more 
in the academic marketplace of ideas. Mod-
ern Christianity boasts many champions of 
high intellectual caliber and they wield some 
powerful arguments, but they can’t even get a 
hearing in the academy; to argue for religious 
belief is dismissed as a particularly disrepu-
table form of special pleading. And why are 
universities so intent on enabling the search 
for truth but so uncomfortable, indeed con-
temptuous, when a religious person claims to 
have found it?

Gregory’s answer to this question is to con-
struct an intellectual genealogy of this and 
other undesirable cultural phenomena of the 
modern world. It’s a genealogy that leads, time 
and again, back to the Reformation and its af-
termath. Roughly—very roughly—Gregory’s 
thesis is this: !e Reformers (as they called 
themselves) set out to abolish the authority of 
the Roman Church and reform its religious 
culture, but their critique of Rome ended up 
destroying Christianity as a whole, at least as 
a live option for most educated people in the 

Western world. !e Reformation, by wreck-
ing the “institutionalized worldview” of late 
medieval Christianity, was ultimately respon-
sible for the wrong turnings taken by Euro-
pean intellectuals in the last 1ve centuries, 
and thus stands as a remote (but still e:cient) 
cause of contemporary cultural diseases.
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acceptance of what the author calls 
the “univocal conception” of God’s 

being. In Gregory’s telling, this was a way of 
understanding God that contrasted with that 
of earlier Christianity, which had understood 
Him as both a transcendent Creator and 
as causally immanent in His own creation. 
!e univocal concept of God’s being, which 
(Gregory claims) goes back to the late medi-
eval Franciscan theologian, Duns Scotus, in-
stead sees God as one ens among many; He 
is an in1nite being and created other, 1nite 
beings in time, but He is not di8erent from 
them qua ens. !is concept supposedly entails 
that God can be neither radically transcen-
dent nor intimately present to his Creation. 
He is ultimately just one item in a list of be-
ings, formally distinct from them.

For Gregory, the univocal concept is a sort 
of theological meme that emerged as domi-
nant in the 17th century, when, thanks to the 
violent theological quarrels of the Reforma-
tion, scientists and philosophers wanted a con-
ception of God that allowed them to bracket 
confessional theological debate so as to get on 
with the task of understanding the natural 
world. !e univocal concept, when combined 
with a nominalistic view of knowledge acqui-
sition and a ban on analysis in terms of 1nal 
causation, allowed them to do just that—to 
concentrate on the world as a mechanical sys-
tem, to be investigated using empirical meth-
ods. !e emerging scienti1c community was 
already oriented to “the relief of man’s estate” 
(in Francis Bacon’s phrase), and unless you 
were a Kabbalist, a divine cause wasn’t going 
to help with that agenda.

!e problem, from Gregory’s point of view, 
is that the univocal concept of God’s being 
was false to the historical traditions of Chris-
tian theology. Worse, when combined with 
Ockham’s razor and a nominalist epistemol-
ogy, it led to natural laws being seen as a more 
concrete and useful explanation of the world 
around us than a divine 1nal cause. !eologi-
cal explanations came to be despised as being 

“barren of works” (Bacon again), i.e., without 
technological payo8s. Success at exploiting 
nature created a bias in favor of methodologi-
cal naturalism, which in principle excludes 
divine causation and the miraculous interven-
tion of God in the natural order. 

In the end, Gregory sees the whole En-
lightenment argument over the last three cen-
turies—that science has superseded theolo-
gy—as a gigantic exercise in begging the ques-
tion. It is an argument that only appears to 
succeed because it has been 1ghting all these 
years a metaphysical straw man, the univocal 
concept of God—the clockmaker God as he 
was vulgarly conceived—rather than the God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Science has 
successfully replaced God only because the 
God it replaced is the metaphysically defec-
tive God of 17th-century natural philosophy.
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the religious revolution of the 16th 
century came as the result of the Prot-

estant principle of sola scriptura. Whatever 
the intention of the Reformers, sola scriptura 
in practice led to 1ssiparous sectarianism, to 
the principle of private judgment, and ulti-
mately, Gregory argues, to modern hyperplu-
ralism. Hyperpluralism (one of this book’s 
many terms of art) is the “enormously wide 
range of incompatible truth claims pertaining 
to human values, aspirations, norms, morality, 
and meaning” that characterizes the modern 
Western world. !e principle of sola scriptura 
turned out to be entirely inadequate as a cri-
terion of belief.

PENETRATING 
PERSPECTIVES 

Civility and Democracy in America
A Reasonable Understanding
Edited by Cornell W. Clayton and Richard Elgar

Scholars explore the meaning of civility from five vistas—
history, religion, architecture, philosophy and ethics, and 
communication and media.

America’s Nuclear Wastelands
Politics, Accountability, and Cleanup
Max S. Power

The staggering legacy of radioactive waste and contamina-
tion—presented with a political science twist.

An Election for the Ages
Rossi vs. Gregoire, 2004
Trova Heffernan

An insider chronicles the dramatic events surrounding the 
controversial battle for Washington State governor. 

Washington State University Press books are available 
 



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 80

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

THE VOICE OF WALT DISNEY CONCERT HALL

LOS ANGELES 
MASTER CHORALE

MUSICALLY CURIOUSfor the 
SPRING CONCERTS

Poulenc & Vaughan Williams
Sun, Apr !", #$!% – & pm

Poulenc | Salve Regina
Vaughan Williams | Mass in G minor
Vaughan Williams | Five Mystical Songs
 Abdiel Gonzalez, baritone

Poulenc | Figure humaine

American Songs & Spirituals
Sun, Jun #, #$!% – & pm

Barber | Agnus Dei 
Whitacre | Three Songs of Faith
Hogan | Battle of Jericho
Kirchner | !"#$% &#'()'#'
Dawson | Ain’-a That Good News

And other classic spirituals, plus works by Carter,
Ives and Betinis

TICKETS START AT $29
LAMC.ORG    |   213-972-7282
Artists, programs, dates and prices subject to change.

Photo: Lee Salem

Once European states were compelled 
by pragmatic considerations to give up their 
projects of confessionalization—the forcing 
of consciences—individuals were left free to 
decide for themselves what they would be-
lieve. Liberalism ultimately protected this 
freedom as a right, and expressive individual-
ism encouraged people to believe that religion 
was a matter of taste, to be chosen along with 
your jeans and your hairstyle as expressing 

your personal fashion sense. Religion became 
“spirituality.” When a modern “spiritual” per-
son 1nds herself in despair—like Elizabeth 
Gilbert in Eat, Pray, Love (2006)—the god 
she calls upon answers in her “own voice, 
speaking from within.” In this case, the voice 
told her, evidently, to divorce her husband, 
go to Italy to enjoy life, to India to discover 
Hindu spirituality, and to Bali to 1nd a dash-
ing new lover. 
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are thought-provoking pages on how 
Protestant ecclesiology led to the 

privatization of religion. Another stimulat-
ing chapter takes o8 from Max Weber and 
Albert Hirschman to argue that modern 
practices of consumerism existed on a behav-
ioral level in the late middle ages. But because 
they were embedded in and constrained by 
the ethical framework of institutional Chris-
tianity, these practices did not evolve into 
capitalism; but the “ideological shift” which 
allowed the emergence of an ethic of consum-
erism was an indirect result of the Reforma-
tion and the destruction of the institutional-
ized moral framework that went with it. !e 
remarkable sixth chapter contains a fascinat-
ing short history of the extrusion of religion 
from North American universities from the 
19th century to the present. It explains why 
religion is absent from the modern academic 
mind: “Intellectually sophisticated expres-
sions of religious worldviews…have not been 
‘left behind’ or ‘overturned’ by ‘modernity’ 
or ‘reason.’ !ey have been institutionally 
excluded and ideologically denounced, not 
disproven.”

!e book closes with an appeal to the 
modern academy to “unsecularize” itself. 
Gregory argues, indeed, that the academy 
needs religious belief to accomplish its own 
aims and pursue its own ideals, even those 
that seem perfectly secular. Secularism and 
scientism, in the absence of some larger meta-
physical or theological framework, eventually 
subvert their own assumptions from within. 
And the hostility to belief—to 1nal truths—
that characterizes the modern academy is of 
a piece with emotivism in ethics and the ab-
sence of a common good in our wider social 
and political life. !ey proceed ultimately 
from the “modern charade,” the pretense that 
the modern belief in naturalism is something 
already “demonstrated, evident, self-evident, 
ideologically neutral, or something arrived at 
on the basis of impartial inquiry.” !e secu-
larization of knowledge which resulted from 
the Reformation is nothing but “ideological 
imperialism masquerading as an intellectual 
inevitability.” If left uncriticized, it will ulti-
mately consume its own children. Secularism 
is not a great achievement of Western culture, 
as progressive historians believe, but a threat 
to it: a threat to the respect for truth that con-
stitutes true enlightenment. Respect for truth 
springs from the same sources as religious be-
lief, and if you kill the one, the other will die 
as well.

James Hankins is professor of history at Harvard 
University. 
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Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney
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attest, the late Wilson Carey Mc-
Williams was a force of nature. A big 

man of big ideas, he had a gravelly voice that 
could command a room, and a sense of humor 
that could disarm people across the ideologi-
cal spectrum. More substantively, he had a 
command of American political thought and 
contemporary political theory that was per-
haps unrivalled by anyone in his generation. 
A professor of political science at Rutgers 
University for 35 years, he made his reputa-
tion with the publication in 1973 of !e Idea 
of Fraternity in America. !at magnum opus, 
weighing in at 700 pages, chronicled Ameri-
ca’s “second voice”—often a compound of Bib-
lical and classical a:rmations—that o8ered a 
self-conscious alternative to Lockean, or lib-
eral, individualism. In it he wrote sympatheti-
cally about the Puritans, the Anti-Federalists, 
the melancholic wisdom of Nathanial Haw-
thorne and Herman Melville, and the comic 
genius of Mark Twain. He also drew regularly 
on the insights of Alexis de Tocqueville (16 of 

the chapters in !e Idea of Fraternity began 
with epigrams from Democracy in America). 
After this grand e8ort, his only other books 
were two collections of re3ections on presi-
dential elections tellingly called !e Politics of 
Disappointment (1995) and Beyond the Politics 
of Disappointment? (2000). His political ide-
als often caused him to be disappointed with 
America’s major choices and broad trajectory. 
!is, however, did not deter him from seeking 
ways forward.

Above all, McWilliams was a gifted and 
proli1c essayist. Written over the course of 45 
years, often found in obscure journals, many of 
the best have now been collected in two won-
derfully complementary volumes. Redeem-
ing Democracy in America focuses on Ameri-
can political thought and gives equal time to 
American foundations, to the two voices in 
our tradition, and to some of the ambiguities 
and ironies of contemporary political life. !e 
Democratic Soul ranges more widely, address-
ing many of the same themes but also broader 
discussions of religion, political philosophy, 

and important 20th-century political think-
ers. Together, these two volumes exhibit the 
breadth and depth of McWilliams’s achieve-
ment, as well as some of its limits. 
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tional law and politics at Notre Dame 
and Susan McWilliams teaches poli-

tics at Pomona College and is McWilliams’s 
daughter. !eir thoughtful preface to !e 
Democratic Soul highlights Wilson Carey Mc-
Williams’s complicated relationship to the 
American political tradition. !ey emphasize 
his “anguished” love of America, his ambiva-
lence about the work of the framers, and his 
appeal to an “uno:cial founding” rooted not 
in 1776 or 1789 but in the Puritan settlement 
in New England. McWilliams was an an-
guished lover of America because he believed 
that the country was worthy of love in spite 
of and not because of its o:cial philosophy of 
individual rights and government by consent, 
which he constantly linked to the philosophi-
cal liberalism of !omas Hobbes and John 
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the lesson that political life requires a 
fundamentally small setting wherein 

interpersonal relations can be fostered.” !e 
larger frame of the nation-state coexists un-
naturally with citizenship and tends to make 
us at best “timid and cautious citizens” (Mc-
Williams loved to quote this phrase from !e 
Federalist). Here, however, one encounters an 
important conundrum—and quali1cation 

—in his thinking. Taken together, the essays 
make abundantly clear that McWilliams, like 
George Orwell, accepted “the theoretical su-
periority of smaller, simpler political societies.” 
As his essay on the Englishman notes appre-
ciatively, Orwell yearned for a self-governing 
England where artisans produced goods and 
services on a human scale and where tech-
nology was 1rmly under moral and political 
control. But McWilliams also forthrightly 
acknowledges that this sort of decentralized 
agrarian republic was out of the question in 
contemporary circumstances, since “foreign 
policy demands a more or less centralized 
state.” An agrarian England “could not have 
resisted the Nazis” and would have left Eng-
land vulnerable to the very totalitarians that 
Orwell dedicated his life to combating. A fel-
low partisan of “the small state” and decen-

tralized politics, McWilliams was far from 
blind to the “terrible imperatives of modern 
politics,“ which “tend to subordinate theory to 
practice, ends to means, morality to necessity.” 

Yet politics cannot simply take its bearings 
from necessity if it is to safeguard decency, 
the Orwellian virtue par excellence. Some 
vision of the good society is also necessary, if 
modern men and women are not to succumb 
to a coldly realist politics that has little or no 
place for authentic human dignity, the dignity 
of self-government. My view is that McWil-
liams’s oft-stated preference for the small state 
serves as a “utopia” in the classical sense of 
the term, a standard for thought and action 
meant to remind his contemporaries of what a 
genuinely human community would look like. 
When one loses sight of the best regime, one 
loses sight of a life worthy of man. At the same 
time, McWilliams knew that totalitarianism 
needed to be resisted and that free societies 
accordingly needed to draw on all the resourc-
es of the centralized state. He therefore was 
an unabashed Cold Warrior who remained a 
supporter of the Vietnam War when that was 
terribly unfashionable to do so. Still, he took 
his intellectual and political bearings by more 
than the immediate political urgencies of the 
day. His thought sought to acknowledge, and 
combine, political necessities and political 
elevation. Nor were these the only dualities 
found in his thinking.
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complicated classical wisdom with 
a broadly Biblical perspective that 

emphasized “human fallenness, our partial-
ity, our pride, and our need for stern but 
loving guidance.” For McWilliams, Chris-
tian a:rmations of equality, fraternity, and 
charity served to rebuke the pride and the 
inequality found in ancient politics and po-
litical theory, even at their most democratic. 
As the editors put it, his work suggests that 
Athens and Jerusalem use “di8erent lyrics but 
the same harmonics.” In his telling, politics 
for both the classical and the Biblical tradi-
tion are fundamentally about the formation 
of the human soul, and both remind natu-
rally wayward human beings of inescapable 
limits and laws. !us he articulated a politics 
of the common good that never lost sight of 
the “dependency and mutual need” that mark 
human existence. 

!ese volumes feature multiple essays that 
capture McWilliams’s understanding of de-
mocracy. !e best and most revealing of these 
is his 1980 contribution to the American En-
terprise Institute volume, How Democratic 
is the Constitution?, edited by Robert Gold-

Locke. More broadly, his work was a critique 
and protest against the false and debilitating 
individualism of modern liberalism. Modern 
men and women are increasingly “[i]solated, 
voiceless, and civically powerless.” Today they 
are regularly pro8ered an empty promise of 

“autonomy,” a poor substitute for the dignity 
and duties of citizens. Against the disloca-
tions of modern life, he defended a civic life 
rooted in “loyalty, memory, and place.”

He therefore sought to expand the memory 
of Americans, to make us aware of that “sec-
ond voice” in our own tradition that speaks of 
civic obligation, mutual dependence, and of 
a moral horizon that transcends self-interest, 
however rightly understood. !is was a tradi-
tion that could speak of democracy as an end, 
as a form of “fraternal republic,” and not just 
as a means to private ends. With the classi-
cal political philosophers he a:rmed that 
political community is “the natural home of 
humans,” and that politics is a “tutor that 
makes true human freedom possible, above 
all the freedom gained in self-government.” 
He therefore wrote eloquently about “the 
discipline of freedom,” what the editors call 

“the learned and practiced capacity of citizens 
to work in concert to practice the art of self-
governance.”
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behind these laws, this book demonstrates how the U.S. Supreme
Court has grossly misconstrued these laws and unjustifiably 
created an expansive, informal, private system of justice touching
almost every aspect of American society and impacting the lives
of millions. 

The Wire
Crime, Law, and Policy

Adam Gershowitz, William & Mary Law School

Forthcoming April 2013, ISBN 978-1-61163-196-8

The HBO series, The Wire, provides a springboard for dis-
cussing some of the most pressing criminal justice issues of our
time. This book explores the law of wiretapping, drug posses-
sion, and sentencing as it considers questions beyond basic law,
such as whether the police understand or follow the Supreme
Court’s search and seizure and confession rules. The book also
examines broader questions, such as crime statistics manipula-
tion, drug legalization, prisoner reentry, police brutality, the use
of informants, mass imprisonment of African Americans, the
distribution of limited criminal justice resources, and the
media’s influence on policing and public policy.

Anti-Corruption Policy
Can International Actors Play a Constructive Role?

Susan Rose-Ackerman, Yale Law School, editor
Paul D. Carrington, Duke University School of Law, editor

Forthcoming May 2013, ISBN 978-1-61163-303-0

This edited volume brings together a distinguished group
of scholars and practitioners to discuss the pros and cons of 
international action. The interdisciplinary roster includes social
science scholars, lawyers, personnel of international financial
institutions, a journalist, and representatives of civil society 
organizations. Among the topics covered are the role of World
Bank, proposals for an international anti-corruption tribunal,
sanctioning systems, media freedom, and corruption in natural
resources and procurement.
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win and William Schambra. McWilliams’s 
piece, entitled “Democracy and the Citizen: 
Community, Dignity, and the Crisis of Con-
temporary Politics in America,” provides a 
synoptic account of his political philosophy, 
as well as of his “anguished” relationship to 
the American Founding. He understands de-
mocracy as articulated by Aristotle: the 1rst 
principle of democratic liberty is not doing as 
one pleases but rather “ruling and being ruled 
in turn.” !e citizen both shares in the “re-
sponsibilities of rule” and assumes “the duty 
to obey.” Aristotle criticized democracy when 
democrats acted as if they were the whole, as 
if “living as one likes” exhausts the meaning 
of citizenship. What Aristotle saw as the sec-
ond, corrupted principle of democracy risked 
turning public-spirited citizens into “private-
regarding individualists,” mini-tyrants who 
had no concern for the public good. McWil-
liams wryly commented that “democracy can 
survive a few such citizens but not many.” He 
insisted on the subordination of Aristotle’s 
second principle of democracy to the 1rst 
since the aim of democracy is self-rule. !is 
governance of the self in community with 
others is more complicated and demanding 
than often thought, whether in antiquity or 
modernity. Today especially it requires recog-
nizing that we did not make ourselves—that 
we are not self-created—and acknowledging 
the limits that nature itself sets to our rule. 
Human freedom is possible only when I ac-
knowledge my dependence on the common 
good, and act as a part of a “whole” both civic 
and natural. 

I/ . +%.66 +&.&(, “&'( /.&4#.6 '$%( 
of democracy,” I know my fellow citizens 
and they know me. Such a state does not 

require economic equality and homogeneity 
but “it does require a sense of commonality 
and equal dignity.” More deeply, wise demo-
crats should see law and nature “not as con-
1ning prisons in which the self is trapped but 
as boundaries that delineate the self.” Nor 
should they recoil before any and all yokes 
and boundaries: an “exacting regimen of civic 
education” is at the service of, and required by, 
democracy’s most “audacious” goal: “the gov-
ernance of the body by the soul.” 

In “Democracy and the Citizen” McWil-
liams speaks emphatically of the “framers’ 
rejection of the ancients” (the italics are my 
own). He suggests that their real concern was 
individual liberty, not republican self-govern-
ment (despite the fact that Publius’ stated 
purpose was bringing together the exigen-
cies of “good government” with “the repub-
lican form” in keeping with “the American 

genius”). McWilliams constantly identi1es 
the framers with “philosophical liberalism,” 
in e8ect reading them as modern liberals in 
the fullest, most self-conscious sense of the 
term. Because the framers took their bear-
ings from “the familiar locutions of social 
contract theory” they must have accepted the 
anthropology underlying that theory. !is 
is highly questionable. What he says about 
the framers is undoubtedly true of Hobbes 
and perhaps also of Locke: the early modern 
liberals believed that human beings “are by 
nature free,>morally independent without ob-
ligations to nature or their fellows.” But one 
can 1nd any number of statements from lead-
ing Founding Fathers—John Adams, Alex-
ander Hamilton, James Wilson, and !omas 
Je8erson, among them—that a:rm “super-
intending principles” above the human will 
and a “moral sense” that is not derived from 

some arbitrary contract at the foundation of 
civil society. It is deeply implausible to argue, 
as does McWilliams, that the framers as a 
whole endorsed Aristotle’s second principle of 
democracy, which identi1ed democracy with 
doing what one pleases regardless of whether 
it was right. He even goes so far as to sug-
gest that for the framers the “really desirable” 
regime was a tyranny in which the individual 
is free “to command the bodies and resources 
of others.” According to him, for the framers 
the choice of constitutionalism and limited 
government was the second-best order after 
the willful self-assertion of the individual in 
the state of nature. Such an interpretation 
strains credulity. It is one thing to say that 
the framers rejected the classical case for the 
small state; it is another to suggest that they 
believed the nation-state was simply incom-
patible with the “republican genius” of the 
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American people. To repeat, a main purpose 
of !e Federalist was to argue the opposite. 
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Anti-Federalists, whose thought he pres-
ents in an attractive gloss that makes them 

latter-day Christian Aristotelians. He rightly 
emphasizes that the Anti-Federalists’ suspi-
cion of concentrated power and emphasis on 
deliberative communities, public morals, and 
active citizen participation helped shape the 

“use and interpretation of the Constitution 
and its powers.” But he also knows that the 
Anti-Federalists were less than loyal to the old 
science of politics that he presents as the ulti-
mate source of their wisdom. 

For all its intelligence and honesty, his ac-
count of the framers is a caricature that makes 
them more opposed to the older wisdom than 
many of them in fact were. It should be noted 
that in a 1ne essay in Redeeming American 
Democracy, he denies that the Declaration of 
Independence draws on social contract theory 
as such. Instead, it speaks in a neo-Calvinist 
way of governments being “instituted,” and 
makes explicitly theistic religious a:rma-
tions along with recognizably “deistic” ones 
(“nature and nature’s god”). !e Declaration 
could be a:rmed by orthodox Christians as 
well as by adherents of modern political phi-
losophy. My own surmise is that McWilliams 
deliberately overstated the self-conscious 
modernism of the framers in order to high-
light both the corrosive logic of social contract 
theory and what was truly distinctive in our 
nation’s “second voice.” He is thus able to set 
up a dramatic con3ict between the old and 
new political science even though important 
elements of civic republicanism and Biblical 
wisdom informed the debates of the founding 
period on both sides.

Wilson Carey McWilliams was above all a 
partisan of democracy and its moral principle, 
human equality. In essay after essay he de-
fended equality understood as “equal worth.” 
For all his debts to the classics, his conception 
of politics was more partisan—more single-
mindedly egalitarian—than Aristotle would 
have recommended. !ere is no comparable 
emphasis on statesmanship or magnanimity 
in his writings. But his conception of democ-
racy had little to do with majoritarianism, the 
quintessentially modern solution to the po-
litical problem. For Lockean liberalism the 
majority’s speci1c title to rule derived from 
its “greater force.” In contrast, McWilliams 
imagined a democratic polity where “citizen-
ship rules partisanship and public principles 
govern private interests.” Fully aware of the 
high demands of this view, he argued that de-

mocracy “requires community, civic dignity, 
and religion.” In defending the intimate con-
nection between what Tocqueville called “the 
spirit of liberty” and the “spirit of religion,” he 
argued against both the secularist and funda-
mentalist subversions of the religious founda-
tions of a free society. But given contemporary 
circumstances, he especially recommended a 
renewed secular engagement with the wisdom 
of the Bible, the true source of the “second 
voice” in the American tradition. Biblical wis-
dom powerfully exposes the sophistry under-
lying the claim that human beings are “born 
‘free and independent.’” It reminds fallen men 
that the desire for radical autonomy is a “re-
sult of sin, and not the true nature of human-
ity.” !e Biblical tradition knew that govern-
ment must be limited and that men must be 
governed by laws. But it rooted limited gov-
ernment in the dependence of man on God 
and nature and denied the “self-sovereignty” 
that is at the heart of the modern a:rmation 
of the self. One should add that McWilliams’s 
knowledge of Scripture was exhaustive. He 
brilliantly draws out the political wisdom of 
a New Testament that points beyond politics. 
His essay on “!e Bible in the American Po-
litical Tradition” from Redeeming Democracy 
in America is perhaps the best on the subject, 
a model of political theory confronting Bibli-
cal wisdom on its own terms.
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mended in these two volumes. Among 
the strengths of !e Democratic Soul 

is its impressive treatment of Orwell, Rein-
hold Niebuhr, Bertrand de Jouvenel, and Leo 
Strauss. His early essay on Niebuhr (his only 
one to appear in !e American Political Science 
Review) will change the way people think about 
Niebuhr’s “Christian realism.” McWilliams 
shows that while Niebuhr is an impassioned 
critic of modern liberalism and its utopian il-
lusions, his basic political ideas are drawn from 
the very liberal tradition that he so incisively 
criticizes. “[B]eginning as a critic, he ends with 
concepts and convictions drawn from the core 
of the liberal tradition.” His “realism” is ulti-
mately at odds with both orthodox Christian-
ity and classical political science. In contrast, 
McWilliams draws sympathetically on the fu-
sion of liberalism and conservatism, classicism 
and modernism, in the thought of the French 
political philosopher Jouvenel. A “pessimistic 
evolutionist” who never confused technical 
progress with moral progress, Jouvenel was 
the most lucid contemporary critic of social 
contract theory, a tradition that had forgotten 
the fundamental debts that human beings owe 
to their forebears and to the larger patrimony 
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that is civilization. He knew that a free spirit 
must a:rm obligation and honor, two con-
cepts overlooked by philosophical liberalism. 
And in writings such as Sovereignty (1957), he 
showed how statesmanship required both the 
instigator (Dux) who set great actions in mo-
tion, and the stabilizer (the Rex) who reestab-
lishes bonds of trust within society.
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thetically about Strauss and in a 
brilliant essay shows how Strauss 

helped revive the dignity of the American po-
litical tradition. It becomes a crucial moment 
in the self-understanding of Western civiliza-
tion, where the residues of classical and Chris-
tian wisdom come together with the “1rst wave” 
of modernity, that is modernity at its most 
politically moderate and sober. McWilliams 
beautifully shows how Strauss helped recover 
the “high adventure” of American political 
thought, even if it was not a central intellec-
tual preoccupation of his. McWilliams is that 
rare scholar who did not begin as a Strauss-
ian but became over time a “Straussian fellow-
traveler,” albeit one whose Christian faith and 
love of politics took primacy over an abstract 
preoccupation with philosophy. 

Few readers will agree with all of his argu-
ments. I have already suggested that he is less 
than equitable to the American framers. His 
comments on Ronald Reagan and American 
conservatism are often summary, as if conser-
vatism is reducible to a mean-spirited defense 
of economic oligarchy and an excessively sunny 
view of capitalist modernity. I for one do not 
agree with his claim that dignity and citizen-
ship have no place in “an unstable society or a 
large state.” !e nation-state is the only politi-
cal form outside the classical city to be a home 
of self-government in any meaningful sense of 
the term. To identify self-government exclu-
sively with the small state is to risk enervating 
souls who participate in the modern adventure. 
It also fails to do justice to speci1cally Ameri-
can forms of citizenship. Other readers will 
1nd other claims with which to quarrel. But 
these two volumes are to be celebrated for giv-
ing the political animal in our souls “the words 
and speech appropriate to a citizen.” As Wil-
son Carey McWilliams argues, that is political 
education at its best and a crucial step toward 
the recovery of genuine self-government. 

Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair 
in Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption Col-
lege and is the author most recently of !e Con-
servative Foundations of the Liberal Order: 
Defending Democracy Against Its Modern 
Enemies and Immoderate Friends (ISI Books). 
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have to apologize to Sodom and Go-
morrah.” So wrote the Reverend Billy 

Graham citing his late wife Ruth in a recent 
“prayer letter” to America. He worries about 
“the terrible downward spiral of our nation’s 
moral standards and the idolatry of worship-
ing false gods such as technology and sex.” But 
there is hope, he concludes. “Already tens of 
thousands have heard the Gospel, and many 
have responded, especially young people.”

Graham’s message has changed remark-
ably little in the past seven decades since he 
got his start as a preacher for an organization 
called Youth for Christ (YFC). Back then, of 
course, as !omas Bergler recounts in his new 
book !e Juvenilization of American Christi-
anity, Christian leaders were primarily con-
cerned about the threats of Communism and 
juvenile delinquency (preachers saw the two 
as deeply related) rather than technology and 
sex. But their belief that evangelizing young 
people was the key to solving the world’s prob-
lems has remained constant.

Although the tactic may seem obvious, 
prior to the 1930s as Bergler notes, churches 
were intergenerational a8airs, with the mes-
sage tailored to adults. Adolescents (there 
was no such thing as “teenagers” back then) 
were expected to absorb the same religious 
ideas as their parents in largely the same 
manner. !ey were expected to aspire to 
what Bergler, an associate professor of min-
istry and missions at Huntington University, 
calls “Christian maturity.” But “[b]etween 
1930 and 1950, Americans got blasted by 
the Great Depression, World War II, and 
the Cold War” and “[c]oncerned Christians 
launched dozens of new youth organizations 
in this period in the hopes of protecting 
young people from the evil e8ects of these 
crises and mobilizing them to make a di8er-
ence in a dangerous world.” 

T'( (=./5(6*<.6 +'*"& &$-.#) E4-
venilization is easily recognizable 
today, with “seeker friendly” mega-

churches o8ering a selection of contempo-

rary Christian music, casual dress codes, and 
sermons about “falling in love” with Jesus. 
But consider the quaint roots of these devel-
opments. In 1947, one observer, Hoover Ru-
pert, reported on a YFC rally in Kansas City. 
He had “noticed the strong emphasis on en-
tertainment in the 1rst half of the program,” 
notes Bergler.

A xylophone solo was followed by thun-
dering applause, which was unheard of 
in churches of that era…. In between 
songs, the leader kept things moving by 
asking questions like ‘How many are 
having a good time?’… Rupert found 
this frantic activity distracting and in-
appropriate when singing Christian 
hymns and songs, but grudgingly ac-
knowledged that the teenagers in atten-
dance seemed to be enjoying themselves.

Who could argue with success?
Mainline Protestant churches took a dif-

ferent tact. !ough they were not opposed 

Book Review by Naomi Schaefer Riley
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!e Juvenilization of American Christianity, by !omas E. Bergler.
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religion, the institutional structure started 
to break down in the 1960s. Bergler argues 
that the Church could not “give satisfying 
answers” to the moral and spiritual questions 
of young people and that “children and teen-
agers sometimes even grew up with a strong 
sense that their faith was on the defensive 
and had little to o8er intellectually.” At the 
same time, he illustrates the failure of “ag-
gressive juvenilization of Catholic piety and 
social concern” with events like the “Search 
Weekend,” in which young people were in-
vited to sing “Kumbayah” and focus on their 
own spiritual journey rather than the tenets 
of the faith. 

Y(& 7(#56(# <.66+ +4<' ".<*6( +9*#*-
tuality the “best thing going in Catholic 
youth work during the 1960s” because 

by the 1970s Catholic adults—including the 
clergy—were questioning the faith in large 
numbers. “Clear answers to young people’s 
questions about the faith and what it meant 
to be Catholic were in especially short supply,” 
he writes. Sadly, this remains true in many 
churches today. 

Still, for Bergler, juvenilization has not 
been all bad. Rates of church attendance in-
creased dramatically between 1924 and 1978 
and the top reason people cited for going 
changed from “habit” to “enjoyment.” 

!ere is much to be said for the inno-
cence of youth, their energy and enthusiasm, 
and potential to achieve great things. What 
!omas Bergler calls the juvenilization of 
American Christianity has allowed some 
teenagers and young adults to embrace their 
faith more fully at a deeper emotional level. 
But young people are also naturally naïve and 
self-centered. In the course of this new em-
phasis on youth, Christians have “glorif[ied] 
the process of individual choice.” Youth min-
isters “have formed generations of Americans 
who believe it is their privilege to pick and 
choose what to believe.”

Today, not surprisingly, religious lead-
ers are worried about losing a generation 
of “emerging adults” who feel little if any at-
tachment to their churches. It was said of the 
French Revolution that it ate its young. In this 
case, it is the young who threaten to consume 
their all too accommodating churches. 

Naomi Schaefer Riley is a writer living in New 
York City’s suburbs. Her forthcoming book, ’Til 
Faith Do Us Part: How Interfaith Marriage 
is Transforming America, will be released by 
Oxford University Press in April.
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to reaching teenagers through music and 
popular culture, they believed that the key 
to growth was politics. Focusing primarily 
on the Methodist Church, Bergler explains 
how the emphasis on political ends ultimately 
undermined the mainline churches’ spiritual 
messages and has been at least partly respon-
sible for their declining numbers today. Many 
teens embraced the political messages while 
giving up on the religious ones altogether. 
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ry in the African-American churches, 
which is perhaps easier to understand 

because the politics of the age were inevitably 
going to change every institution in the black 
community. At the First Baptist Church of 
Nashville, for instance, a preacher by the 
name of Reverend Kelly Miller Smith “taught 
young people not to settle for what he called 
‘the snail’s pace’ of change. When white peo-
ple told him things like ‘don’t push too hard,’ 
he responded, ‘When we say freedom, we 
do not mean for the next generation, nor for 
tomorrow, but want our freedom now!’” Ac-
cording to Bergler, Smith also “worried that 
the emphasis on heaven and consolation in 
old-time religion might alienate young peo-
ple.” But Smith was going against the grain: 
most black churches took longer to focus 
on youth speci1cally, notes Bergler. For one 
thing, the racial injustices they faced “forced 
every young person to realize that some 
things were more important than fun and 
entertainment.” 

As in the mainline churches, political ac-
tivism started to become the focus of spiritu-
al life. For many, the fortunes of their church 
began to rise and fall with every political suc-
cess or failure. As matters became more des-
perate and violent in the 1960s, many young 
African Americans felt that the church was 
insu:cient or even unnecessary. As one 
young leader put it, “No prayer is necessary 
to open this meeting. We shall be concerned 
with social problems and it is too late for God 
or the Church to pretend to have any concern. 
We know better.” When Stokely Carmichael 
replaced John Lewis as the head of the Stu-
dent Non-Violent Coordinating Commit-
tee in 1966, he called Lewis a “Christ-loving 
damn fool.”

Bergler closes with a look at the Catholic 
Church and here his critique is a bit more 
confused. !ere is no doubt the Church un-
derwent a sea change. !ough it could once 
depend on a network of churches, schools 
and other institutions to engulf youth in the 
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!at’s the critical rap on Downton 
Abbey, the cross-Atlantic hit series 

which in January returned to PBS for its 
third season. “[E]scapist kitsch,” sneered the 
Nation. A “cynical and desperate piece of 
plot-weaving, all too redolent of the lowest of 
the low soap operas,” pronounced the New 
York Review of Books. “[A] servile soap opera” 
and “silvered tureen of snobbery,” asserted 
historian Simon Schama.

You can understand the disappointment. 
Created by British writer and conservative 
peer Julian Fellowes, Downton Abbey would 
seem to have every possible signi1er of pres-
tige television: the “Masterpiece Classic” im-
primatur, the excellent cast (with a star turn 
by Dame Maggie Smith), the lavish produc-
tion values, and, yes, the British accents. !e 
series is undeniably gorgeous to look at—even 
more so than AMC’s “Mad Men,” a show cel-
ebrated for its visual style. It verges on the 
fetishistic in its attention to period detail; 
as the series’ companion volume, !e World 
of Downton Abbey, proudly notes: all the ac-
tresses, including rotund cook Mrs. Patmore 
(Lesley Nichol), have to squeeze into corsets 
for the sake of verisimilitude, while the men’s 
starched shirtfronts are sent to the same dry-

cleaner patronized by the queen. !e exqui-
sitely choreographed dining scenes can take 
up to ten hours to 1lm.

Yet Downton Abbey wears its dinner dress 
lightly. Amid the unremitting grimness of 
contemporary television drama (!e Sopranos, 
!e Wire, Breaking Bad), Downton has a rogu-
ish charm and a sense of humor about itself. 
Has any femme proved more fatale than the se-
ries’ leading lady whose unlucky 1rst seducer 
actually dies in her arms? How else to explain 
the misplaced bar of soap—soap!—on which 
the 1rst season’s 1nal episode pivots? !ough 
soap operas typically rely on the tawdrier 
emotions—envy, spite, lust, and revenge—to 
propel their plots along, in Downton it’s the 
characters’ 1ner feelings that get things going. 
!e series revolves around twin plot lines of 
renunciation: upstairs, the Earl of Grantham, 
Robert Crawley (Hugh Bonneville), learns 
that Downton’s two male heirs have perished 
in the sinking of the Titanic, and thus his 
family’s home—and his wife’s personal for-
tune—will go to a distant cousin, bypassing 
his three daughters. Such is his devotion to 
the estate and tradition that he feels himself 
obliged to hand Downton over and be polite 
in the process. Downstairs, the Earl’s luckless 
valet, John Bates (Brendan Coyle), is so moved 

by his deep sense of honor (and shame about 
his hard-living past) that he repeatedly takes 
the fall for others’ misdeeds—from rivalrous 
servants to his estranged wife—while pretty 
housemaid Anna (Joanne Froggatt) waits pa-
tiently in the wings. 

A Marriage Plot

M4<' $" &'( +(#*(+’ "*#+& +(.+$/ 
centers on the crisis of inheritance, 
particularly as it a8ects the Craw-

leys’ eldest daughter, the spoiled Lady Mary 
(Michelle Dockery). Previously engaged to 
her cousin Patrick, the younger heir to Down-
ton and a man she never loved, she knows she 
is expected to make a match with the new 
heir and is in half-revolt against her fate. No 
sooner does her usurper, Matthew Crawley 
(Dan Stevens), a handsome young lawyer, ar-
rive than she overhears him complaining to 
his mother, “!ey’re clearly going to push one 
of their daughters at me.” Pride and prejudice 
thus meet, and a marriage plot is born.

!e echo of Jane Austen is not accidental. 
As in Austen’s most celebrated novel, the in-
heritance crisis (an entail also separates the 
Bennet daughters from their family home) 
brings to the fore the marriage question. 

Essay by Cheryl Miller
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Should Mary follow in the tradition of her 
ancestors and marry for wealth, family, and 
social status, or should she embrace the values 
of the modern world and marry for personal 
happiness and love?

Lord Grantham and his mother, the Dowa-
ger Countess (Maggie Smith), as the two rep-
resentatives of the British aristocracy, provide 
one answer—Mary must marry Matthew—
although they arrive at it by di8erent paths. 
Lord Grantham is the magnanimous English 
gentleman; the Dowager Countess, the snob-
bish embodiment of class privilege. His rea-
sons for desiring the marriage are character-
istically high-minded. He recognizes decent 
Matthew as a kind of natural aristocrat—a 1t-
ting steward to what he calls his “life’s work”—
and thus a suitable match for Mary. Moreover, 
the marriage accords with his larger sense of 
duty to Downton, although he is too honor-
able to attempt to persuade his daughter to 
marry against her inclination—a stance so 
disinterested as to seem almost indi8erent. 

!e Dowager Countess likewise sees the 
marriage as Mary’s duty, but her motives are 
decidedly less exalted than Lord Grantham’s. 
Having married o8 both her son and daugh-
ter to shore up the family’s dwindling for-
tunes, she takes a purely practical view of mat-
rimony. Matthew’s good character counts for 
little with her, but his middle-class upbring-
ing is a serious impediment, one that will 
harm Mary’s (and the family’s) social standing. 
Nonetheless, when the entail proves unbreak-
able and no other eligible bachelors appear 
due to a past impropriety in Mary’s conduct, 
the countess proves a realist and counsels her 
granddaughter to accept Matthew as the least 
bad option.

Neither the earl’s noble disinterest nor the 
Dowager Countess’s calculating class interest 
can secure Mary’s future happiness. Mary is 
too much her father to act in the mercenary 
manner the countess prescribes, and too 
much her grandmother to act according to her 
father’s notions of family and duty. It is left to 
Mary’s mother, Cora, an American heiress 
(Elizabeth McGovern), to navigate between 
the two. !e fate of Downton Abbey (and 
Mary’s place within it) depends once again 
upon a union much like the Crawleys’ own: a 
marriage of convenience turned love match. 

But before Mary can decide on Matthew’s 
proposal, the Great War intervenes, and by 
the second season, an estranged Mary and 
Matthew have formed dueling engagements: 
she with a socially ambitious newspaper ty-
coon, Sir Richard Carlisle (Iain Glen), and 
he with the shy daughter of a middle-class so-
licitor, Lavinia Swire (Zoe Boyle). Critics have 
dismissed this plot twist as mere device—yet 

another obstacle to forestall the inevitable 
(which it is)—but it also serves to build upon 
the series’s treatment of marriage. Mary and 
Sir Richard both see their partnership in 
terms of mutual advantage: he wants her class 
and beauty; she wants his money and power. 
By contrast, Matthew’s engagement to Lavinia 
is predicated on mutual self-sacri1ce: she nurs-
es him when he returns from the front, prom-
ising herself to him even though he’s gravely 
injured, and he, in return, feels pledged to her, 
despite his growing feelings for Mary. 

Mary and Matthew ultimately receive an 
education in marriage and love. Idealism and 

estate that serves as the series’ 1lming location. 
Like Downton, Highclere was saved by an in-
3ux of cash when the earl—in this case, the 
1fth Earl of Carnarvon—married a beautiful 
heiress, with the unbeatable name of Almina 
Wombwell, the illegitimate daughter of Jew-
ish 1nancier Alfred de Rothschild. !e eighth 
Countess of Carnarvon shares this family sto-
ry in her Lady Almina and the Real Downton 
Abbey, a work the countess admits upfront is 
“not a history,” a biography, or a work of 1ction. 
!is leaves tactfully unsaid what the book actu-
ally is: a somewhat abashed product tie-in. !e 
countess (a friend of Julian Fellowes) dutifully 
mines her subject’s life for every possible link 
to Downton Abbey, while judiciously omitting 
some of the dodgier bits of family history. (For 
the dirt, you’ll have to turn to William Cross’s 
very entertaining and very unauthorized ac-
count, !e Life and Secrets of Almina Carnar-
von.) Like the Crawleys in Downton’s second 
season, Almina and her husband ran a conva-
lescent hospital for wounded British soldiers 
out of her house during World War I. And like 
the Crawley daughters, Almina gave up dinner 
parties for nursing, albeit while wearing a chic 
uniform of her own design (a dress of “1ne 
wool in a cheerful crushed-strawberry-pink”).

For all its purported historical accuracy, 
however, Downton Abbey doesn’t have much 
to say about World War I. !e war simply 
provides a larger stage for its play-acting—not 
unlike Lady Almina queening about in her 
nursing costume. As with much historical 1c-
tion, world events are allowed to intrude only 
as they a8ect the lives of the characters, but 
the result is that the war gets reduced to the 
same plane as the series’ other plotlines: it’s 
another impediment to the Mary/Matthew 
romance; an opportunity for self-actualiza-
tion for the younger Crawley daughters, Edith 
(Laura Carmichael) and Sybil (Jessica Brown 
Findlay); a source of marital friction between 
Lord and Lady Grantham. 

!is diminution of the Great War is rein-
forced by the series’ multi-story structure, in 
which time is violently compressed to accom-
modate all the various plots and subplots of 
the 20-person cast. It’s with a start that one 
realizes that the events of the 1rst season—
Matthew’s arrival at Downton, his wooing of 
Mary—span two entire years: from the Titan-
ic disaster in April 1912 to Britain’s entry into 
the war in August 1914. !e second season is 
even more telescoped, opening with 1916’s Bat-
tle of the Somme and ending with the Spanish 
3u pandemic. (By episode six, the war is over.)

At the start of season two, Lord Grantham 
(with the advantage of the screenwriters’ hind-
sight), gloomily predicts that the coming con-
3ict will change everything, yet Downton stays 

practicality must temper one another. Mary, 
who has heretofore suspected the worst of 
herself, realizes that her desire for 1nancial se-
curity and social position in marriage do not 
require her to sell herself to the highest bidder, 
while Matthew comes to moderate his more 
sel3ess views about marriage and forgives 
Mary for her earlier hesitancy at the prospect.

A Larger Stage
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Mary and Matthew is not intended as 
the main subject of Downton Abbey. !e 

show has grander ambitions to chronicle the 
demise of a class and the end of an empire. In 
some ways it is loosely based on the history of 
Highclere Castle, the majestic, thousand-acre 
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remarkably the same amid all the historical up-
heaval. Even the actors don’t age. When Mat-
thew and Mary toast the coming year of 1920 
in the series’ 2011 “Christmas Special,” they 
are still young and beautiful, seemingly un-
touched by the hardships of the past six years—
most of which took place o8-stage, in any case.

Hidden Beneath

J4+& .+ &'( '$##$#+ $" -.# .#( .7-
sent from Downton, so too is the relentless 
physical drudgery of downstairs life. !e 

series’ opening montage shows the servants 
in constant, unobtrusive motion, straight-
ening the silver, lighting a lamp, and dust-
ing a chandelier, yet the workday at Down-
ton seems downright leisurely compared to 
the morning routine described by Margaret 
Powell in her sharply observed domestic ser-
vice memoir, Below Stairs, 1rst published in 
1968 and recently re-released:

rise at 1ve-thirty…, come downstairs, 
clean the 3ues, light the 1re, blacklead 
the grate…, clean the steel fender and 
the 1re-irons…, clean the brass on the 
front door, scrub the steps, clean the 
boots and shoes, and lay the servants’ 
breakfast. And this all had to be done 
before eight o’clock.

Apart from the long and grueling hours 
of labor, Powell is treated with appalling cru-
elty by her various employers throughout the 
years. One lady of the house excoriates her 
for passing the day’s mail by hand rather than 
from a silver salver: “Tears started to trickle 
down my cheeks; that someone could think 
you were so low that you couldn’t even hand 
them anything out of your hands.” Another 
makes Powell change her name because “Mar-
garet” is too grand for a kitchen maid—an 
act of imperviousness one can easily imagine 
from Downton’s Dowager Countess, although 
we are never allowed, probably by design, 
downstairs at her house.

To say that the show’s cozy relations be-
tween servants and to8s are unrealistic is an 
understatement. Yet the show is not as sym-
pathetic to the crumbling class order as its 
critics contend; indeed, its ambition is to show 
how and why that class structure fell apart, to 
reveal the rot hidden beneath the handsome 
façade. !e trouble is that all its gestures in 
that direction verge on cliché: the servant 
desperate to rise out of service, the 1rebrand 
chau8eur whose radical politics are intended 
to remind the audience of the era’s political un-
rest (at one point, he explains Ireland’s Easter 
Rising to one of the more progressive Craw-
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ley daughters), the de1ant maid whose dalli-
ance with a British o:cer leads to pregnancy 
and dismissal from Downton. !e Crawleys 
may not tyrannize over their servants, but it 
is clear that their old “life of changing clothes 
and killing things and eating them,” in the 
words of Matthew’s do-gooder mother, Isobel 
Crawley (Penelope Wilton), is well over. Cer-
tainly, no one in the series declares, as Powell 
does at the end of her memoir, that

I don’t particularly envy rich people but 
I don’t blame them…. !ose people who 
say the rich should share what they’ve 
got are talking a lot of my eye and Betty 
Martin; it’s only because they haven’t 
got it they think that way. I wouldn’t 
reckon to share mine around.”

Return to Form
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Crawleys, recover its lost fortunes? 
Downton’s second season disappoint-

ed with its overly broad historical and social 
commentary, but season three promises a re-
turn to form—and old themes. !e season 
premiere is practically a reboot of season one: 
poor 1nancial planning will cost the Crawleys 
their estate…but for an unexpected inheri-
tance headed toward Matthew, which puts 
him and Mary at odds over the competing 
values of family and tradition, personal integ-
rity and happiness. New characters arrive to 
shake things up, including Lady Grantham’s 
brash American mother, Martha Levinson 
(Shirley MacLaine), who provides a breath of 
fresh transatlantic air as well as yet another 
target for the Dowager Countess’s hand-craft-
ed barbs. Even the tragic romance of Anna 
and Bates gets a dash of intrigue as Anna 
turns detective to clear her husband’s name.

What’s most promising, though, is the 
third season’s recalibration of tone. Downton 
Abbey remains a story of adjusting to changing 
times, but it has returned to being a comedy 
of manners rather than a sweeping historical 
saga. Storylines are found in small moments 
rather than big events, as the family contin-
ues to confront its central dilemma: should 
they stick to old ways and hope for the best, or 
should they embrace change? As a theme, it’s 
admittedly less grand than the decline of the 
British class system and empire, but as anoth-
er chronicler of country life, Jane Austen, once 
said, sometimes “[t]hree or four families in a 
country village is the very thing to work on.”

 
Cheryl Miller is a writer in Washington, D.C., 
and manages the American Enterprise Insti-
tute’s Program on American Citizenship.



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 91

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

!e Hollywood Dialectic
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season re3ecting on the histori-
cal dialectic. But walking through 

the multiplex on a cold night and comparing 
the posters for Steven Spielberg’s Lincoln and 
Quentin Tarantino’s Django Unchained, I real-
ized that these two 1lms about the Civil War, 
each of which won two Academy Awards, rep-
resent the thesis and antithesis of what passes 
for artistic sensibility in today’s Hollywood.

Lincoln is the thesis: a high-toned tribute 
to the principle and politicking behind the 
1865 passage of the 13th Amendment, aimed 
at mainstream critics and fans who prefer a 
pinch of political correctness with their his-
torical drama. !e antithesis is Django Un-
chained, a campy revenge fantasy set in an-
tebellum Texas and Mississippi, targeted to 
edgy critics and fans who like a little black 
humor with their bursting blood squibs.

Oscar Bait
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coln, from Daniel Day-Lewis’s Oscar-
winning performance to the 1nely 

wrought screenplay by Tony Kushner. When 
Kushner joined the production, the script 
had already gone through several drafts, each 
straining to include all the highlights of the 
1lm’s main source: Team of Rivals (2005), Do-
ris Kearns Goodwin’s “multiple biography” of 
Lincoln and his cabinet. Kushner saved the 
1lm by narrowing the focus to the month pre-
ceding the passage of the amendment.

Drawing skillfully on the rich store of 
speeches and letters cited in Goodwin’s book, 
Kushner’s dialogue is su:ciently authentic 
that the two German friends who saw Lincoln 
with me, both fairly 3uent in English, con-
fessed to having missed a third of it. Maybe 
the Academy did, too, because they awarded 
the Oscar for Best Adapted Screenplay not 
to Kushner but to Chris Terrio of Argo. !is 

is regrettable, because it will only encourage 
Hollywood’s reluctance to put some bite and 
3avor into its language, rather than making 
every character, whether pirate, clown1sh, 
medieval knight, or vampire, speak in South-
ern Californian dialect.

Also regrettable is Spielberg’s inability to 
tell the di8erence between beauty and kitsch. 
For example, the production team deservedly 
won the Oscar for their meticulous re-creation 
of the steam, smoke, and haze of a 19th-centu-
ry urban winter, not to mention the eye-strain-
ing 3icker of the period’s indoor lighting. But 
Spielberg’s cinematographer, Janusz Kaminski, 

violins, muted horns, and all the other movie-
music clichés that do not warm the heart so 
much as microwave it.

Gleeful Violence
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the enthusiasm greeting Django Un-
chained, Tarantino’s surreal tale of a 

freed slave named Django (Jamie Foxx) and 
a German immigrant bounty hunter named 
King Schultz (Christopher Waltz) trying to 
rescue Django’s wife from a sadistic slaveown-
er named Calvin Candie (Leonardo diCaprio). 
!e 1lm has a typical Tarantino soundtrack, 
wild and eclectic, mixing Verdi, rap, and spa-
ghetti-western music to whip up excitement 
and—Tarantino’s specialty—make us laugh 
at the sight of graphic violence.

Tarantino 1rst made us smile at graphic 
violence during the torture scene in Reser-
voir Dogs (1992), when one low-life character 
plays an upbeat British rock song, “Stuck in 
the Middle with You,” while slicing o8 a po-
lice o:cer’s ear. In a similar vein (artery?), the 
soundtrack of Django Unchained sets a harp 
solo of Beethoven’s Für Elise against a scene in 
which Django and Schultz share brandy and 
cigars with Candie in his mansion while two 
naked “mandingo” 1ghters (gladiator slaves) 
maul each other on the carpet.

!e mandingo 1ghter is a 1ction, the sub-
ject of a cheesy 1957 novel made into a cheesy 
1975 movie. But that is the key to understand-
ing Django Unchained. Of all the responses 
to this 1lm, the most troubling is the praise 
heaped upon it as a serious treatment of 
American slavery. It is not that, any more than 
Tarantino’s previous 1lm, Inglourious Basterds 
(2009), was a serious treatment of the Nazi 
Holocaust.

As every Tarantino fan knows, his forma-
tive years were spent among the “B” movie 
racks of the video store where he worked. 

uses these e8ects to create so many auras, ha-
loes, radiant beams, and other theatrical e8ul-
gences, the 1lm’s wartime Washington ends 
up looking like a painting by !omas Kinkade.

Likewise the soundtrack. John Williams is 
a musical polymath fully capable of enliven-
ing an orchestral score with the salt and grit 
of period instruments and sounds. But unlike 
Rob Lane’s splendid score for the HBO series 
John Adams, Williams’s score for Lincoln is all 
sugar and molasses. Apart from two 1ddle 
tunes, one 1fe-and-drum march, and a chorus 
of Battle Cry of Freedom, it consists of sobbing 

Films discussed in this essay:

Lincoln, directed by Steven Spielberg. 
Screenplay by Tony Kushner.

Touchstone Pictures

Django Unchained, directed by Quentin 
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Today that humble video clerk has achieved 
wealth and fame. But though wealth and fame 
often broaden the horizons of self-made art-
ists, they have not broadened his. Just to cite 
one example: Django Unchained is set in 1858, 
the year of the Lincoln-Douglas debates. But 
any reference to those debates, or to any other 
relevant fact, such as the irregular warfare 
already occurring in Kansas and Missouri, 
would be totally out of place in this 1lm. !e 
director’s anti-elitist image cannot allow such 
references, because it depends on the boast 
that everything he knows about the world 
he learned from such “B” movie genres as the 
spaghetti western, slasher 1lm, blaxploitation 
3ick, and second-rate kung fu movie.

!us, Django Unchained is not about slavery 
but about Django, a spaghetti western made 
in 1966 by Italian director Sergio Corbucci. 
Bankrolled and distributed by Hollywood 
but produced in Italy and Spain, this genre is 
best represented by the 1lms of Sergio Leone, 
who had the foresight to cast the young Clint 
Eastwood as the nameless, cold-blooded anti-
hero in 1lms such as A Fistful of Dollars (1964) 
and !e Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (1966). 
Likewise, Inglourious Basterds is not about the 
Holocaust but about !e Inglorious Bastards, 
a 1978 “macaroni combat” 3ick directed by 
Enzo G. Castellari.

In sum, Tarantino’s formula is to start with 
a movie from the lower end of the “B” movie 
scale—a “C” movie, if you will—then jazz it 
up with a talented cast, a lot of clever, point-
less dialogue, and a score designed to produce 
maximum moral dissonance between the mu-
sic on the soundtrack and the bloodletting on 
the screen. !is is what many people (includ-
ing me) 1nd so objectionable about Taranti-
no’s 1lms: not the violence per se, but the glee 
with which we are invited to watch it.

!e real question is whether the weighty 
subjects of slavery and the Holocaust force a 
moral framework into this formula. My answer 
is yes, they do. But the improvement is margin-
al. !e only real change here is between a nihil-
istic cartoon and a melodramatic one. !at is, 
instead of inviting the audience to cheer when 
one low-life character blasts a hole in another, 
Inglourious Basterds and Django Unchained in-
vite the audience to cheer self-righteously when 
a cartoon hero blasts a hole in a cartoon villain.

Cinematic Synthesis?

D$(+ &'*+ )*.6(<&*< '.=( . +D/-
thesis? Yes, but unlike the historical 
synthesis, which is found in the fu-

ture, this cinematic synthesis is found in the 
past—or rather, on Net3ix. While comparing 

Lincoln and Django Unchained, I found myself 
thinking a lot about Ride with the Devil, a 1999 
1lm directed by Ang Lee and based on a novel 
by Missouri author Daniel Woodrell. !is 
extraordinary 1lm about the guerilla war-
fare waged in Missouri and Kansas between 
Confederate “bushwhackers” and Union “ jay-
hawkers” during the 1860s combines the best 
attributes of Spielberg’s and Tarantino’s ef-
forts while avoiding the worst. 

Badly edited and barely marketed, Ride 
with the Devil quickly sank into the obscu-
rity of the battered videotape I rented—and 
greatly admired—about a decade ago. For-
tunately, I was not its only admirer. In 2010 
a restored director’s cut version was released 
on DVD from the Criterion Collection, and 
this version is well worth seeing. Indeed, this 
14-year-old 1lm does a better job than either 
Oscar nominee of making the Civil War live 
and breathe for the early 21st century.

As noted above, the chief virtues of Lin-
coln are the authentic production values and 
the superior acting and writing. !ese same 
virtues pervade Ride with the Devil. Filmed 
on location in and around Pattonsburg, Mis-
souri, its only real peer in terms of period 
detail (and the use of Civil War re-enactors) 
is the 1993 epic, Gettysburg. !e cast, headed 
by Toby Maguire and Je8rey Wright, brings 
to vivid life the gnarly, antique language of 
the novel, which may not be quite the way 
Americans talked in the 1860s, but comes 
close enough.

For instance, here is how Maguire’s char-
acter, a bushwhacker named Jake Roedel, ex-
plains why losing a 1nger in a 1re1ght is actu-
ally a blessing. Predicting that eventually the 
Unionists will “riddle me and hang me from 
a way tall limb like they do,” and that “[n]o 
Southern man would 1nd me for weeks or 
months, and when they did I’d be bad meat,” 
Jake looks on the bright side: “Surely some-
time somebody would look up there at my 
bones and see the telltale stump and reply, 
‘It is nubbin-1ngered Jake Roedel!’ !en you 
could go and tell my mother that I was clearly 
murdered and she wouldn’t be tortured by un-
certain wonders.”

As these lines suggest, there is nothing 
kitschy or schmaltzy about Ride with the 
Devil. Neither is it politically correct in the 
manner of Lincoln, reminding us at every 
turn (lest we backslide) that slavery was re-
ally, really bad. On the contrary, Ride with 
the Devil seems at 1rst glance to be less polit-
ically correct than Django Unchained, which 
after all, reminds us at every turn (and as 
luridly as possible) that slavery really, really 
sucked.



Claremont Review of Books  Winter 2012/13 
Page 93

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

New from 

Stanford 
University 
Press

AVA IL A BL E IN M AY 2 013

Doing Bad by 
Doing Good 
Why Humanitarian 
Action Fails 
CHRISTOPHER J. COYNE 
 
“If you seek to assist people in need be-
cause of chronic poverty or natural calam-
ities, steer clear of government aid pro-
grams and provide the assistance directly 
or via private organizations. Government 
aid programs have a proven record of 
failure, which is not coincidental, but sys-
tematic, owing to faulty knowledge and 
perverse political incentives. Christopher 
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Men and Charlatans
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Oscar-winning 1lm has a character like 
Holt, the former slave played with bril-

liant understatement by Je8rey Wright. Holt 
has been freed but remains loyal to the white 
master he grew up with, George Clyde (Si-
mon Baker). Indeed, Holt’s loyalty is so strong 
that he has followed Clyde into battle against 
the North, and when Clyde is killed halfway 
through the 1lm, the freedman erupts in grief.

Yet this is not the sum total of Holt’s char-
acter. On the contrary, through his friend-
ship with Jake, who, unlike Clyde, treats him 
as an equal, Holt gradually sheds his servile 
manner and becomes a man. !is transforma-
tion is easy to overlook, because it takes place 
mostly in the background. But by the end, 
Wright’s amazingly subtle performance turns 
out to be the key to the whole 1lm. Anyone 
who doubts this is hereby urged to watch the 
interview with Wright on the Criterion Col-
lection DVD.

!ere are no characters like Holt in Lin-
coln, which ends with a sepia-toned recitation 
by Day-Lewis of Lincoln’s Second Inaugural 
Address that omits the part about both sides 
praying to the same God and reading the same 
Bible, while the Almighty proceeds with his 
own purposes. To fully appreciate those words, 
a 1lmmaker would have to understand that 
the American Civil War was not a morally 
simplistic melodrama but a fratricidal tragedy.

Nor was it a morally simplistic cartoon. 
Along with Jake and Holt, Ride with the Devil 
contains a character named Pitt Mackeson 
(Jonathan Rhys Meyers), for whom the civil 
strife in Missouri and Kansas becomes a soul-
killing horror. !is same horror now grips 
millions of people in the world, as out-of-
control blood vengeance claims innumerable 
lives, including those of many American sol-
diers. !is is what I 1nd most o8ensive about 
Tarantino’s recent 1lms: their celebration of 
blood vengeance as the answer not to 1ctional 
injustices but to real historical ones.

Far be it from me to suggest that Tarantino 
ever ventured into the “A” movie racks to watch 
Ride with the Devil. But it is a rather striking co-
incidence that Django Unchained also features 
a former slave realizing his manhood through 
his friendship with a German immigrant who 
is himself an outsider in the war-torn Ameri-
can South. If you want to see this story done 
well, in a way suitable for grown-ups, then skip 
Django Unchained and see the director’s cut of 
Ride with the Devil. It won’t restore your faith 
in Hollywood, but it might remind you that 
not everyone there is a charlatan.

Most notably, Ride with the Devil is told 
from the Confederate side. Jake is the son of 
German immigrants who sympathize with 
the North. But after witnessing the killing 
of his best friend’s father by jayhawkers, he 
joins the bushwhackers and spends the next 
two years in skirmishes with Union irregulars 
and raids against Union-sympathizing civil-
ians. !ese scenes contain enough gun1re and 
bursting blood squibs to satisfy all but the 
most gore-addicted Tarantino fan. And they 
are more skillfully choreographed, 1lmed, 
and edited than any of Tarantino’s celebrated 
action sequences.

A Moral Framework
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with the Devil has a moral framework 
more hard-edged and historically accu-

rate than either Lincoln or Django Unchained. 
To be sure, Lincoln does not show cartoon 
heroes blasting holes in cartoon villains. But 
for all its rich talk, dry humor, and political 
shrewdness, Lincoln is more melodrama than 
drama, let alone tragedy.

For example, the states-rights and popular 
sovereignty arguments set forth by Stephen 
Douglas in 1858 were inferior to Lincoln’s ar-
guments based on the principles articulated 
in the Declaration of Independence. A more 
serious 1lm would have dramatized those 
arguments, if only because hundreds of thou-
sands of Americans died defending them. But 
Lincoln turns tragedy into a moralistic face-o8 
between nasty white racists and noble aboli-
tionists, with the humble black folk waiting 
on the sidelines.

!e point is that neither Oscar-winning 
1lm has a scene like the one in Ride with the 
Devil in which Jake and his fellow bushwhack-
ers join Quantrill’s Raiders as they invade 
Lawrence, Kansas, and begin shooting every 
man and boy in sight. !is famous massacre 
contains as much bad-ass killing as your av-
erage Tarantino 1lm. But it does not invite 
us to cheer. On the contrary, it horri1es us 
by showing the terror of the victims and the 
agony of their families.

!e Lawrence massacre also horri1es Jake, 
and the event is a turning point in his life. 
Breaking into a restaurant on the main street 
of Lawrence, he orders the proprietor and his 
son to cook breakfast for him and his com-
panions. Still brandishing his gun and speak-
ing harshly to the proprietor, he greedily de-
vours his eggs—and it is only when another 
group of raiders arrive, lusting for more blood, 
that we realize Jake’s true intention, which is 
to spare these two lives at least.
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Psalm XXIII
Newly Revised, Rearranged, Expanded, and Corrected According to Modern Principles

Y(., &'$45' * -.6, &'#$45' &'( =.66(D $" &'( +'.)$- 
of debt, I fear no bankruptcy, for Obama is my shepherd. He 
prepareth a table of food stamps before me, and maketh me lie 

down beside waters he hath cleansed and seas he hath made recede, 
even though the bad Republicans wisheth the earth to be burnt 
unto a cinder, and will not buy the electric car that is good, for it 
hath zero emissions, and receiveth its power from a power plant, 
which hath not zero emissions, but the ways of the President are 
mysterious.

He hath told the stubborn Israelites, evil builders of apartments, 
that they know not their own interests and He does, and know not 
what they do, when they fear the nuclear weapon of the Persians. 
!e ways of the President are mysterious. He alloweth the Persians 
to get the nuclear weapon (unless He hath something up His sleeve), 
for He knoweth that when they behold Him they will stay their 
hand, and not burn the Israelites unto a cinder, as they pronounce. 
For who believeth the Persians but the stubborn Israelites, and their 
lobbyists, who know not their own interests, or what they do. For 
Obama is with us; His Hillary Rodham and His sta8 they comfort 
us.

Yea, though Bernanke maketh funny money that will not com-
pute, Obama prepareth a statistical table in front of the bad Repub-
licans that showeth it will, if only they have faith. Fear not the Hel-
lenes and the path they have trod. !ough for sure we shall follow 
them, the farce will be with us, and the President will be our sword 
and our shield.

Fear not the Chinois, whose power waxes as ours wanes, for some-
day thy children’s children shall journey over the sea that Obama 
hath made recede, west of the land of Ge8en and Famous Amos, to 
build railroads, and open American laundries in Beijing. Practiseth 
the words, “No ticket, no laundry.” For when those words are spoken 
the !ird World will have inherited the earth, and the strong will 

have been laid low, which is good, and which is also the Democratic 
platform.
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the commands of the President, the Amalekites, the EPA, and 
the IRS, which taketh our money, which is good, for we know 

not what to do with it. And Obama does, for you did not buildeth 
that. Once, we were slaves in the land of Reagan. (And if you attribu-
teth the “Reagan” de1cits to increased military spending and lowered 
tax rates, tryeth accounting for the changes in military expenditure 
and tax revenues in the Reagan years, for, lo, when combined they 
yieldeth a surplus). !en, we were sinners, in spending our own mon-
ey for what we thought was our own good. But now we are free, for 
the President spendeth it for us, and He maketh miracles, for, lo, He 
roasteth invisible chickens, and, lo, He spendeth money that existeth 
not, that Bernanke printeth. And, lo, it buys us stu8…for now.

Yea, though I accumulate debt higher than the mountains of Gil-
boa, and the deadbeats skip like rams, I shall not want, for Bernanke 
maketh funny money, and the president smiles upon the land. His 
great ears comforteth me, as do His large teeth, for they are like 
the beaver’s teeth, and will bite the bad Republicans. Lo, His bea-
ver’s teeth will bite the Republicans’ arithmetic. For they wisheth to 
live within their means, which surely must be evil. And what would 
you expect from people who are suspicious of Social Security? And 
wisheth to burn the earth unto a cinder.

But arithmetic notwithstanding, I will dwell in the house of 
Obama (Why not four terms, and what about Michelle? For the 
Constitution liveth.) all the days of my life. And (the earth having 
been puri1ed) surely it will be good when—and where do I apply 
for—government assistance will be the only thing left. 

A version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.



“A dead thing can go with the stream, 
but only a living thing can go against it.”

“If truth is relative, to what is it relative?”
“The act of defending any of the cardinal virtues 

has today all the exhilaration of a vice.”
“Once abolish the God, and the government 

becomes the God.”
“The Christian ideal has not been tried 

and found wanting. It has been found difficult, 
and left untried.”
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“Profoundly researched and brilliantly written.”
—Harry V. Jaffa

“Kesler illuminates the contemporary 
crisis of liberalism—and points a way 

forward, up from liberalism.”
—William Kristol, 

Editor of The Weekly Standard

“Brilliant yet sober, this is the deepest 
analysis we have had.”

—Harvey Mansfield, Professor of 
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