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Dan rather, the former cbs news anchorman, called the 
other day for President Barack Obama to appoint “a White 
House commission on public media” to study ways to save jour-

nalists’ jobs and keep news organizations, especially newspapers, alive. “A 
truly free and independent press,” he told the Aspen Daily News, “is the red 
beating heart of democracy and freedom.” 

Those of us who grew up watching him on TV know that Rather’s red 
beating heart bleeds blue. His liberal politics were rarely off-screen, and 
he left his correspondent’s job at 60 Minutes (the matter is being litigat-
ed) amid controversy over fabricated documents showing that the young 
George W. Bush had allegedly received special treatment in the Texas Air 
National Guard. 

Rather went on to say, according to the Aspen paper’s summary, that 
“the free press, as established by the First Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, ought to operate as a public trust, not solely as a money-making 
endeavor….”

So let’s see. Rather contends that the First Amendment, the same 
one establishing “a truly free and independent press”—independent of 
government, that is—now is an excuse for turning the press into a “public 
trust,” presumably with tax and regulatory favors to allow the media to 
thrive. Granted, he isn’t calling directly for a government bailout; he’s 
calling for a commission to lower resistance to the idea of a bailout by 
studying ways to do it. 

On that principle, I look forward to his proposal for a White House 
commission to study the alarming drop in support for mainstream Protes-
tant churches. The First Amendment guarantees them freedom, but peo-
ple aren’t filling the pews anymore. What will happen to the red beating 
heart of American religion?

No one disputes that American newspapers are in trouble; they’re 
dropping like flies. The 150-year-old Rocky Mountain News shut down 
almost six months ago, the daily Christian Science Monitor publishes only 
online now, and the New York Times, the gray lady herself, was forced to 
borrow $250 million from a Mexican financier at 14% interest. In the old 
days, a lady didn’t do that kind of thing.

What’s killing newspapers? The principal suspect is the internet, which 
not only scoops print journalism by shortening the news cycle but also 
steals print’s thunder by circulating print articles, for free, before the paper 
is even out. Newspaper ad revenues have fallen precipitously because it’s 
easier, cheaper, and often more effective to advertise on the web.

Permit me, however, to add another factor. many american 
newspapers in the course of the last century developed a stultifying 
self-importance. Hegel, who as far as I know is the first philoso-

pher to edit a newspaper, was present at this attitude’s birth. In his diary 
he wrote: “Reading the morning newspaper is the realist’s morning prayer.” 
To Hegel, in other words, the daily paper represents the ascent from su-
perstitious faith in God to realistic faith in science and history. The news-
paper’s account of world events is the first draft of true scripture, showing 
God’s will at work turning Earth into rational heaven.

But have you tried reading the heavenly editorial pages of, oh, the San 
Francisco Chronicle or the New York Times? It’s impossible, at least if you 
value lively writing, humor, and sharp thinking. Everything is ex cathedra, 
written with a drear infallibility far surpassing any pope’s. A kindred smug-
ness—Rather is its public face—often grips the news pages, leavened only 
by the irony oozing from the lifestyle and entertainment reporting. And 
how few papers retain any sense of local character, most of which has been 
sacrificed to Hegel’s God of universal wisdom, known in the business as 
the journalism schools and wire services. The only sections responding to 
the natural limits of human affection and knowledge are the business and 
sports pages. The latter are superior because they invite readers to share in 
the athletes’ beautiful, unironic, and unashamedly partisan (Go Dodgers!) 
quest for excellence. 

The red beating heart of American democracy will continue to beat, 
without a government pacemaker, in the newer media and livelier news-
papers—those curious about the world, fond of the best pens, and hon-
est about their own loyalties. For the rest of the media herd now threat-
ened with extinction, their best hope is to be included in your morning 
prayers.
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Conservatism’s 
Future

William Voegeli offers an astute 
and fair-minded reading of one of 
the important divisions within the 
Republican Party and the conser-
vative movement today (“The Wil-
derness Years Begin,” Spring 2009). 
Happily, the division that Voegeli 
analyzes—the division between 
Traditionalists and Reformers—is 
also the one most easily resolved. 
Over the next political cycle, the 
Traditionalists will have the up-
per hand and will get to do things 
mostly their way. If that works—if 
the GOP wins the White House 
or at least recovers large numbers 
of seats in Congress—then the Re-
formers have been wasting every-
body’s time, including our own. If it 
does not work, then the Reformers 
get their innings in 2013.

As Voegeli notes, Reformers 
disagree amongst themselves. He 
very accurately puts his finger on 
the source of the division: whether 
to try to expand Republican po-
litical reach laterally or vertically. 
This is a very difficult problem, 
and one that Reformers themselves 
tend to under-appreciate.

Let’s put it this way: the core 
constituency of today’s Republican 
Party is whites who are not poor but 
who did not graduate from college. 

Even in a terrible year like 2008, 
the GOP wins a super-majority of 
these voters.

Ross Douthat and Reihan 
Salam, and Ramesh Ponnuru, too, 
envision a future Republican Party 
that scores even more highly among 
this group than it did in the 2000s. 
To that end, they urge a renewed 
emphasis on social conservatism 
along with various economic mea-
sures aimed at lower-middle-class 
families.

But the fact is that even in a 
bad year like 2008, the GOP al-
ready gets north of 60% of the 
white working class vote. How 
much can that supermajority re-
alistically be enlarged? And can it 
be enlarged fast enough to com-
pensate for the relative shrinkage 
of that group? America is not only 
becoming less white, it is also be-
coming more highly educated. As 
recently as 1990, only about 20% of 
whites held a college degree. Today, 
almost one-third do. The constitu-
ency for a message that is socially 
conservative and economically pop-
ulist (but not economically liberal!) 
is shrinking before our eyes. The 
populist Reformers have to hope 
that they can somehow also reach 
socially conservative Hispanics and 
blacks. Call it the Proposition 8 co-
alition. It’s not impossible to imag-
ine such a coalition taking form. 
But it will require a degree of ideo-
logical transformation much more 
radical than anything the populist 
Reformers have yet contemplated.

Of course, the same might be 
said to those like me who see the 
future of the GOP in reclaiming a 
larger share of the college-educated 
vote. The college graduates of the 
2010s are very different people 
from the college graduates who re-
sponded to Ronald Reagan in the 
1980s: much more numerous both 
absolutely and relatively, more fe-
male, less economically secure. The 
kinds of measures I have been talk-
ing about—a new emphasis on the 
environment, a concern for a next 
generation of public health prob-
lems like obesity, a more moderate 

tone and style, a greater empha-
sis on technical competence—are 
probably also only an opening bid 
in the changes necessary to reach 
this group. So we are all in the wil-
derness together, groping our way 
forward.

A final thought. There is an-
other dividing line in conservatism 
even more immediately relevant 
than that between Reformers 
and Traditionalists or that subdi-
viding Reformers and Traditional-
ists within themselves. It is the line 
between politics and show business. 
The tone for conservatism in 2009 
is not being set by any of the people 
discussed by Voegeli. It is being set 
by talk radio and Fox News, and 
they are guided by very different 
imperatives and incentives. While 
politics proceeds by addition and 
benefits from some measure of 
creative ambiguity, modern media 
profit from division and intensifi-
cation. Conservative entertainment 
excites and mobilizes millions of 
Americans while alienating even 
larger numbers. There will be no 
conservative comeback until polit-
ically-minded conservatives of all 
descriptions find some escape from 
this dead end.

David Frum
American Enterprise Institute

NewMajority.com
Washington, D.C.

I never read William Voegeli 
without learning something, and 
in the last CRB I learned a few 
things about myself. It turns out 
that I believe that advocating the 
public-policy changes I desire is a 
sure route to political success, and 
that I am a redistributionist. I had 
not known these things previously 
because they are not true.

Voegeli takes my statement that 
a pro-family tax reform would cre-
ate winners and losers to mean that 
it is redistributive. Not so. Few 
people—well, few conservatives, 
anyway—would call a flat tax re-
distributive, although it would cre-
ate winners and losers too. Some 

people would give up tax breaks 
without being fully compensated 
in the form of lower tax rates. Any 
tax reform that is designed to be 
revenue-neutral on static assump-
tions would create winners and los-
ers; not all such reforms would be 
redistributive. The centerpiece of 
the tax reform I have advocated is, 
as Voegeli notes, a large tax credit 
for children that parents could ap-
ply against their income and pay-
roll taxes. In arguing for it, I have 
continuously stressed that the ef-
fect of that credit would be to make 
the federal government less redis-
tributive rather than more. The tax 
code, combined with entitlements, 
currently redistributes money from 
households with children to those 
without.

Moving on to more general 
points: Voegeli suggests that con-
servative “Reformers” are prone 
to what we might call, borrowing 
from Judge Robert Bork’s usage 
in a different context, the heart’s 
desire school of political strategy. 
I think the distinction between 
“Traditionalists” and “Reformers” 
is overdone. If we accept this divi-
sion, though, I think it is the Tra-
ditionalists who are more prone to 
this error. Their explanation of re-
cent Republican political setbacks 
tends to center on the party’s de-
partures from their program, par-
ticularly on federal spending. Their 
prescription for political renewal is 
to embrace that program. I would 
like to see much lower federal 
spending, but this analysis seems 
to me to be based more on wishful 
thinking than evidence.

Voegeli is surely right to say that 
political analysts are too quick to 
assume that what they want is also 
what the public wants. I attempt 
to guard against this temptation. I 
may not always have succeeded. But 
there are all sorts of public-policy 
changes that I favor which I am will-
ing to concede would be disastrous 
for a political party to make the ba-
sis of a campaign: the abolition of 
the Department of Education, for 
example, or a prohibition on abor-
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tion that applied in cases of severe 
fetal abnormality, or privatizing the 
licensure of doctors, or…well, you 
get my point. It is true that I be-
lieve that it is possible for some of 
the most pressing policy changes I 
favor to be combined and presented 
in a way that could attract majority 
support. All that means is that I am 
not yet ready to succumb to politi-
cal despair. Voegeli concludes that a 
conservative—one might say anyone 
with principles—must be prepared 
to do his duty and die on the losing 
side. I agree, as I usually do when 
Voegeli writes. I hope he agrees that 
it is at least possible that our circum-
stances are not yet so dire.

Ramesh Ponnuru
National Review

Washington, D.C.

William Voegeli replies: 

I appreciate the careful atten-
tion given to my “Wilderness” es-
say by David Frum and Ramesh 
Ponnuru. Both their letters raise 
the question of whether, or to what 
extent, conservatives need to retool 
their arguments and agenda in the 
pursuit of an electoral majority.

For Frum, the most pressing 
need is for conservatives to present 
themselves in ways that appeal to 
voters outside their core constitu-
ency. He laments that the rhetori-
cal style of conservative talk radio 
and Fox News does a better job 
of expelling heretics than winning 
converts, thus making the conser-
vative movement more cohesive, 
but also smaller and weaker. 

Frum’s argument resembles 
one put forward by Peter Beinart 
in the New Republic just after the 
2004 election, when liberals were 
in despair at the re-election of 
George W. Bush and the presence 
of 55 Republicans in the U.S. Sen-
ate. Liberalism, Beinart warned, 
would never become electorally vi-
able again until liberals shunned 
their own dividers and extrem-
ists, such as MoveOn.org and Mi-
chael Moore, just as liberals in the 
Americans for Democratic Action 
had excommunicated Henry Wal-
lace in 1947. 

Beinart’s article was not pro-
phetic. Despite refusing to conduct 
the purges he recommended, liber-
als wield more political power today 
than they have since 1965. Rather 
than repudiating their entertain-
ers, for example, they elected one to 
the U.S. Senate from Minnesota. 
It would be nearly as difficult to 
argue that the stridency of people 
like Keith Olbermann of MSNBC, 
or Markos Moulitsas of DailyKos.
com, has been bad for their careers 
as to show it has been harmful to 
the broader liberal political project.

Apparently, then, the show-busi-
ness proclivity for division and in-
tensification is not inherently lethal 
to the political addition needed to 
build the biggest possible coalition. 
The fact that Beinart was wrong 
does not prove that Frum cannot 
be right, however. There might be 
two mitigating differences between 
liberals’ situation after 2004 and 
the one confronting conservatives 
after 2008. First, if the liberal tide 
began coming in after 2004, and 
the conservative one is now going 
out, then liberals would have en-
joyed more latitude to give free rein 
to their entertainers than conserva-
tives do today. Second, the playing 
field is never level—liberals domi-
nate academia and journalism, so 
they can get away with rhetoric 
conservatives can’t. The situation 
is unfair, but conservatives have to 
play the hand they’re dealt, not the 
one they deserve.

The best sort of dispute to avoid 
having with someone who writes as 
much and as well as Ramesh Pon-
nuru is a semantic one. Before ca-
pitulating, then, I’ll note quickly 
that a tax-reform plan whose ex-
plicit goals include leaving one big 
group of citizens significantly bet-
ter off, and another big group worse 
off, sounds like it contains elements 
of what Stephen Colbert might call 
“redistributiviness.” I take Ponnuru’s 
point to be that the crucial question 
is the choice of baselines: tax and 
spending policies that increase the 
disparity between the pre-tax and 
after-tax income distribution are 
the only ones rightly called redis-
tributive. Policies that would change 
the after-tax distribution of income 
from what it is at the moment, but 

move it closer to the pre-tax distri-
bution, which is what Ponnuru’s 
plan sets out to do, should be called 
something else. “Re-redistribution”? 
“Un-redistribution”? The termino-
logical muddle does not undo the 
basic point that Ponnuru’s tax pro-
posal is not helpfully described as 
redistributive.

The more important question is 
whether it’s a good idea. Does Pon-
nuru’s plan advance the related but 
distinct goals of more conservative 
governance and a more conserva-
tive electorate? I think it does, but 
it’s a close and interesting call. 

I see two big advantages to 
Ponnuru’s plan, and one signifi-
cant concern. The first good thing 
Ponnuru’s plan would do is weave 
together into a stronger coalition 
conservatives preoccupied with 
limiting government and those 
whose highest priority is strength-
ening the family. As William Ben-
nett used to say, the nuclear fam-
ily is the original department of 
health, education, and welfare. A 
proposal that addresses children’s 
needs by giving tax relief to their 
parents does more to help the 
needy than a round of budget in-
creases for an endless list of welfare 
state programs, while also vindicat-
ing the principle of leaving people 
alone rather than entrusting the 
government with the responsibility 
for improving their lives.

The second good thing about 
Ponnuru’s plan is that ending the 
federal deductibility of taxes paid 
to states and localities would simul-
taneously strengthen federalism 
and limited government. As mat-
ters now stand, residents of high-
tax states have the purchase price 
of Big Government at the state and 
local level marked down. Their dis-
count corresponds to a federal tax 
premium paid by the residents of 
low-tax states, who have smaller 
deductions on their federal re-
turns. Both fairness and the cause 
of limiting government would be 
promoted by letting the residents 
of every state and locality pay full 
price for the amount of government 
they purchase. 

The worrisome thing about 
Ponnuru’s plan concerns this same 
idea—that the growth of govern-

ment will be constrained if people 
are confronted with its costs di-
rectly. The Ponnuru proposal clear-
ly serves this goal at the local and 
state level, but its impact at the fed-
eral level is murkier. According to 
the most recent data available from 
the Congressional Budget Office, 
the poorest quintile of the Ameri-
can income distribution paid 0.8% 
of federal taxes in 2006. That’s 80 
cents out of every $100 of all fed-
eral taxes—income, payroll, corpo-
rate, and excise. The next-highest 
quintile paid 4.1% of the total, and 
the middle quintile paid 9.1%. 

Under these circumstances, a 
solid majority of the American 
people has good reason to think of 
the growth of government and the 
resulting growth of taxes as some-
body else’s problem—somebody 
richer’s problem. The 86% of the 
federal tax burden not paid by the 
poorest 60% of the population in 
2006 was divided, after rounding, 
between the fourth quintile, which 
paid 16.5% of all federal taxes, and 
the highest quintile, which paid 
69.3%. The 1% of the population 
with the highest income paid 28.3% 
by itself, and the next highest 4% 
paid another 16.4%. 

This gets us back to the ques-
tion of winners and losers under 
Ponnuru’s proposal. Because of the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, effec-
tive federal income tax rates for the 
first and second income quintiles 
are already negative. Thus, payroll 
taxes are the only significant fed-
eral tax liability faced by most poor 
and lower-middle class families. A 
$5,000 credit for each dependent 
child, applicable to both income 
and payroll taxes, would give mil-
lions of American families a sab-
batical from federal taxation that 
concluded only when their young-
est child was no longer a depen-
dent. Any conservative argument 
against new federal spending would 
have to sway these voters purely on 
the strength of its abstractions, be-
cause they would be exempt from 
any resulting tax increases prior to 
the empty-nest phase of their lives.

Of course, there would be los-
ers under Ponnuru’s proposal, too, 
those people who currently pay lit-
tle or no federal taxes but wind up 
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paying quite a lot. They include the 
childless and residents of high-tax 
states and cities. The proposal is 
revenue-neutral, which means the 
number of dollars coming into the 
U.S. Treasury remains unchanged. 
It is not necessarily taxpayer-neu-
tral, however. The number of tax-
payers who end up paying negligible 
federal taxes could grow, shrink, or 
stay the same. 

I’m not sure which. The question 
may be economically unanswerable 
and politically irrelevant. It would 
be unanswerable if even the best 
statisticians were unable to take 
Ponnuru’s plan out for a test-drive 
that was revealing enough to settle 
the question of its impact on the 
size of the untaxed cohort. It would 
be irrelevant if the size of that co-
hort is so large now that increasing 
it wouldn’t make much difference. 
That is, the distribution of the bur-
dens of federal taxation may be so 
top-heavy already that the correla-
tion of forces between those who 
want to shrink and those who want 
to expand the federal government 
is as favorable to the latter as it can 
possibly get.

Conservatism is in a ditch, and 
the least promising approaches 
for getting out are those that em-
phasize risk-avoidance. Frum’s 
advice on rhetoric and Ponnuru’s 
tax reforms are both gambles, but 
shrewdly considered rather than 
reckless ones. Both proposals are 
exercises in the statesmanship of 
ideas, ones that seek to marry good 
governance to good politics. They 
deserve careful consideration.

Too Few Doctors?

Among the recommendations 
Mark Helprin makes for the Amer-
ican health care system is that the 
United States take immediate steps 

to double the number of physicians 
trained each year, in order to reduce 
physicians’ prices (“First, Do No 
Harm,” Spring 2009). Mr. Helprin 
further asserts that other indus-
trialized countries have on average 
150% more physicians per capita 
than the U.S., and that worsening 
shortages loom.

America has tried Mr. Helprin’s 
suggestion in the past with decided-
ly mixed consequences. The federal 
government, through a number of 
initiatives begun in the late 1960s, 
vastly increased the annual infusion 
of new doctors, from 7,000 gradu-
ates in 1970 to over 15,000 in 1980 
and over 16,000 today. Physician 
manpower increased from 325,000 
in 1970 to 853,000 today and will 
reach 952,000 by 2020, nearly tri-
ple the 1970 level. The U.S. has 255 
physicians per 100,000 inhabit-
ants, up from 137 in 1970, and will 
reach 258 in 2020. This compares 
to 334 in France, 330 in Germany, 
195 in Canada, 189 in Great Brit-
ain, and 177 in Ireland. Clearly, the 
U.S. falls within the range of other 
first world countries.

The Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) projects 
a 1% per year increase in physician 
productivity over the next decade, 
which means we would have the 
output of 300 of today’s physicians 
per 100,000 inhabitants by 2020, 
far greater than any English speak-
ing industrial country and about 
the same as continental Europe, 
which has struggled with chronic 
physician unemployment.

What has been the effect of this 
great increase in the number of 
physicians? Mr. Helprin is right; 
oversupply did lead to lower prices. 
In real dollars the unit price for 
physician services has fallen about 
50% since 1985. A physician 15 
years out of training and owner or 
equity partner in his practice now 
earns less than a lawyer, dentist, 

or CPA in the same situation, and 
works harder.

However, Mr. Helprin’s notion 
that lower physician prices would 
lower health care costs has proven 
wildly wrong. About 60% of heath 
care costs arise from tests, medica-
tions, and procedures ordered by 
physicians. The presence of ever 
greater numbers of physicians 
has exacerbated the cost increases 
caused by the availability of more 
advanced pharmaceuticals and 
technology. Other countries have 
avoided the bulk of these cost in-
creases largely through rationing of 
access to these life-saving advances.

Physician oversupply has led 
not only to lower physician income, 
but also to lower physician morale, 
autonomy, and public respect. The 
brilliant, highly motivated people 
the medical profession used to at-
tract now largely shun the field, 
and instead enter law, business, 
computer science, or finance.

A further vast increase in phy-
sician manpower would lead to 
increased, not decreased costs, 
stringent government controls, 
further erosion of physician qual-
ity, and, ultimately, loss of patient 
autonomy—outcomes none of us 
would wish.

Steven E. Levine, M.D.
David Geffen School of

 Medicine at UCLA
Los Angeles, CA

Mark Helprin replies:

First, a note on the supporting 
data. (Those who don’t relish such 
interesting details might want to 
skip to the third paragraph.) Con-
trary to common assumptions, 
most social statistics, like election 
tallies, are seldom precisely repli-
cable. Given that it is unlikely that 
in the last four years a fifth of Brit-
ish doctors simply disappeared, I 
suspect that this explains the dif-
ference between Dr. Levine’s 189 
physicians per capita in the U.K. 
(presumably at present) and the 
Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development’s figure 
of 230 (in 2004), upon which I rely. 
The numbers of British and Amer-

ican doctors per capita are roughly 
equal, but, as I pointed out in my 
essay, it is true that “The major 
countries of Western Europe other 
than Britain [emphasis newly sup-
plied] have on average 150% more 
physicians and 200% more hospi-
tal beds per capita.” And it is a fact 
that the major countries of West-
ern Europe spend 9.4% of GNP on 
health care while we spend 16%. 

As Dr. Levine states, for a peri-
od the granting of American medi-
cal degrees greatly increased: cu-
mulatively 81% between 1970 and 
1990. Even when measured against 
the population growth of 22%, this 
is substantial. However, between 
1990 and 2004, cumulative growth 
of only 2% hardly kept up with an 
18% increase in population. Then 
we began a heavy draw of doctors 
from the Third World. These pat-
terns notwithstanding, the ratios 
expressed in the first paragraph 
above accurately reflect the differ-
ences between America and the 
group of countries I used as exem-
plars. In light of these numbers, of 
waiting times throughout the U.S., 
and of the Association of Ameri-
can Medical Colleges prediction 
of a dearth of 124,400 M.D.s by 
2025, I would hesitate to call what 
we now have an oversupply. And 
even if we did have an “oversupply” 
(for which, if you think about it, a 
credible definition would be hard 
to come by in the present circum-
stances), adding to it further would 
still lower prices.

Dr. Levine stipulates that, in 
fact, the increase in physician sup-
ply in the period he cites “did lead 
to lower prices. In real dollars the 
unit price for physician services has 
fallen about 50% since 1985.” He 
objects that, “However, Mr. Hel-
prin’s notion that lower physician 
prices would lower health care costs 
has proven wildly wrong,” because 
60% of health care costs arise from 
everything but physician fees. 

I did not propose to cut health-
care costs only by lowering the prices 
charged by physicians—although if 
these costs total 40% of the total and 
they were cut in half, they would in 
fact lower overall costs by 20%. My 
proposal, clearly expressed, was to 
increase the supply of all medical 
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An Open Letter

President Barack Obama
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue
Washington, D.C.  20500

Dear Sir:

In your Cairo speech [June 4, 2009] you referred to the 
West Bank as “occupied” by Israel. You implied that the 
Palestinian Arabs were being denied the sovereign rights 
to their homeland. But the West Bank was never a sover-
eign state to Palestinian Arabs. In the ancient world, Judea 
and Samaria belonged to what was then a sovereign Jewish 
state, a state from which the Jews were repeatedly driven 
by foreign conquerors: among them Babylonians, Romans, 
and Christian crusaders. However often they were driven 
from their ancient homeland, Jews always returned. 

The millennial claims of the Jews contrast with the fact 
that the Palestinian people of today have no such historic 
claims. In fact, the Palestinians whose national identity 
you recognize did not exist before 1967. The West Bank 
was conquered in 1948 by Jordan, which subsequently an-
nexed it and then later de-annexed it. It was de-annexed 
when the King of Jordan discovered he had added to his 
kingdom Palestinians who wanted to overthrow his mon-
archy. For the same reason, Israel does not want to add 
enemies to its body politic. 

During the 19 years that Jordan controlled the West 
Bank, not a word was heard of a Palestinian people. After 
Israel’s victory in 1967, Palestinian nationalism was a cre-
ation of the larger Arab world, which saw in a Palestinian 
state a platform from which to launch Israel’s ultimate de-
struction. But they recognize that that victory will never 
come until America’s support of Israel is sufficiently un-
dermined. 

To be sure, the idea of statehood for Palestinian Arabs 
has a history. It was proposed by the Peel Commission in 
1937, in parallel with the then Jewish Homeland. It was 
proposed again in 1947 by the United Nations, which 
partitioned Palestine into two states. In both cases parti-
tion was accepted by the Jews and rejected by the Arabs. 
In 1948 the Arabs thought they could destroy Israel, and 
possess the whole of Palestine. Today they accept what 
they had formerly rejected, but only as a means to the 
same end: the destruction of Israel.

Sincerely,

Harry V. Jaffa
Claremont, CA 

goods, from cotton swabs to mag-
netic resonance imagers, from physi-
cians to technicians, drugs, hospital 
beds, outpatient facilities—in short, 
whatever it is that in its scarcity el-
evates prices. 

It is true that, just as with dia-
monds, gold, or oil, if supply in-
creases relative to demand sellers 
will receive less, especially those 
who, like physicians, cannot prop 
up income by increasing volume. 
But as in the production of energy 
or food, should not deficits be met 
with the natural response of in-
creasing supplies? This is at one and 
the same time the classic economic 
prescription across many schools, 
the normal response, the expected 
reflex, and, in the case of food or 
medicine, the moral imperative. 
The opposite course of action, to 
ration supply (which the need for 
stringent certification allows the 
medical profession to do at will) is 
what cartels attempt for their own 
advantage and what socialists do 
ostensibly for the sake of equality. 
The former enjoy narrowly dis-
tributed benefits arising from their 
promotion of unnatural restriction, 
and the latter enjoy stilted central-
ized direction arising from their 
toleration and imposition of pre-
cisely the same thing.

I do not conflate the lowering 
of health costs with physician hap-
piness. On the other hand, I re-
member when ambulances carried 
interns, when doctors would come 
to the house to see a patient at 
four in the morning on a Sunday, 
when those who practiced medi-
cine were not as rich as they are at 
present, and when despite this, as 
many sources and surveys attest, 
they were a lot happier than they 
are now. Though they did not have 
the science they have today, they 
found great satisfaction in a calling 
that was properly honored and re-
spected in a less materialistic cul-
ture. They were not even vaguely 
overshadowed by the machines to 
which these days they are some-
times viewed as mere accessories, 
and their clients were their patients 
rather than arrogant, mechanical, 
and faceless bureaucracies. 

The pressures of mortality and 
rapid advances in medical science 

have combined to elevate demand 
for health care to unprecedented 
levels. Because this demand rises 
from the will to escape suffering 
and death, it will not ebb, and it can 
never be called unreasonable even 
if it is insatiable. By its nature, it is 
difficult to satisfy fully, but rather 
than pulling back and rationing, 
our task should be to extend and 
increase supply. 

Paradoxically, but according to 
laws of economics that have yet to 
be repealed, this would lower or 
stabilize costs while at the same 
time it saved and prolonged lives. 
Granted, insatiable demand can 
keep level with supply and repeal 
reductions in price. But even if this 
were so—and varying levels of pa-
tient satisfaction by era and loca-
tion show that demand can level 
off at least until major advances in 
science change the nature of expec-
tations—costs would rise less rap-
idly than otherwise, and everyone 
would benefit from the richer pro-
vision of medical care. Perhaps the 
average cardiologist would not, as 
he does now, take home $419,000 
per year, though perhaps, with the 
debt-free education I advocate and 
reforms in bureaucratic practices 
and liability insurance, he would. 
Is this, however, the test?

Third World 
Corruption

I read Carl Schramm’s “Up From 
Poverty” (Spring 2009) expecting 
at each paragraph to be reminded 
of the two problems that separate 
the developed world from the “nev-
er to be developed world,” namely, 
nepotism and corruption. Without 
addressing these two problems, we 
can put all the money we want into 
“developing nations” and have no 
discernible effect, ever. To have even 
a limited effect in these countries, 
every dollar and decision must be 
watched over by an outside body. 
Most unsupervised aid money goes 
to support the worst people in each 
country.

C. Ferrell Varner
Memphis, TN
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Against the Virtual Life

Book Review by Joseph Epstein

Digital Barbarism: A Writer’s Manifesto, by Mark Helprin. 
Harper, 256 pages, $24.99

Mark helprin’s digital barbarism is 
ostensibly a book about copyright: 
the need for preserving it and indeed 

extending its span, the distinctions between 
it and other forms and kinds of property, the 
political implications behind recent attempts 
to eliminate it. As a copyright holder myself, 
who has not thought lengthily on the subject, 
but only gratefully collects his peasantries 
(as I refer to my rather meager royalties) and 
moves on, Mr. Helprin’s argument strikes me 
as sound, persuasive, even penetrating. But the 
book is about much more than copyright. Digi-
tal Barbarism is, in fact, a diatribe, harangue, 
lecture, attack, onslaught, denunciation, po-
lemic, broadside, fulmination, condemnation, 
no-holds barred, kick-butt censure of the cur-
rent, let us call it the digital, age. Reviewers 
have criticized Helprin for the almost unre-
lenting note of rant in his book, claiming, as 
one did, that it “corrodes [his] credibility.” 
Poor benighted fellows, they have missed the 
best part of this unusual book.

Mark Helprin is a brilliant writer, of great 
descriptive power and independent mind, whose 
views are often unpredictable and always lively. 
He was an advisor on defense and foreign rela-
tions for Bob Dole when he ran for the presi-
dency in 1996, which, in the lost-cause depart-
ment, strikes me as a job akin to having the ba-
gel concession in Hitler’s bunker. I mention this 
odd biographical fact—he brings up many oth-
ers in the course of his book—to show that Mr. 
Helprin does not run with the gang, any gang. 
He doesn’t, that is, find much to choose from 
between Ann Coulter and Al Franken.

Digital Barbarism had its origins in an op-
ed in the New York Times that Helprin wrote 
in 2007 in defense of copyright.* Such was the 
reaction against this piece, some 750,000 uni-
formly ticked-off outbursts on the internet, that 
Helprin came to realize that forces greater than 
the matter of the validity of copyright were at is-
sue. He determined, in fact, that a great cultural 
disruption had occurred, and that the attack on 
the age-old institution of copyright is merely the 
tip of the iceberg toward which we, jolly passen-
gers on a cultural Titanic of our own devising, 
are all blithely sailing. 

As for copyright, those who would eliminate 
it, placing all works in the public domain—a 
condition to which much recorded music has 
not aspired but appears to have attained—feel it 
is little more than selfishness legalized. Art, like 
ideas, they hold, ought to be common property, 
enjoyed by all, with future profit for none. Hel-
prin clubs adherents of this view down, show-
ing that copyright is nothing like the monopoly 
they claim, nor is it the same as holding a pat-
ent, which they ignorantly aver. He convincingly 
makes the case that copyright is a form of prop-
erty—intellectual property—and that sustain-
ing it is important for stimulating individual-
ity, originality, and creativity of a kind without 
which life will quickly lapse into a bland collec-
tivity that will make us all much the poorer—
and not merely in the economic realm. 

“Copyright is important,” Helprin writes, 
“because it is one of the guarantors of the 

rights of authorship, and the rights of author-
ship are important because without them the 
individual voice would be subsumed in an in-
distinguishable and instantly malleable mass.” 
A mass, one might add, of the kind that ganged 
up against Helprin in reaction to his New York 
Times op-ed. “The substance [of the reaction 
to his op-ed] was disturbing if only for its im-
plicit comment on the state of contemporary 
education,” he writes. “The form, however, was 
most distressing, in that it was so thoughtless, 
imitative, lacking in custom and civility, and 
stimulated—as if in a feedback loop or feeding 
frenzy—by the power it brought to bear not by 
means of any quality but only as a variant of 
mass and speed.”

Without gainsaying the rich new 
possibilities that digital technology 
has made available, Helprin makes 

the case that this same technology inculcates 
a frenetic habit of mind, quick on the trigger 
yet slow to appreciate subtlety and dazzlingly 
blind to beauty. “The character of the machine 
is that of speed, power, compression, instanta-
neousness, immense capacity, indifference, and 
automaticity,” he writes. The other side of this 
debased coin is that the machine does not un-
derstand tradition, appreciate stability, enjoy 
quality, but instead “[hungers] for denser floods 
of data” and fosters a mentality in which “im-
ages have gradually displaced words.”

Early in Digital Barbarism, Helprin posits 
two characters, one a high-flying executive in 
2028 of a company that “supplies algorithms for 
the detection of damage in and the restoration 

* A longer version of the essay appeared under the title 
“© Inequality” in the Summer 2007 issue of the CRB.
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of molecular memories in organic computation,” 
the other a British diplomat in 1908 on holiday 
at Lake Como. The first is living virtually the 
virtual life, so to speak, which means that he 
is hostage to the machinery of communication 
and information, flooded by e-mail, cell-phone 
calls, screen imagery, in a life lived very much 
from without. The second, reachable only by 
slow international post, lives his life with ample 
room for reflection, cultivation of the intellect, 
acquiring musical and literary culture directly 
and at leisure. Helprin naturally prefers the life 
of the latter, and if you don’t grasp the reasons 
why, you are a digital barbarian in the making, 
if not already made. 

Helprin tells us that “I look at a computer 
screen as little as possible”; and, later, that his 
satellite television system “was destroyed by a 
discerning lightning bolt.” Yet he is no Luddite, 
or even against technology per se. He recog-
nizes, as he puts it, that to deplore “the factual 
trajectory of things makes one reactionary, a di-
nosaur, rigid, unimaginative, impotent, a fascist, 
and a chipmunk.” (A nice touch, that chipmunk 
at the end of the list.) But, boats against the cur-
rent, Helprin beats on, claiming that “one need 
not be a Nazi brontosaurus to question the tra-
jectories of one’s time if indeed one’s time pro-
duces people who think their grandchildren are 
their ancestors.” 

The real enemy, the digital barbarism 
of Helprin’s title, is the kind of mind 
that is likely to oppose copyright—a 

mind propelled by a strong sense of entitle-
ment, inane utopian visions, and less than no 
regard for those distinctions and discrimina-
tions that make a complex culture hum. Digi-
tal Barbarism is meant to be a torpedo aimed 
not across but directly into their bow. The 
anti-copyright movement, he holds, “is against 
property, competition, and the free market”; 
and its adherents are those who “favor a world 
that is planned, controlled, decided, entirely 
cooperative, and conducive of predetermined 
outcomes,” even though history has long ago 
taught that those outcomes have a way of work-
ing almost precisely against the utopian dreams 
of the planners. 

Nudniks, the Yiddish word for aggressive 
pests, is only one of the vituperations Helprin 
casts upon people possessed by minds organized 
in the movement against copyright. “Unlike the 
troublesome and annoying classical nudniks of 
the past,” he writes,

the electronic nudnik is sheltered by ano-
nymity, his acts amplified by an almost 
inconceivable multiplication and instan-
taneousness of transmission. This new 
nudnik is therefore tempted to exchange 

his previous protective innocence (think 
Alfred E. Neuman) for a certain sinister, 
angry, off-the-rails quality (think the Un-
abomber), which is perhaps to be expected 
from the kind of person who has spent 
forty thousand hours reflexively commit-
ting video-game mass murder and then 
encounters an argument with which he 
finds himself in disagreement.

Helprin believes that he, in his op-ed, offend-
ed “a subcult amid those modern people who 
dress like circus clowns or adorn themselves like 
cannibals,” presenting a spectacle akin to Que-
equeg having been “dropped on Santa Monica.” 
He also avers that they have “a brain the size 
of a Gummy Bear” and, elsewhere, “of cocktail 
onions.”

the same oblique pleasure as Tristram Shandy 
and The Anatomy of Melancholy, two works 
that, without their digressions, could scarcely 
be said to exist. 

An “essay-memoir” is the way Helprin de-
scribes his book, but it is also something of 
an advertisement for himself. Normally, this 
would not be a good thing, but here it is, some-
how, amusing, like those television commercials 
that are superior to the show they are sponsor-
ing. In his preface, for example, he informs us 
that he would “sometimes write speeches for 
politicians…always from deep anonymity and 
always without any compensation.” He has an 
interest in physics, he tells us, “half-theoreti-
cal, half-empirical, and entirely amateur.” He 
recounts that he went to Harvard, where his 
classmate was “that spritely lummox, Al Gore,” 
and thence to Oxford, and that he was in the 
Israeli Air Force. His father, we learn, was in 
the movie industry, his mother an actress, but 
he is no more specific than that. (Was his fa-
ther successful? Is his mother, who goes un-
named, famous, or was she famous in her day?) 
He claims—no reason to doubt him—to have 
taken a cross-country bicycle trip at the age of 
14. He makes himself out to have been fairly 
well off, yet lets us know he worked two jobs 
after Harvard. He taught at the University of 
Iowa 30 years ago, where he was befriended by 
the now alas forgotten novelist Vance Bourjai-
ly. He rows, about which he wrote a fine short 
story called “Palais de Justice,” and used to be 
a climber (mountains, one presumes), and cur-
rently fly fishes. Greek sponge-fishing holidays, 
he instructs us, are “vastly overrated.” Had he 
told us that he had flown three kamikaze mis-
sions (insufficient death wish?) or used to play 
gin rummy with Osama bin Laden’s mother, we 
should, after all these autobiographical tidbits, 
have taken these, too, in easy stride. 

Along with building up this persona, Hel-
prin shoots off lots of lovely zingers. At these 
prices, he must have concluded, why accept 
repression? On his bicycle trip, he tells, to il-
lustrate a point about private property, that a 
farmer caught him eating an ear of corn from 
his field, and came off as “irate as Al Sharp-
ton,” even though the farmer, “perhaps like 
Van Gogh, would not have missed a single ear.” 
He remarks that the New York Times Book Re-
view is our equivalent to the French Academy, 
deciding “the relative values and appropriate 
rewards for literary endeavors,” but “at least it’s 
not in the Constitution.” He cites the “Chron-
icle of [supposedly] Higher Education,” which 
“exhibits less intelligence than a Kleenex.” He 
takes time out to attack Levenger’s, which sells 
pseudo-elegant writing equipment, as part of 
a general tirade against the modern tendency 
to be over-equipped for all activities. He bangs 

Helprin is no Luddite, 
or even against 

technology per se. He 
recognizes that to deplore 

“the factual trajectory 
of things makes one 

reactionary, a dinosaur, 
rigid, unimaginative, 
impotent, a fascist, 
and a chipmunk.”

“At risk of straying too far,” Mr. Helprin 
writes well into his slender book, to which one’s 
response is, Not at all, old sport, stray quite as 
far as you like, plunge on, for the rest of this 
sentence reads: “I must relate the story of how a 
long time ago a great friend and I, alighting from 
a freight train in northern Virginia, proceeded 
to Crystal City, where we insolently skated in 
our shoes across an empty ice rink while a Zam-
boni machine was grooming it, leading to our 
detention by a security guard with the physique 
of a whale.” 

Much of the pleasure in this book is 
in its digressions, for which the main 
argument, one sometimes thinks, is 

merely the excuse. Copyright, in other words, 
is the trampoline upon which Helprin jumps, 
the better to pounce on that new cultural type, 
the digital barbarian, he despises. Digital Bar-
barism, in much briefer compass, gives some of 
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the idiot professoriat, and bings the contempo-
rary novel, a stellar example of which he feels 
might be titled 

Rimbaud’s Macaque, a Novel of the Hypo-
thetical Romance of Isadora Duncan and 
Nikolai Tesla, or, the Birds of Werbezerk, 
which, to quote from the publisher’s copy, 
is “the dark and unforgiving account of a 
Santa Monica professor of Jewish studies 
who discovers that her parents were Ba-
varian Nazis and practicing cannibals.”

What makes mark helprin a gifted 
polemicist is his ability to combine 
the humorous with the tiradical. “A 

man blowing a trumpet successfully is a rousing 
spectacle,” the Welsh writer Rhys Davies noted. 
Something no less rousing about a man standing 
up and blowing off, full steam ahead, as Mark 
Helprin does about, for only one example, the 
self-importance of BlackBerry-bearing human 
beings:

[T]he text-messaging approach [to mak-
ing a dinner date] would take at least four 
messages, each typed in even more time 
than required by the entire voice transac-
tion, over a period of hours or days, “from 
my BlackBerry.” Excuse me? From your 
BlackBerry? I don’t think the purpose of 
this declaration is to explain the brevity of 
your message, as you could probably type 
War and Peace with one thumb tied be-
hind your BMW. I think its purpose is an 
ad from BlackBerry to let me know that 
you have a BlackBerry. May your Black-
Berry rot in hell.

Many fine blasts of this kind are to be found 
in Digital Barbarism, some cutting an admira-
bly wide swath. Here is Helprin on the hope-
less attempts to fight the relentless debasement 
through vulgarization of contemporary culture:

No one has control of what is happen-
ing. It is the result of the hundred mil-
lion decisions that taken together mark 
the decline of a culture—the teacher, 
lacking anything to say about his subject, 
who promotes an ideology instead; the 
publisher who cannot resist the payout 
from sensationalism and whips it into a 
dollar-frosted frenzy; the intellectually 
lazy reader who buys a prurient thriller, 
knowing that its effect is equivalent to a 
diet of gas-station junk food, “ just for the 
plane ride”; the drug-addled Hollywood 
solons who have blurred the line between 
general films and pornography, and have 
created a new nonsexual pornography of 
hypnotic, purely sensational images, sub-
stituting stimulation and tropism for just 
about everything else (except popcorn); 
narrow intellectuals who mock the ethical 
precepts, religions, and long-held beliefs of 
civilizations that have evolved over thou-
sands of years, in favor of theories of more 
or less everything that they have designed 
over an entire semester; writers who write 
according to neither their consciences nor 
their hearts, but to sell.
 

O.K., everyone breathe out. 
Mark Helprin is a man of belligerent integ-

rity. He recounts turning down an enormous 
fee from Time for a cover story because he at-

tacked the egotism of Lee Iacocca. He has lost 
lucrative film deals because he refused to yield 
his copyright to film studios. He does not suf-
fer slovenly editing, and once instructed an edi-
tor who inserted the word “pricey” in his copy to 
bugger off, though he does use the word “semi-
nal,” which has always seemed to me greatly to 
underestimate the power of semen. Although 
dependent on publishers, as are all we scribblers, 
he doesn’t in the least mind mocking them. The 
only authority he submits to is that of sound in-
telligence allied to the mission of saving what is 
best in Western culture. 

Great fun though it is to read, one has to ask, 
how high is the truth quotient of Digital Bar-
barism in the picture it presents of the general 
degradation of modern life? When one allows 
for Helprin’s hyperbole, his ripping tirades, 
his penchant for amusing over-statement, and 
allows further for the possibility that he be-
lieves he is guilty of none of the foregoing, the 
truth quotient, it strikes me, remains damna-
bly high. Now in his early 60s, Mark Helprin 
is old enough to recall another time, with dif-
ferent beliefs, and higher standards, and over a 
long career he has earned the right to be cranky 
about its fading away. His fate is not so differ-
ent than that of the Goncourt brothers, who in 
1860 wrote in their journal: “It is silly to come 
into the world in a time of change; the soul feels 
as uncomfortable as a man who moves into a 
new house before the plaster is dry.” The ques-
tion facing Mark Helprin, and us with him, is 
what the place is going to look like once the 
plaster has dried. 

Joseph Epstein is the author, most recently, of Fred 
Astaire (Yale University Press).
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Essay by William Voegeli

Look Out for the Union Label

The jury is still out on whether the traditional union 
is necessary for the new workplace.

—Robert Reich, 1993

Go back about 50 years, when America’s middle 
class was expanding and the economy was soaring. 
Paychecks were big enough to allow us to buy all the 
goods and services we produced. It was a virtuous 
circle. Good pay meant more purchases, and more 
purchases meant more jobs. At the center of this 
virtuous circle were unions. 

—Robert Reich, 2009

Apparently, the jury came back. when 
Robert Reich was Secretary of Labor 
he was surprisingly equivocal about the 

value of labor unions—and his misgivings were 
shared within the Clinton Administration. Ron 
Brown, Secretary of Commerce from 1993 un-
til his death in 1996, gave unions equally faint 
praise: “Unions are O.K. where they are. And 
where they are not, it is not clear yet what sort of 
organization should represent workers.” 

Fast-forward 16 years, and such doubts 
about unions have all vanished, or at least been 
silenced. Reich’s present position is the new 

(and old) liberal consensus—labor unions are 
indispensable. As Washington Post columnist 
Harold Meyerson says, “The one great period 
of broadly shared prosperity in U.S. history re-
mains the three decades following World War 
II, which, anything but coincidentally, is the 
one period in which America had high levels of 
unionization.” 

If it’s obvious to Reich and Meyerson in 2009 
that labor unions are essential, why was their 
value so doubtful to Reich and Brown in 1993? 
It’s an open question because the argument put 
forward by Reich and Meyerson on behalf of 
unions is notably thin. Meyerson assures us that 
strong unions did not just coincide with shared 
prosperity. Even if that’s so, however, the cause-
and-effect relation could just as plausibly oper-
ate in the other direction: perhaps organized la-
bor is good at exploiting rather than generating 
prosperity. 

Reich makes the formula for prosperity 
sound suspiciously simple—unions with the 
leverage to secure big paychecks will activate 
the virtuous circle of consuming and hiring. If 
that’s all there is to it, it’s hard to imagine why 
a secretary of labor appointed by a Democratic 

president could ever have doubted the necessity 
of unions. The basic facts about the postwar 
economic boom were as comprehensible in 1993 
as they are today. 

Cartelizing Labor

Perhaps, then, that’s not all there 
is to it. Federal judge and ubiquitous 
public affairs commentator Richard 

Posner expresses the view of many economists 
when he calls labor unions “cartels” that exist 
to redistribute wealth from companies’ owners 
and managers to the unions’ members and of-
ficers. Employee cartels will fold up if employ-
ers can obtain the services they sell on more 
favorable terms outside the cartel. The leverage 
unions use to redistribute wealth is based on 
their ability to make this more trouble than it’s 
worth. Thus, unions derive their power from 
making life unpleasant, and sometimes dan-
gerous, for “scabs” who cross picket lines, and 
firms that hire from outside the cartel or balk 
at its terms. 

One corollary of Reich’s (current) praise for 
the leverage unions exert is the proposition that 
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economic growth is best served by minimiz-
ing profits. The assumption is that workers’ 
paychecks are too small because shareholders’ 
dividends and executives’ compensation pack-
ages are too big. The AFL-CIO website, for ex-
ample, maintains an “Executive PayWatch” for 
those wondering, “Is your CEO raking in the 
big bucks while running the company into the 
ground?” 

In What Do Unions Do? (1984), an influen-
tial treatise on labor economics, the economists 
Richard Freeman and James Medoff argue that 
unions are indeed “harmful to the bottom line 
of company balance sheets.” Yet, they say, the 
“paradox of American unionism” is that a strong 
union movement promotes a “thriving market 
economy” even while reducing corporate profits. 
The beneficial aspect of unions is that they can 
and often do enhance productivity. Unionized 
workplaces will be more productive than non-
unionized ones to the extent that labor unions 
increase the likelihood of good industrial rela-
tions. Freeman and Medoff believe the quality 
of industrial relations in unionized firms varies 
greatly, and is often dysfunctional—but is also 
good enough, often enough, for unionization to 
be, on balance, beneficial. 

The idea of private firms that, by virtue of be-
ing unionized, are simultaneously less profitable 
and more productive may seem like a contradic-
tion, not a paradox. The best thing to be said 
for Freeman and Medoff’s thesis is that it’s not 
as crazy as it sounds. A unionized firm could be 
more productive than a non-unionized one if, 
by virtue of more efficiently utilizing employees 
with higher morale, it generates quantitatively 
or qualitatively superior outputs from any given 
basket of inputs—raw materials, capital, and la-
bor. Furthermore, if the more productive union-
ized firm is forced to yield a larger share of its 
revenues to employees who are union members 
than it otherwise would, then it will also be less 
profitable. 

The problem is that although unions’ ability 
to reduce profits is easy to understand, and their 
record of doing so unassailable, the argument 
and evidence that unions enhance productivity 
is more elusive. When a union uses its leverage 
against an employer to direct a larger portion of 
the revenue stream to the union members than 
they would receive in the absence of the union, 
it is acting, in Freeman and Medoff’s analysis, as 
a classic monopolist. The consequence of cartel-
izing the labor market an employer faces is to 
force that employer to pay more than it would 
if individual workers were bidding against one 
another to sell their services. 

How much more a particular union can ex-
tract from a particular employer will depend on 
factors over which each will ordinarily have little 
control. The biggest is that a union’s monopoly 

power vis-à-vis an employer depends heavily on 
the employer’s monopoly power vis-à-vis the 
consumers of the products and services it pro-
vides. The golden age of the United Auto Work-
ers (UAW), for example, was also the heyday of 
Detroit’s Big Three. The union had the most 
success in pressing contract demands against 
the automakers when the companies had the 
greatest ability to pass those costs along to the 
consumer. The path of least resistance for auto 
executives under those circumstances was to ac-
cede to the union’s demands rather than allow 
profitable factories to be idled by strikes. The 
UAW declined as the growing popularity of 
foreign cars eroded Detroit’s ability to set prices 
and maintain profit margins. 

Self-Interest Wrongly Understood

In 2008, when a mere 7.6% of all private-
sector workers belonged to labor unions, 
26.9% of utility companies’ employees did 

so—utilities being, in most cases, regulated 
monopolies retaining considerable power to set 
their own rates. And, of course, the only “indus-
try” where unions have flourished in the past 40 
years has been government, the ultimate mo-
nopoly. The same Bureau of Labor Statistics re-
port shows that 36.8% of public-sector employ-
ees were union members last year. (To put the 
point another way, while private-sector workers 
were more than five times as numerous as pub-
lic-sector ones in 2008—108 million compared 
to 21 million—the number of private-sector 
unionized employees was only 6% larger than 
the number of public-sector ones, 8.3 million 
versus 7.8 million. Unless the trends that have 
held for decades are reversed, the majority of 
American union members will soon be govern-
ment employees.)

Apart from the employer’s power to dictate 
terms to its customers, the leverage any particu-
lar union can exert will often depend on essen-
tially arbitrary factors. As Mickey Kaus wrote 
in 1983: 

Some industries are extremely vulnerable 
to strikes—industries that deal in per-
ishable goods, for example, or industries 
(e.g., Broadway theaters) where you can 
set up a picket line that will intercept a 
lot of customers. In other industries, ad-
vances in technology have weakened the 
power of strikes, as petroleum and chemi-
cal workers discovered when they walked 
out and found that skeleton crews of su-
pervisors could run computer-controlled 
refineries for a long time. Did the chemi-
cal workers deserve to be paid less simply 
because their industries had become more 
strike-proof?
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The “bargaining leverage” that Robert Reich 
praises will vary widely among different indus-
tries, in ways weakly correlated to any coherent 
theory of distributive justice. The most success-
ful union leaders will be those who shrewdly as-
sess just how much leverage they do have, and 
bargain for their members without either over-
playing or underplaying their hand. 

The death spiral of America’s auto industry, 
however, reveals America’s most important in-
dustrial union to be a matchless practitioner of 
self-interest wrongly understood. The UAW’s 
posture toward the auto industry has consis-
tently violated a fundamental Darwinian pre-
cept: healthy parasites figure out ways to avoid 
killing the host organism. Last year Business-
Week took note of the concessions the UAW, 
led by its president Ron Gettelfinger, had made 
to the Big Three when the most recent contract 
was negotiated. It also noted that, from the in-
dustry’s perspective, the problem is, 

Gettelfinger made those key concessions 
starting in 2005, but not until Ford and 
GM were reeling toward massive losses. 
The union has never given enough to get 
the companies ahead of the curve. “It’s 
always a day late and a dollar short,” says 
one former GM executive.

“Gettelfinger isn’t the problem,” according to 
Kaus. Rather, “[t]he problem is the system, the 
American adversarial labor-management ne-
gotiating system, in which reasonable people 
doing what the system tells them they should 
do wind up producing undesirable results.” In 
that system, “negotiating ponderous 3-year con-
tracts (in which Gettelfinger must extract every 
possible concession to please the members who 
elected him) means contracts adjust too slowly 
to save the companies from failure if market 
conditions change.” 

The 2005 contract, for example, stipulated 
that the wage and benefit package for new hires 
would be considerably leaner than ever before—
less costly, even, than for starting employees at 
non-union auto plants operated in the U.S. 
by foreign companies. The problem, however, 
is that there haven’t been any new hires at the 
ever-smaller Big Three since 2005. The sort of 
concessions that might actually help render the 
U.S. auto companies viable would be actual pay 
cuts for actual workers, as opposed to hypothet-
ical cuts for prospective ones. But union leaders 
hold their positions based on what they deliver 
for today’s workers, not for those who might be 
hired in the future. As BusinessWeek recounts: 

How did [Gettelfinger] sell the [2005] 
concessions to his members? None of the 
current workers lost much of anything. 

They kept their pay, and their health-care 
benefits are still first-rate. Anyone losing 
a job got buyouts averaging more than 
$100,000, and they typically head into the 
pension rolls.

Bitterly Adversarial

Making freeman and medoff’s para-
dox work is so difficult because profit-
ability and productivity are closely re-

lated. More profitable firms aren’t distinguished 
solely by the better golf courses on which their 
executives and shareholders play. They also have 
a greater ability to invest in research, to gener-
ate new and better products and services, and 
to develop and utilize better production facili-
ties and technologies. To be more productive, in 
other words. Capitalism requires capital, after 
all, and profits create it. 

For labor unions to enhance productivity 
while reducing profits, they would have to play 
an indispensable role in establishing a workplace 
environment that is more collegial and goal-
oriented than in non-unionized firms. That is, 
the consequences of good industrial relations 
would have to be so beneficial that unionized 
firms could thrive by virtue of receiving a small-
er share of a larger revenue stream. Non-union-
ized firms, by the same measure, would suffer 
because even though they retained a larger por-
tion of total revenues, those revenues would be 
significantly smaller than they would have been 
if labor unions were organizing, guiding, and 
motivating employees. 

To make their case, Freeman and Medoff 
borrow their analytical framework from Albert 
Hirschman’s influential work in political theory, 
Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970). The “monopoly 
face” of labor unions is “socially harmful,” Free-
man and Medoff argue. In that respect, unions’ 
power is based on denying the possibility of ex-
it—either of workers from unions, or firms from 
labor markets controlled by unions. Nonethe-
less, the “voice/response face” of organized labor 
will be beneficial, according to Freeman and 
Medoff, if management can “adjust to the union 
and turn unionism into a positive force at the 
workplace.” The efficiency improvements will 
include lowered costs of training and recruit-
ment, apprenticeship programs that upgrade 
and certify workers’ skills, and “more rational 
personnel policies” that “raise productivity by 
reducing organizational slack.” 

The relationship between unions and em-
ployers is inherently and often bitterly adver-
sarial with respect to the fundamental question 
of compensation. As a result, turning unionism 
into a positive force is going to be miraculous 
more often than it will be merely paradoxical. 
The idea that unions, in their capacity as mo-
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nopoly cartels, are going to extract every con-
cession they can from their adversaries across 
the bargaining table, and then turn around to 
collaborate with management on fashioning 
workplace reforms that are mutually beneficial 
is hopeful, to say the least. 

Being Naïve

This is especially true because most 
labor contracts go far beyond estab-
lishing wages and benefits, and also 

stipulate detailed work rules. In the 1980s, 
for example, the autoworkers relied on a “cum-
bersome standard contract,” according to the 
journalist Paul Ingrassia, one “featuring nearly 
200 job classifications at some GM factories, 
with rules prohibiting members of one group 
to perform work reserved for another.” Even 
a sympathetic New Republic article on the 
“tragic nobility” of America’s unionized auto 
industry concedes, “Work rules and grievance 
procedures designed to protect diligent work-
ers from unfair managers sometimes ended up 
protecting less-than-diligent workers from ap-
propriate oversight.” 

Keeping hookers out of the workplace seems 
like a good example of appropriate oversight. 
The blogger Lori Roman recently recounted her 
experience as a G.M. supervisor who learned 
that some workers had “brought an RV into 
the loading yard with a female ‘entertainer’ who 
danced for them and then ‘entertained’ them in 
the RV.” Because the otherwise hyper-elaborate 
contract was silent on the question of lunch-
hour prostitution, “Not one person suffered any 
consequence” for the visiting bordellomobile. 

On another occasion, Roman was in charge 
of “a loading dock and 21 UAW workers who 
worked approximately five hours per day for 
eight hours’ pay.” 

They could easily load one-third more 
rail cars and still maintain their union-
negotiated break times, but when I tried 
to make them increase production ever so 
slightly they sabotaged my ability to make 
even the current production levels by hid-
ing stock, calling in sick, feigning equip-
ment problems, and even once, as a show 
of force, used a fork lift truck and pallets 
and racks to create a car part prison where 
they trapped me while I was conducting 
inventory. The reaction of upper manage-
ment to my request to boost production 
was that I should “not be naïve.”

Little wonder that Roman’s assessment of en-
lightened management’s ability to turn union-
ization into a “positive force” is less optimistic 
than Freeman and Medoff’s: 

gan McArdle, “Up until recently one of the pop-
ular views was that the big 3 weren’t actually in 
trouble and that management was cooking the 
books to show a loss in order to demand conces-
sions from the workers and break the union. It 
may seem silly but I have heard this from several 
workers at several plants.” 

The Saturn Experiment

The “new workplace” that clinton 
Democrats like Reich envisioned was 
not supposed to be so angry, or so in-

efficient. Rather, it would be founded on the 
“voice/response face” emphasized by Freeman 
and Medoff. A 1993 New York Times article, 
for example, contained a detailed, hopeful ac-
count of labor-management “work councils” 
that set production schedules, judge quality, 
determine wages, hire new people, and make 
job assignments. 

The most radically new workplace was sup-
posed to be the Saturn division of General 
Motors, which produced its first car in 1990. 
Writing in Newsweek this year, Paul Ingrassia 
laments that Saturn was “a major missed op-
portunity” for Detroit “to recalibrate the bitter 
business-labor relationship in ways that could 
have had far-reaching implications for the entire 
industry.” A UAW apostate, Donald Ephlin, 
the head of the union’s G.M. department when 
the Saturn division was created in 1985, agreed 
to a very unorthodox contract for its workers: a 
mere handful of job classifications, one-fifth of 
compensation tied to quality and productivity, 
and every employee to spend at least 5% of work 
time in skills training. Most important, writes 
Ingrassia, “Workers had a voice in everything, 
even hiring decisions.” 

Vice President Al Gore took time off from 
reinventing government in 1993 to visit the 
Saturn factory in Spring Hill, Tennessee, and 
proclaim that his goal was to “Saturnize” the 
federal bureaucracy. It was already clear, how-
ever, that G.M. couldn’t even Saturnize Sat-
urn. In 1989 Ephlin was replaced as the head of 
UAW’s G.M. department by Stephen Yokich, 
recently described as “downright scary” in the 
Wall Street Journal, a union leader who “ate [cor-
porate] vice presidents for breakfast.” Yokich set 
out to eliminate everything that was distinc-
tively flexible about industrial relations at Sat-
urn. In 1995 he was elected UAW president. In 
2003, Saturn workers voted to rejoin the same 
master-contract as all other G.M. employees 
represented by UAW, and the new factory con-
structed for the sole purpose of building Saturns 
was renamed “GM Spring Hill Manufacturing.” 
As was universally expected, General Motors 
threw Saturn overboard this year in its desper-
ate struggle to survive.

The fact that Saturn failed doesn’t prove that 
it had to fail. One suspects, however, that Clin-
ton Democrats searching for a new workplace 
were attracted to the very quality that proved 
to be Saturn’s gravest problem. “Consensual 
decision making was valued at Japanese [auto] 
plants, too,” Ingrassia points out, “but manage-
ment retained the right to run the place.” One 
Toyota executive told him that, by contrast, Sat-
urn’s version of workplace democracy “was like 
having two people share one pair of pants.”

The New Old Liberalism

“Which side are you on?” the 
old labor anthem demanded to 
know. It’s a question, in all its 

forms, the Clinton Administration spent eight 
years trying to dodge, down to haggling over what 
the meaning of “is” is. Taking power after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall had certified the intellectual 

Conservatives can 

relinquish their hopes, 

and paleoliberals their 

fears, that the Obama 

Administration will be 

guided by pragmatists 

who have learned

to respect markets’ 

usefulness and 

government’s limits. 

To put it bluntly, the UAW takes the hard-
earned money of the best workers and 
spends it defending the very worst work-
ers while tying up the industry with thou-
sands of pages of work rules that make 
it impossible to be competitive. And the 
spineless management often makes short-
sighted decisions to satisfy the union and 
maximize immediate benefits over long-
term sustainability.
 
Even now, with the domestic auto industry 

on taxpayer-funded life support, unionism dic-
tates an implacably adversarial posture. As one 
autoworker wrote to the Atlantic Monthly’s Me-
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bankruptcy of socialism, the Clinton liberals 
sought a “third way” between relying on markets 
and relying on the State. In the new workplace 
the industrial relations conflicts that had ener-
vated American industry would be triangulated. 
Unlike the old, adversarial firms where owners 
owned, managers managed, and workers worked, 
the new one would thrive by having “stakehold-
ers” collaborate. Everybody would be involved 
and nobody would really be in charge.

The Obama liberals, by contrast, know which 
side they’re on. The collapse of the Soviet Union 
was long ago, but the collapse of Lehman Broth-
ers is recent, vivid, and important. The position 
staked out by the Obama Administration “re-
verses and repudiates the economic philosophy 
that has dominated America since 1981,” Rob-
ert Reich wrote in March. It repudiates, that is, 
both the Reaganites who espoused that philoso-
phy and the Clintonites who felt the need to ac-
commodate it. 

As a result, liberalism is back where it started. 
Conservatives can relinquish their hopes, and 
paleoliberals their fears, that the Obama Ad-
ministration will be guided by pragmatists who 
have learned from Friedrich Hayek to respect 
markets’ usefulness and government’s limits. 
Franklin Roosevelt asserted in 1932 that busi-
ness leaders “must, where necessary, sacrifice 
this or that private advantage; and in reciprocal 
self-denial must seek a general advantage.” The 
government would be standing by, FDR prom-
ised, if they were slow to work out the desired 
arrangements. One administration official told 
the Senate in 1933, “We have reached a stage in 
the development of human affairs where it has 
become intolerable to have our primitive capi-
talistic system operated by selfish individualists 
engaged in ruthless competition.” 

By the time the Supreme Court put 
Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration 
out of its misery in 1935, however, even the most 
committed New Dealers had stopped defending 
it. This vehicle for the renunciation of private ad-
vantage was supposed to be a set of agreements, 
crafted by each industry, that codified pricing, 
business practices, and labor relations, and 
which acquired the force of law upon the presi-
dent’s signature. According to historian David 
Kennedy, the “lamentably predictable results” 
were, instead, “codes that amounted to noth-
ing less than the cartelization of huge sectors of 
American industry under the government’s aus-
pices.” What’s more, “NRA mushroomed into 
a bureaucratic colossus,” under which even run-
ning a hardware store required compliance with 
19 separate codes.

The spirit of the New Deal agriculture poli-
cies lives on in farm subsidies that no liberal 

intellectual defends on the merits, and which 
no administration or Congress can dismantle. 
The subsidies are a textbook example of client 
politics, where the benefits are concentrated on 
a small segment of the small agricultural sec-
tor, while the costs are distributed across the 
broad public. The public bears the costs twice, 
in fact—as taxpayers financing the farmers’ 
subsidies, and as consumers buying artificially 
expensive food.

The organization of the labor market under 
Wagner Act unionism, according to Posner, is 
of a piece with the New Deal’s efforts to cartel-
ize industry and agriculture. During the brief 
neo-liberal moment at the dawn of the Reagan 
era, unionism was as intellectually disreputable 
on the American Left as farm subsidies. The 
editor of the Washington Monthly, Charles Pe-
ters, wrote in 1983 that he favored “freeing the 
entrepreneur from economic regulation that 
discourages desirable competition,” but did not 
support “unions that demand wage increases 
without regard to productivity increases. That 
such wage increases have been a substantial fac-
tor in this country’s economic decline is beyond 
a reasonable doubt.”

Re-unionizing America

Among the ways in which the obama 
Administration is not letting the eco-
nomic crisis go to waste is by making 

clear that liberalism is rushing back to the pre-
Reagan era, when sensible thoughts such as Pe-
ters’s were banished from acceptable discourse. 
2009 is 1933 all over again, when the creation 
of wealth was morally repugnant and, somehow, 
economically irrelevant, while the governmen-
tally sanctioned reallocation of wealth from the 
less to the more deserving was the necessary 
and sufficient condition for social justice. Wal-
ter Reuther was acting as a good unionist and a 
good New Dealer in 1946 when he led a UAW 
strike against General Motors over his demand 
for a 30% wage increase coupled with a freeze in 
the retail price of all G.M. cars. Barack Obama 
is doing the same today, when he uses taxpayer 
funds to buy the Chrysler corporation for his 
supporters in the autoworkers’ union, then pub-
licly berates the “small group of speculators” 
who had the temerity to complicate his plan “by 
refusing to sacrifice like everyone else.” That is, 
they wouldn’t drop their demand for the return 
of an inconveniently large fraction of the money 
they had lent the company. 

The same contempt for the neutrality of 
law—the same “by any means necessary” spirit 
one expects from a president who got his start 
in politics as a community organizer—animates 

the Obama Administration’s support for “card 
check” legislation that would permit unions 
to organize workplaces without secret-ballot 
elections. Even a recent, favorable Washington 
Monthly article on the “Employee Free Choice 
Act” (EFCA) by T.A. Frank admitted, “Card 
check is worth fighting for—except for the ‘card 
check’ part.” Unfortunately, the card check part 
isn’t even the worst part of EFCA, which would 
allow government arbitrators to set wages, ben-
efits, and work rules in a two-year contract if 
newly unionized firms and the union represent-
ing its workers do not arrive at a negotiated deal. 
We’ve seen how even-handedly the Obama Ad-
ministration treated labor and management in 
forging a packaged bankruptcy plan for General 
Motors. A memo from UAW to its G.M. mem-
bers on the eve of the bankruptcy filing assured 
them that the union’s “concessions” involved “no 
loss in your base hourly pay, no reduction in 
your healthcare and no reduction in pensions.” 

The question is whether, in their exhilara-
tion at being free at last to ignore markets and 
their defenders, Obama liberals will forget the 
excesses caused by the hostility to markets, ex-
cesses that brought conservatives to power. If 
liberals rediscovering their inner unionist want 
to look at a really vigorous labor movement, they 
can revisit the Great Britain that turned to Mar-
garet Thatcher 30 years ago, after it had become 
unclear, in George Will’s words, whether Par-
liament or the labor movement actually ran the 
country. Long before Obama appointed Steven 
Rattner to oversee the restructuring of the Amer-
ican automobile industry, Rattner had been a re-
porter for the New York Times. In that capacity 
he visited Ford’s plant in Halewood, England, in 
1981, where he discovered that the factory had 
been shut down by 20 strikes that year—which 
sounds bad, but was a big improvement from the 
300 it had endured in 1976. The state of indus-
trial relations at the factory was such, according 
to Rattner, that “one worker greeted a news pho-
tographer by exposing himself.” 

Whatever Halewood may have lacked—
productivity, quality, collegiality, decency—it 
had plenty of the union bargaining leverage that 
Reich singles out now as the crucial element to 
make America’s economy soar. We may get the 
chance to learn whether the re-unionization of 
America will lead to Reich’s virtuous circle, or 
to one of the more hellish ones described by 
Dante.

William Voegeli is a contributing editor to the Cla-
remont Review of Books and a visiting scholar 
at Claremont McKenna College’s Henry Salvatori 
Center for the Study of Individual Freedom in the 
Modern World.
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Book Review by Alonzo L. Hamby

FDR ’s Long Shadow
New Deal or Raw Deal? How FDR’s Economic Legacy Has Damaged America,

by Burton W. Folsom, Jr. Threshold Editions, 336 pages, $27

Traitor to His Class: The Privileged Life and Radical Presidency of 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, by H.W. Brands. Doubleday, 896 pages, $35

Dead and gone for 64 years, franklin 
Roosevelt remains vividly among us in 
spirit at a time of financial collapse and 

widespread fears of another Great Depression. 
No American president save perhaps George 
Washington so thoroughly imprinted his per-
sonality on his own era. Only Abraham Lincoln 
has rivaled him as a biographical subject equally 
attractive to scholars and popularizers. (I am 
at work on my own FDR biography, grappling 
with the same issues that emerge in the books 
discussed here.) Since Roosevelt’s death in April 
1945, liberal Democrats have hoped for his rein-
carnation, only to be disappointed to one extent 
or another by successors from Harry Truman 
to Bill Clinton. 

As we face an uncertain economic future, 
policy wonks argue the relevance of FDR’s New 
Deal and politicians strive to emulate his charis-
ma. Editorial cartoonists have already depicted 
President Obama sporting a jaunty FDR-style 
cigarette holder. Obama and the people around 

Forgotten Man: A New History of the Great De-
pression (2007). Folsom’s ultimate goal—the 
destruction of the myth of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt—remains a stretch. 

By the strict definition of an economic turn-
down—a decline in Gross Domestic Product—
the Great Depression began in 1930, bottomed 
as Roosevelt took office in 1933, and, depend-
ing on the mode of measurement, did not end 
until 1939 or 1940. Double-digit unemploy-
ment, according to estimates by economists 
Richard Vedder and Lowell Gallaway, began 
in November 1930, and did not end until the 
third quarter of 1941. Clearly, if the New Deal 
is to be judged as an economic recovery pro-
gram, it was a debacle.

Liberals generally have admitted that the 
New Deal failed to end the Great Depres-
sion but assert that it at least reduced unem-
ployment, gave vital assistance to millions of 
needy individuals, and acheived far-reaching 
reforms to establish a more equitable society. 

him appear to have given serious study to 
Roosevelt’s presidency and hope to profit from 
its example. Conservatives retort that the New 
Deal was a crashing failure. Both sides, however, 
agree that a political agenda which sputtered to 
an end 70 years ago has considerable relevance 
to the world of today. 

Burton Folsom, Jr.’s New Deal or Raw 
Deal—introduced by Stephen Moore of the 
Wall Street Journal editorial board, and blurbed 
by George Gilder, Walter Williams, and the 
late William F. Buckley, Jr.—charges into the 
fray with the zeal of free market evangelism. 
Folsom is a professor of history at Hillsdale 
College and senior historian at the Foundation 
for Economic Education. The latest in a series 
of New Deal critiques from the Right, his book 
scores policy points with abandon, but, relying 
heavily on the invocation of classical economic 
theory, it lacks the contextual richness of Gene 
Smiley’s Rethinking the Great Depression (2002) 
and the human interest of Amity Shlaes’s The 
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Roosevelt’s great mistake, they argue, was a 
fiscal conservatism that led him to recoil from 
pumping sufficient Keynesian stimulus into 
the economy. 

Of course, no one can accuse roosevelt 
of starting the Depression. Folsom de-
lights in using the ear-grating phrase 

“Democrat Party” whenever he is forced to 
mention the dark side, but he is no mindless 
partisan. Writing as a principled free-market 
conservative, he indicts Herbert Hoover for 
making a recession into a depression by signing 
the Smoot-Hawley tariff, attempting to support 
agriculture through the expensive and ineffec-
tive Federal Farm Board, trying to revive the 
industrial and financial sectors with the equally 
ineffective Reconstruction Finance Corpora-
tion, and enacting a major tax increase. He also 
criticizes Hoover’s Federal Reserve for raising 
interest rates as the economy tanked and for re-
maining passive amid the waves of bank failures 
that wiped out so much of the savings of the 
middle class. (Surprisingly, he does not go after 
Roosevelt’s Fed for its mistakes, which contrib-
uted to the economic downturn of 1937–38.) 
Essentially he accepts the premise that much 
of the early New Deal was, as someone quipped 
long ago, Hooverism on steroids.

Still, Folsom is aggressively prosecutorial to-
ward Roosevelt, and he makes numerous good 
points. His easiest target is the National Re-
covery Administration. Its attempt to organize 
American industry degenerated into egregious 
overregulation that tied the economy in knots, 
allowed large operators to squeeze out small 
ones, and stymied recovery by fixing prices and 
wages at unrealistically high levels. In general, 
he shows that the New Deal programs gener-
ated winners and losers along lines that bore 
scant relationship to the divisions between rich 
and poor. Successful at raising the prices of farm 
commodities and employing a processors tax to 
pay for the agricultural program, for example, 
the Agricultural Adjustment Administration 
also made the price of food higher for ordinary 
people and did little for subsistence farmers. 
Various New Deal attempts to establish min-
imum-wage levels made life a bit easier for the 
employed but shrank the supply of jobs. 

Jobs and consumers took hits also, as a re-
sult of the decision to maintain Smoot-Hawley 
as the nation’s basic tariff. The New Deal’s ma-
jor international trade initiative, a reciprocal 
trade agreements program, was more hype than 
substance. At no time in the 1930s did the vol-
ume of U.S. foreign trade exceed that of 1929. 
In addition, Folsom might justly have attacked 
Roosevelt’s scuttling of the 1933 World Eco-
nomic Conference’s effort to stabilize currencies 
and restart international trade. 

ty. The New Deal, in both its successes and fail-
ures, was a faithful representation of the main 
tendencies of American liberalism in the first 
half of the 20th century. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal could have profited 
from a greater appreciation of market theory, 
but it did rightly grasp that the free market, if 
more efficient than bureaucratic management, is 
also pitiless and amoral. In times of economic 
distress the market inflicts damage on the just 
and unjust alike. Folsom averts his eyes from 
these unfortunate consequences. Despite moun-
tains of evidence to the contrary, he insists that 
private charity was meeting the needs of the 
unemployed and dispossessed. He misses the 
common denominator of American citizenship 
when he attacks the way in which relief pro-
grams in effect took money from “frugal and 
thrifty states” and redistributed it to “inefficient 
and manipulative states.” He even appears to as-
sume, without any case law to support his po-
sition, that the federalization of relief was un-
constitutional. He asserts that New Deal relief 
“profoundly changed the American work ethic,” 
but provides little evidence for the declaration. 

Folsom is critical of Rooseveltian monetary 
tinkering. During the first year of his adminis-
tration, FDR mandated the forced exchange of 
privately held gold coins and bullion for paper 
money. For nearly three months he capriciously 
changed the Treasury price of gold on a daily 
basis, finally effecting a major dollar devaluation 
by revaluing gold from $20.67 per ounce to $35. 
He abrogated clauses in commercial contracts 
mandating payment in gold at the older value. 
Traditional moral instincts tell us that these 
practices were not right, but they failed to have 
the inflationary impact that might have been ex-
pected and do not appear to have prolonged the 
Depression. The author correctly deplores the 
egregious Silver Purchase Act but has to admit it 
was foisted on the administration by Congress.

Roosevelt, Folsom tells us, should simply have 
balanced the budget, cut taxes, and lowered the 
tariff. Presumably the free market would then 
have taken care of the Depression. The specific 
advice on taxes and tariffs is good, but budget-
balancing with more than a quarter of the labor 
force out of work is a non-starter. The New Deal 
pretty clearly over-regulated and overtaxed; its 
leaders were too prone to resort to a business 
bashing that got in the way of recovery. Never-
theless, it aided millions of people attempting 
to deal with hard times for which they were not 
responsible and which they did not understand. 
This does not excuse its failure to restore pros-
perity, but does explain why the opposition re-
mained on the outside.

Roosevelt himself was a moral mixture—
charismatic and caring, self-centered and pow-
er-grabbing, alternately a uniter and a divider. 

by a mainstream conservative ethic that appears 
to be derived about equally from 17th-century 
Calvinism and from Adam Smith. He indicts 
Roosevelt for deception, alliances with shady 
political machines, and, above all, the lavish use 
of “patronage” in the form of jobs and benefits. 
“FDR + $ in patronage = reelection,” he tells us. 
The equation is a neat one, expressed in a way 
calculated to generate reader disapproval. But it, 
and much of the narrative, is an exercise in ab-
straction, disassociated from the reality of eco-
nomic catastrophe. Roosevelt took office amidst 
28% unemployment. A democratic electorate 
demanded big federal relief programs and cared 
little if they were politicized. 

There is a common tendency among 
historians to describe Franklin 
Roosevelt as a non-ideological pragma-

tist, so unsystematic in his policy thinking as 
scarcely to merit a philosophical characteriza-
tion. Yet from the beginning of his political ca-
reer, FDR embraced the terms “progressive” and 
“liberal.” Not a theorist, he had a clear sense of 
direction and a strongly felt ideological identi-

The New Deal 
ostentatiously soaked 
corporations and the 

rich, but it also quietly 
tapped the pockets of 

the poor and the 
middle class.

The New Deal ostentatiously soaked corpo-
rations and the rich, but it also quietly tapped 
the pockets of the poor and the middle class. 
By 1935, invisible federal excise taxes produced 
a bit more than two and a half times as much 
federal revenue as did the income tax. The Un-
distributed Profits Tax of 1936 dealt another 
blow to recovery by implicitly rejecting the 
common-sense maxim that businesses needed 
to retain cash reserves. The Social Security 
program was funded by a regressive payroll tax 
that sucked worker purchasing power out of 
the economy. 

Folsom convinces with his economic argu-
ment but runs into trouble when he wrestles with 
the problem of how and why economic failure 
translated into enormous political triumph. He 
is as much a moralist as an economist, motivated 
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Folsom amply displays the president’s unat-
tractive side in such issues as the effort to pros-
ecute former Secretary of the Treasury Andrew 
Mellon for tax evasion, the attempt to pack the 
Supreme Court, and the failed “purge” of the 
Democratic Party. He might also have given at-
tention to executive reorganization efforts that 
would have brought quasi-independent regula-
tory agencies under White House control. 

Still, the author goes far over the top with 
a chapter that purports to show “how FDR’s 
deception tarnished the presidency forever.” It 
is graced by dubious stories from the memoirs 
of Roosevelt-hating crank Walter Trohan. The 
most entertaining anecdote involves alleged 
trysts in the presidential private railway car 
with Princess Martha of Norway, who would 
emerge clad “invariably in high-heeled slippers 
and black silk hose.” The policy implications are 
unclear. 

In sharp contrast to folsom’s focused 
policy study, H. W. Brands’s Traitor to His 
Class is yet another large one-volume com-

prehensive biography of Roosevelt—although 
at 896 pages it does not present as great a threat 
to a careless reader’s foot as Conrad Black’s 
1,296-page tome. A professor of history at the 
University of Texas, Brands is the author of 
around 20 books, spanning three centuries and 
widely diverse in topic. His introduction poses 
some important questions about Roosevelt’s 
personality: Why did he become a radical critic 
of the established order? What were the sourc-
es of his governing philosophy? His enormous 
confidence? His apparent serenity in the face of 
personal and national crisis? For the most part, 
however, these queries are left unanswered and 
are perhaps unanswerable. 

What we do get is a nice enough narrative, 
a bit light on detail and sometimes careless. 
Its coverage of Roosevelt’s pre-presidential life 
is peppered with enough small errors to make 
one uncomfortable about the depth of the au-
thor’s research. A very glaring omission is the 
absence of almost any information about FDR’s 

accomplishments and failures as governor of 
New York. The account of his first two terms as 
president is adequate, if generally uncritical, and 
seems to be guided by the idea that the reader 
should not be confused by a deluge of facts. 

The best developed and most successful part 
of the biography is its coverage of Roosevelt’s 
years as a war leader. Roosevelt, Brands believes, 
needs to be understood primarily as a foreign 
policy realist in the pursuit of idealistic goals—
one who knew that power was the basis of in-
ternational diplomacy and possessed an acute 
long-range view of the world. 

The president early recognized the threat of 
Nazi Germany and did what he could to warn 
an isolationist nation. After war began in Eu-
rope, he moved the United States steadily, if 
gingerly, toward an alliance with Great Britain, 
and steered aid to the Soviet Union after it was 
invaded in June 1941. He correctly saw Germa-
ny as a threat of the first order and discounted 
Japan as a second-class power. Not a Pearl Har-
bor conspiracy theorist, Brands admits there 
was a lot of deception in Roosevelt’s maneuver-
ings. By the fall of 1941, he convincingly asserts, 
the president wanted to provoke a war with 
Germany, but not with Japan.

After Pearl Harbor had taken the United 
States into the war, American industrial might 
and military power allowed Roosevelt effective-
ly to take control of the Anglo-American alli-
ance and shape a vision for the postwar world 
that juggled two concepts. To Americans and a 
larger international public, he justified the war 
in neo-Wilsonian rhetoric as a struggle for a 
new day in which liberal-democratic values fos-
tered by a United Nations organization would 
achieve global supremacy. In his private diplo-
macy, he understood that democracy would 
not flower everywhere with the defeat of the 
Axis and envisioned a world order managed by 
Four Policemen—the United States, the Soviet 
Union, Britain, and China. 

He pretty clearly also realized that there 
would be only two truly great postwar pow-
ers—the U.S. and the USSR. Thus he put great 

stock on developing a personal relationship with 
Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin and was clearly 
willing to concede him a sphere of dominance 
in Eastern Europe. At one level, the goal seems 
to reflect Roosevelt’s realistic appreciation of 
power balances; at another, it appears hopelessly 
clueless about the character of Stalinist Com-
munism. The author, like most historians who 
have written on this difficult topic, is better at 
laying out Roosevelt’s attitude than at explain-
ing its persistence through the frequently diffi-
cult relationship with the Soviet Union during 
the war. 

There is an obvious answer that 
liberals have averted their eyes from 
and that conservatives have asserted 

with an air of categorical moral condemnation. 
Roosevelt was surely a foreign policy realist, but 
he was also the personification of the liberalism 
of his day as much in his diplomacy as in his 
domestic policies. In the fevered atmosphere of 
World War II, most American liberals consid-
ered the Soviet Union a great ally against the 
fascist menace and, by implication, a progres-
sive force in the world. The burden of the avail-
able evidence is that Roosevelt shared this view. 
Whether he would have retained it after 1945 
or, like the bulk of American liberalism, have 
moved reluctantly into a Cold War with the 
USSR, can only be a matter of speculation. 

Winston Churchill, the conservative hero, 
was more farsighted, but, for all his courage and 
eloquence, incapable of winning World War II. 
Only Roosevelt, however flawed his vision, was 
capable of exercising the charismatic leadership, 
commanding the resources, and making the 
compromises necessary to save Western civi-
lization. His success in this endeavor deserves 
our respect and appreciation.

Alonzo L. Hamby is Distinguished Professor of 
History at Ohio University and the author, most 
recently, of For the Survival of Democracy: 
Franklin Roosevelt and the World Crisis of the 
1930s (Free Press). 
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Book Review by Steve Forbes

Lowering the Boom
The Great Inflation and Its Aftermath: The Past and Future of American Affluence,

by Robert J. Samuelson. Random House, 336 pages, $26

In the great inflation and its aftermath 
Robert Samuelson calls the period from 
the mid-1960s to 1982—when the United 

States (and much of the world) underwent a 
long, debilitating era of inflation—“the lost his-
tory.” Given the sweep of the disaster, he is sur-
prised that this bitter experience has been large-
ly forgotten, and he has undertaken to recover it 
in his new book, “lest the entire episode vanish 
from our collective consciousness.” 

A highly respected economic and political 
columnist for Newsweek and the Washington 
Post, Samuelson does more than just admira-
bly chronicle the era. He argues that the Great 
Inflation’s aftermath has profoundly influenced 
our economy to this day. The origin of last year’s 
housing collapse, for example, “lay in lax lend-
ing practices; but the backdrop and inspiration 
for those lax practices were the expectations of 
perpetually rising real estate values that were 
sown in the [post-1982] climate of disinflation 
and falling interest rates.” This post-inflation 
surge had played itself out by 2007, Samuelson 
contends. Even without our current troubles, we 
were due for a period of much slower growth.

The Great Inflation was not one uniform 
economic crisis, but three increasingly pun-
ishing rounds of rising prices followed by ever 
more severe recessions to try to bring the infla-
tion fever down. The first round began in the 
late 1960s and was commonly and mistakenly 
blamed on the Vietnam War. (Previous out-

breaks of inflation had always been directly 
related to major wars and their unwinding.) 
When Richard Nixon took office in 1969, ris-
ing prices were a hot political issue. The Federal 
Reserve tightened the money supply, Nixon 
tried to restrain federal spending, and the econ-
omy went into reverse. With the unemploy-
ment rate almost doubling to 6% in 1970 and 
price increases slowing only minimally, Nixon 
in desperation imposed wage and price controls 
the following year. Stocks, which had slumped 
almost 35% from their peak in 1966, rallied. In-
terest rates came down, and economic growth 
surged. Before the imposition of wage and price 
controls, 73% of Americans had opposed Presi-
dent Nixon’s economic policies; afterwards, 
75% gave him a thumbs-up, and in 1972 he won 
reelection by one of the biggest landslides in 
American history. 

Yet soon after his second inauguration, pric-
es skyrocketed again, wage and price controls 
returned (after they had been gradually relaxed 
starting in October 1971), and the president’s 
popularity suffered. The Fed tightened again and 
unemployment reached 9%—a post-Depression 
high at the time—before inflation, running 11% 
annually at its height, went into remission. Af-
ter a painful recession, the economy expanded 
and stocks went up, but it wasn’t enough to save 
the Republicans from Nixon’s excesses, or Ger-
ald Ford from beltway outsider Jimmy Carter’s 
challenge in 1976. Carter, however, fared little 

better, presiding over the worst period of infla-
tion yet, with prices rising at a nearly 14% an-
nual rate by the end of his term. 

Inflation is a monetary phenomenon. 
Why did it take policymakers nearly a de-
cade and a half before they dealt decisively 

with rampant inflation’s cause? Samuelson’s ar-
gument is that such a confrontation was politi-
cally impossible until Americans had suffered 
through the stagflation of the late 1970s. 

Stable prices provide a sense of security. 
They help define a reliable social and po-
litical order. They are like safe streets, 
clean drinking water and dependable 
electricity. Their importance is noticed 
only when they go missing. When they 
did in the 1970s, Americans were horri-
fied…. [Inflation] was a deeply disturbing 
and disillusioning experience that eroded 
Americans’ confidence in their future and 
their leaders.

Articles and books at the time argued that in-
flation proved democracy was a failure because, in 
the long run, the system undermines itself: citi-
zens won’t govern their own appetites, and politi-
cians, always chasing votes, are unable to restrain 
or properly direct public appetite through law. 
Henry Kissinger and others foresaw America’s 
irrevocable decline. President Carter embodied 
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the idea of a permanent malaise overhanging the 
nation. Apparent weakness abroad—evidenced 
by, e.g., the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and 
spreading Communist power in Africa, the Ca-
ribbean, and Central America—deepened the 
fear that America’s best days were behind her.

Yet, this bleak economic and political climate 
helped Ronald Reagan win the presidency in 
1980, and he took office determined to stamp 
out inflation once and for all. With Reagan’s 
tacit but unshakable support, Federal Reserve 
Chairman Paul Volcker (appointed by Carter 
in August 1979) instigated a ferocious credit 
squeeze. Unemployment soared to almost 11%. 
In August 1982, Volcker finally eased up: in-
flation was dead. Samuelson contends that this 
achievement—not the Reagan tax cuts or Sili-
con Valley innovations—sparked the subsequent 
quarter-century boom, an unprecedented era 
of prosperity both in the U.S. and around the 
world, punctuated by only two mild recessions. 

Along the way, samuelson details 
what the Great Inflation did to our fi-
nancial system, which had been predi-

cated on low, stable interest rates. The savings 
and loan industry (S&Ls), the primary source of 
home mortgages in those days, became insolvent 
because the interest on short-term deposits was 
zooming while yields on traditional mortgages 
were fixed. The resulting squeeze produced riv-
ers of red ink. 

Congress reacted to the plight of the S&Ls 
with disastrous expedients, which led the com-
panies into binges of wild speculation. That, in 
turn, led to a catastrophic collapse in the early 
1990s which almost sank the financial system. 

Samuelson notes that the Great Inflation did 
lead to the deregulation of rail, trucking, and parts 
of the banking industry, needed steps on the path 
to greater efficiency and lower prices. But these 
benefits meant little to a profoundly demoralized 
public with little faith in the future. 

How did this Great Inflation happen? The 
origins lay in the understandable desire af-
ter World War II to make sure the U.S. never 
had another Great Depression. Building upon 
the cult of social science that was so central to 
the Progressive movement, a new generation of 
economists—armed with new theories and mod-
els that they thought told them how economies 
work—boasted they would banish the business 
cycle. There would be no more unemployment-
generating slumps, no more over-exuberance 
on the upside. The Fed and other central banks 
would aggressively supply money when eco-
nomic conditions got bad and tighten up on the 
supply when things began to get frothy. In the 
memorable words of William McChesney Mar-
tin, Fed Chairman from 1951 to 1970: “The job 
of the Federal Reserve is to take away the punch 
bowl just when the party is getting good.”

Restraint by monetary planners and fiscal 
fine-tuning by the Treasury Department would 
ensure perpetual prosperity. This hubris reached 
its apogee when John F. Kennedy took office 
and the “new economists” came in with him. 
Big business, now run more by managers than 
entrepreneurs, went along eagerly. In return for 
macroeconomic stability, it gave in to union de-
mands for higher wages, better benefits, and job 
security. The new economists were to usher in 
a tamed capitalism. Policymakers came to be-
lieve that there was an ironclad but easy tradeoff 
between inflation and unemployment—if we 
wanted less unemployment, we accepted more 
inflation (and vice versa).

But the world isn’t so neat and tidy. All this 
intervention, as Samuelson carefully lays out, 
ended up making the economy more unstable. 
It was impossible to sustain only a “little bit 
of inflation.” Like a drug, the doses had to be 
increased over time in order to reach the de-
sired result; the inevitable overdose came in 
the 1970s. Samuelson maintains that although 
tough monetary policy could have ended infla-
tion early on, it took the economy’s obvious, 
sustained deterioration to stimulate sufficient 
political will to apply the cure—in addition to 
the luck of having a Federal Reserve chairman 
willing to slam on the breaks, and a president 
willing to protect him.

Given the grim situation in the ’70s 
and then the heroic victory over infla-
tion in the early ’80s, why is the whole 

story so little known, much less celebrated to-
day? Samuelson points to

a collective failure of communication and 
candor by the nations’ economists. Infla-
tion was their doing. It resulted from their 
bad ideas. There has not been much in the 
way of public apologies or reprimands. 
There seems to be an unspoken pact of 
self-restraint to let bygones be bygones, 
perhaps out of collective embarrassment 
or a recognition that dwelling excessively 
on past failures might compromise econo-
mists’ projects as government advisers and 
high-level appointees.

Moreover, there is a defect in the historians’ 
craft that persists today. “Historians don’t do 
economics, and economists don’t do history,” 
writes Samuelson. In fact, America’s profession-
al historians often take a perverse pride in being 
economically illiterate. What’s more, the ex-
perts who fancy themselves competent in both 
economics and history—journalists—too much 
“concentrate on the here and now.” They tend to 
be reluctant to describe the kind of underlying 
causes on which Samuelson focuses. The causes 
and effects of long-term inflation are not the 

kind of facts with which “objective” journalists 
are comfortable.

Although samuelson’s account gets 
the broad story right, he leaves himself 
open to a few criticisms. Though he is 

no fan of the Phillips Curve (named after A.W. 
Phillips, who expounded the supposed tradeoff 
between inflation and unemployment), Samuel-
son doesn’t really debunk it. In fact, the author 
occasionally falls under the curve’s influence 
when he doesn’t carefully distinguish between 
price changes that come about because of nor-
mal supply and demand factors, and those that 
are the result of good old-fashioned currency 
debasement. For example, if doctors announced 
that eating five apples a day would prevent can-
cer, apple prices would soar until enough new 
orchards were planted to catch up with the new 
demand. Those high prices for apples would not 
be inflation; they would simply be a response to 
increased market demand.

More fundamentally, Samuelson is wrong 
to dismiss the impact of the Reagan tax cuts on 
our moribund economy in the 1980s. He notes 
that tax receipts as a percentage of GDP didn’t 
change much and that therefore the tax burden 
“remained constant.” But he overlooks the enor-
mous effect that lower tax rates have on the in-
centive to invest, take risks, and work more pro-
ductively. Taxes are the price one pays for work-
ing, for boldly taking risks, for being successful. 
Lower the price of productive work and you’ll 
get more of it. This is exactly what happened 
on Reagan’s watch: the economy expanded, and 
so did government revenues. Moreover, the tax 
simplification of 1986, which both lowered tax 
rates and eliminated loopholes, further liberat-
ed entrepreneurs to follow market—rather than 
governmental—incentives. Killing inflation was 
a necessity, but without those cuts in tax rates 
the Reagan boom would never have happened.

Samuelson also has little to say about the in-
dispensable role gold plays in long-term price sta-
bility. The U.S. tied the dollar to gold in 1792, 
and—except during the Civil War, the two World 
Wars, and the Great Depression—the link re-
mained until Nixon severed it in 1971. Without 
gold as a guide—without a link between paper 
money and a real commodity that is hard to in-
flate—how can the Federal Reserve, or any other 
central bank, know if it is creating too much, too 
little, or just the right amount of money?

Still, the fact that Samuelson gives us so much 
to chew on proves the ultimate importance and 
success of his effort. The Great Inflation and Its 
Aftermath is a timely piece of scholarship that 
will serve us well in the debates now unfolding on 
the nature and future of democratic capitalism.

Steve Forbes is chairman and CEO of Forbes 
Media.
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Essay by Charles R. Kesler

The Conservative Challenge

In president barack obama, conservatives 
face the most formidable liberal politi-
cian in a generation, perhaps since John F. 

Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. Mr. Obama led 
his party to a large electoral victory, winning 
the presidency with a majority of the popular 
vote—something a Democrat had not done 
since Jimmy Carter’s squeaker in 1976. In fact, 
Obama’s was the biggest Democratic triumph 
since LBJ’s landslide in 1964. Though he didn’t 
sweep into office as many congressmen and sen-
ators as Franklin Roosevelt or LBJ in their big 
breakthroughs, Obama handily increased the 
Democrats’ control of both houses of Congress, 
including a Senate that appears filibuster-proof.

Worse still, from the conservative point of 
view, Obama came into office not as a status quo 
liberal but as an ambitious reformer. Far from 
being content with incremental gains, he’s gam-
bling on major systemic change in energy policy, 
health care, taxation, financial regulation, and 
(soon) education and immigration, one shocking 
success designed to pave the way for the next, and 
all understood and pursued as parts of a grand, 
in his words “transformative,” strategy. 

Faced with this liberal blitzkrieg, how have 
Republicans responded? Paralyzed at first by 

the rapidity and sheer audacity of the Demo-
crats’ advance (and by a plummeting stock mar-
ket), they hunkered down behind a Maginot 
Line of safe districts, remembered triumphs, 
and misaimed slogans, hoping that the Dem-
ocrats soon would outrun their supply lines 
or, besotted by success, fall to feuding among 
themselves. Though their spirit and poll num-
bers have improved in recent weeks, Republi-
cans and conservatives are still profoundly on 
the defensive. To discover a way forward, we 
have to begin by understanding our opponents 
and learning from our own mistakes. 

Follow the Leader

Barack obama is in some respects a new 
political phenomenon. To state the obvi-
ous, he is young, gifted, and black, and as 

Nina Simone sang 40 years ago, “To be young, 
gifted, and black / Is where it’s at”—especially 
if you’re president of the United States. Most 
Americans feel a certain pride in his achieve-
ment. Beyond that, his combination of Ivy 
League degrees and Chicago street cred, of 
high-sounding post-partisanship and hard-core 
self-interest, leaves people guessing. To call this 

combination or alternation “pragmatic,” as he 
likes to, is simply to accept his invitation not to 
think about it. 

But in the decisive respect, Obama does not 
represent something new under the sun. Instead, 
he represents a rejuvenated version of something 
quite old, namely, the impulses that gave birth, a 
century ago, to modern American liberalism. 

Most political movements in American histo-
ry come into being to press some putative reform, 
and dissolve when they have succeeded, or failed, 
definitively: for example, the anti-slavery and 
women’s suffrage movements, which succeeded, 
and the campaign for the free coinage of silver, the 
central demand of late 19th-century Populism, 
which failed. Prohibition is an interesting case of 
a movement that succeeded and then failed. Mod-
ern liberalism is something else again. 

Liberalism was the first political movement 
in America without a clearly defined goal of re-
form, without a terminus ad quem: the first to 
offer an endless future of continual reform. Its 
intent was to make American government “pro-
gressive,” which meant to keep it always pro-
gressing, to keep it up to date or in tune with 
the times. No specific reform or set of reforms 
could satisfy that demand, and no ultimate goal 
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could comprehend all the changes in political 
forms and policies that might become necessary 
in the future. 

Obama’s campaign slogans were marvelous 
examples of such open-endedness. It takes an 
effort to remember them, so gauzy were they; 
but last year they galvanized millions of voters 
in the primaries and general election. “Hope.” 
“Change.” These catchwords lack what are called, 
in grammar, subjects and objects. Who should 
change, and in what way? Hope for what, exact-
ly? Obama’s slightly more elaborated tag lines 
didn’t solve the mystery but merely restated it—
as with the catchy “We are the change we’ve been 
waiting for.” Or that classic of self-actualization, 
“Yes, we can!” These slogans were meant to dis-
courage deliberation, to hover childlike and 
dreamlike over all debate; each required some 
external agent to define it. Together they said, 
in effect, we are ready to follow a leader who will 
tell us what to hope for. 

Obama wasn’t shy about answering this call, 
but he disclaimed any personal glory in the mat-
ter. He was merely—merely!—the incarnation 
of the people’s own hopes, rallying them to the 
causes latent in their hearts but not yet con-
scious to their minds or their imaginations. Lib-
erals live in anticipation of such prophet-leaders, 
who bring an end to the reign of the wicked and 
move History (and not incidentally, liberalism) 
forward to its next stage. In the 20th century 
America was blessed, according to liberal hagi-
ography, with Woodrow Wilson and the New 
Freedom, Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal, 
LBJ and the Great Society. In the new century, 
Obama is the one whom History has chosen to 
reveal to us our hidden selves, and bring America 
to a new consummation, to a higher state of con-
sciousness. He is the liberals’ Twelfth Imam. 

Being progressives, however, they fully ex-
pect there will be a 13th hidden imam, and 
14th, and so on. For though liberalism can’t 
specify what the future will look like, it’s con-
fident that it will forever be improving. In its 
early days, liberalism backed up this confidence 
with science—the latest in university learning, 
including an unhealthy dose of Social Darwin-
ism. These days it’s rare to hear liberals boast of 
their scientific command of the future, except 
perhaps in the climate change debate, which 
they do not consider a debate because Science 
has spoken, dammit, through that inspired 
non-scientist, Al Gore. Nonetheless, the sense 
of privileged wisdom lives on in the Left’s con-
genital fondness for policy “experts” from the 
very best schools; the Obama Administration 
is full of them. These experts teach a less bom-
bastic version of what liberals a century ago 
regarded as the highest truth of the most sci-
entific kind of political science: that the future 
demands an increasingly powerful, provident, 
and paternal State. 

The Cooperative Commonwealth

The future being the future, however, 
even liberalism at its most self-confident 
couldn’t describe the exact institutions 

and policies of this new State. These were to be 
ever evolving, hence impossible to pin down. As 
William Voegeli has well argued in these pages 
(“The Endless Party,” Winter 2004), ask a lib-
eral how big he wants government to be, how 
much of GDP he wants it to spend, and you 
will never get a definite answer. “Bigger” and 
“more” are the best he can do. In broad terms, 
however, liberals promised to generate a society 
more democratic than any that had ever existed, 
and to administer it with scientific efficiency via 
a new kind of bureaucratic government domi-
nated by unelected experts. 

The “new order of things,” to use FDR’s term, 
would feature abundant rights, very different 
however from the unalienable rights invoked 

in the Declaration of Independence. These new 
rights originated not in God or nature, as the 
Declaration taught, but in the State. The char-
acter of the rights differed, too. According to the 
new social contract, government would grant to 
the people certain socio-economic rights or ben-
efits, bestowed primarily on groups and on indi-
viduals only insofar as they belonged to an offi-
cially recognized group (e.g., the poor, the mort-
gaged-deprived). In return for these rights, the 
people would cede to government ever greater 
powers. The individual didn’t completely disap-
pear from this vision of democracy but appeared 
in a very different role, as a kind of long-term 
government project. 

The spirit of the old American democracy 
was free, honorable, independent. The new 
promised instead a cooperative commonwealth, 
in which spirited individualism would be social-
worked out of folks and it would be hard to tell 
where democracy ended and socialism began.

The U.S. Constitution was designed for a 
people who thought republican government a 

rare and difficult achievement, one historically 
prone to degenerate into tyranny, or first into 
anarchy and then into tyranny. To avert this 
fate, the founders argued that America would 
need public virtue and vigilance—expressed in 
elections and in reverence for the laws and the 
Constitution—as well as “auxiliary precau-
tions” like federalism, the separation of powers, 
and the extended nature of our republic. “It will 
not be denied that power is of an encroaching 
nature and that it ought to be effectually re-
strained from passing the limits assigned to it,” 
warned James Madison in The Federalist. De-
spite America’s political advantages, he there-
fore expected it would be difficult to maintain 
liberty, and that to do so the American people’s 
“ jealousy” of governmental power would have to 
be enlightened and persistent.

Today’s liberals assure us, to the contrary, 
that political tyranny is a virtually extinct threat, 
save for the occasional throwback like George 
W. Bush. Why fear Big Government, after all, 
when the bigger and more powerful it gets, the 
more rights it can bestow on us?

The Higher Lawlessness

As a theme of political discourse, the 
Constitution as a bulwark of limited 
government has quite gone out of fash-

ion. Ronald Reagan was its last great champion. 
As a theme of constitutional law more narrowly 
considered, it survives, though largely as an ex-
hibit in the museum of discarded doctrines. For 
more than a hundred years, liberals have con-
tributed to the Constitution’s eclipse by criticiz-
ing it as a timebound document, ill-suited to our 
19th-, 20th-, or 21st-century realities. At least 
since Woodrow Wilson, liberal anathemas have 
been aimed particularly at the Constitution’s  
separation of powers, the alleged cause of the 
deadlock or gridlock of American democracy, 
which means the inability of progressives to 
change our politics as neatly and dramatically as 
they’d like. This complaint underlies President 
Obama’s insistence on tackling all parts of his 
agenda at once and as hurriedly as possible. Un-
less the tempo is allegro molto (and he ramped it 
up to presto as the August recess approached), 
“change”will bog down once more in the normal 
play of American institutions.

Rather than simply pound away at the old 
Constitution, however, liberals quickly saw 
the advantage in reinterpreting it in ways that 
would be more politically palatable. Collectively, 
these fall under the rubric of the so-called “liv-
ing Constitution,” a later term for Wilson’s ef-
fort to read the Constitution as a Darwinian 
document, whose meaning must evolve with the 
times, and under whose precepts the national 
government must be allowed and encouraged 
to outgrow its old limits and blend its powers 

Liberalism promised 
a cooperative 

commonwealth, in which 
spirited individualism 

would be social-worked 
out of folks and it would 

be hard to tell where 
democracy ended and 

socialism began.
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in novel ways. For conflict among the separated 
powers—a crucial check on tyranny, according 
to the founders—must give way to cooperation, 
in order to solve modern problems efficiently.

The living Constitution is thus an ever-
changing constitution, subject to continual fine-
tuning by liberal experts to keep pace with new 
social problems and putative advances in social 
justice. It assumes that “change” can never, or 
only very rarely, be the enemy of good govern-
ment. In this sense, modern liberalism stands 
for what might be called the higher lawlessness. 
This is a two-fold term for a two-faced phenom-
enon. To begin with, liberalism disputes the no-
tion that there are, or ought to be, higher-law re-
strictions on what government can do, because 
these would suggest permanent purposes and 
limits to the State’s power. So with few excep-
tions liberals deny that the Constitution has a 
more or less authoritative meaning expressed in 
its text and principles; that the principles them-
selves reflect a higher or natural law distinct 
from positive law; and that it is incumbent on 
judges and politicians to adhere to the Consti-
tution as higher law when interpreting statutes 
and regulations, however popular or progressive 
these may be. 

At the same time, modern liberals deny that 
the living Constitution represents mere lawless-
ness, an absence of standards or surrender to 
subjective judgment. What makes their lawless-
ness higher is their faith that it leads upward, 
that change is almost always something to be 
hoped for rather than weighed or resisted, that 
anything really worthy in the Constitution will 
be preserved or improved by change, and that 
anything not preserved is, by definition, not 
worth preserving anyway.

After Reagan

To an amazing degree, obama’s agenda 
represents a return to liberalism’s roots. 
Modernized, reenergized, repackaged, 

to be sure, but recognizable as a new installment 
of something that Americans have been resisting 
for a long time. Democrats have been trying to 
establish a universal entitlement to health care, 
after all, ever since Franklin Roosevelt in 1944 
declared that “the right to adequate medical care 
and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good 
health” was part of what he called “a second Bill 
of Rights.”

Why then were conservatives caught so flat-
footed? In a way, it was Ronald Reagan’s fault, 
or rather the fault of those who carried on his 
legacy. Reagan was confident, as he said in 1977, 
that “we who are proud to call ourselves ‘conser-
vative’ are…part of the great majority of Ameri-
cans of both major parties and of most of the 
independents as well.” His point was that when 
the social conservatives, drawn from “the blue-

collar, ethnic, and religious groups traditionally 
associated with the Democratic Party,” were 
added to the economic conservatives, tradition-
ally at home in the GOP and among indepen-
dents, the result would be a conservative major-
ity that would support what he christened “the 
New Republican Party.” He was right about 
that, as the 1980 and subsequent elections 
proved (and as the 1968 and ’72 elections had 
already suggested). 

He emphasized, however, that it would take 
“a program of action based on political principle” 
to unite conservatives into “one politically effec-
tive whole,” which would not be “a temporary, 
uneasy alliance, but…a new, lasting majority.”

Reagan came through with that program of 
action based on political principle. His succes-
sors did not. The confidence that a latent conser-
vative majority existed helped inspire Reagan to 
activate it, to create it. That same confidence led 
his successors to take that majority for granted, 
to “turn out the base” on election day and other-
wise say as little as possible about the substance 
and purposes of serious conservatism. 

The assumption that Reagan had achieved a 
revolution in policy and public opinion led eas-
ily to the presumption that his “new, lasting ma-
jority” could be counted on. Even when it went 
AWOL, for instance in Bill Clinton’s victories 
in 1992 and 1996, or in 2006 and 2008, com-
mentators tended to adjust the facts to fit the 
hypothesis. Clinton was a rogue, they said, and 
ordinary Americans like rogues; 2006 showed 
that the voters, like good conservatives, were 
fed up with spendthrift Republicans; last year 
Obama kept talking about tax cuts for the mid-
dle class, thus sounding more conservative than 
McCain. Though there’s an element of truth to 
each ad hoc explanation, they overlook the ob-
vious: that latent conservatism doesn’t translate 
into reliable political conservatism, much less 
into voting Republican, without persuasive ap-
peals, “a program of action based on political 
principle.”

Reaganesque appeals were few and far be-
tween in the post-Gipper GOP. George H.W. 
Bush, Bob Dole, George W. Bush, John Mc-
Cain—every presidential candidate, even those 
who most identified with Reagan, chafed at his 
legacy and took pains to distance himself from 
it. True, the distances weren’t great, but they 
were instructive. Though each candidate was in 
some sense conservative, none had been of the 
conservative movement as had Reagan; and so 
they tried to make a virtue of that fact. From 
Bush 41’s “thousand points of light” to McCain’s 
embrace of campaign finance reform and anti-
global warming, they sought to soften conser-
vatism’s hard edges, to co-opt some issues of the 
Left, in general to try to pull conservatism to-
wards the center rather than to try to persuade 
the Center to move further right. 

The corollary of this strategy was the as-
sumption that even as the Right had gone as 
far as it could, so had the Left. In the 1990s, 
conservatives concluded that the Reagan Revo-
lution had domesticated and even neutered lib-
eralism. Clinton’s presidency only seemed to 
confirm this, notwithstanding some doubts on 
the latter point. 

Competing Conservatisms

Just what it would have meant after 
Reagan to try to shift the Center rightward 
is, of course, a major question. After the So-

viet Union’s collapse, which occurred on Bush 
the Elder’s watch but in fulfillment of Reagan’s 
policies, the definition of conservatism became 
newly problematic. For anti-Communism and 
the anxiety over national defense had always 
been a key third element in Reaganite conser-
vatism and in his New Republican Party. (In his 
1977 speech describing the new Republicanism, 
for example, he spoke at greatest length about 
foreign policy.) Without the urgent motivation 
of anti-Communism, conservatism seemed to 
lose much of its reason for being. 

Many observers predicted a crack-up, with 
the union of social and economic conservatives 
dissolving in mutual antipathy. That didn’t hap-
pen, suggesting that the two constituencies had 
more in common than it seemed. What ensued 
in the 1990s was a series of attempts to rede-
fine conservatism for the post-Cold War age. 
The two most interesting efforts were Newt 
Gingrich’s “Third Wave” and George W. Bush’s 
“compassionate conservatism.” 

Gingrich’s was a striking form of progressivist 
conservatism; it was almost an inverted Marx-
ism. Mixing wildly disparate sources ranging 
from Alexis de Tocqueville to techno-futurist 
Alvin Toffler, Gingrich argued that the Right 
was now on the right side of history. In speeches 
and best-selling books, he explained that poli-
tics is shaped decisively by technology and the 
prevailing means of production. In the Second 
Wave, the economics of the industrial revolu-
tion and mass production had dictated the one-
size-fits-all, big-government policies of the New 
Deal. But with the advent of the personal com-
puter and the information revolution, politics 
would be demassified, individuals empowered, 
and a new era of entrepreneurship would usher 
in smaller, more agile and efficient government. 
The Third Wave, he predicted, would ensure a 
Republican majority and conservative policies 
for a long time to come.

It didn’t work out that way, not because the 
economy didn’t do its part but because poli-
tics always has a mind of its own, and thus a 
freedom from even the most up-to-date deter-
minisms. In 1994, the GOP, under Gingrich’s 
leadership, captured control of the House of 
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Representatives for the first time in 40 years. 
He took this as a confirmation of his thesis 
and set out to rein in the federal budget as 
though he had been elected Prime Minister 
rather than Speaker of the House. Gingrich 
was surprised at how Clinton outmaneuvered 
him in the government shutdown of 1995, and 
surprised again at the president’s re-election. 
All of a sudden the Republicans seemed to 
have missed the big swell and were left bobbing 
in place, far from shore. In fact, however, the 
GOP congressional majority continued to ex-
ert a salutary check on the administration. But 
Gingrich had overplayed his hand (politics is 
more like poker than it is surfing) by confusing 
the public’s disdain for Big Government with a 
libertarian contempt for government as such. 
Recall that one effect of Reagan’s successful 
presidency was to increase the public’s trust in 
the federal government. 

David Frum observed that Bush’s compas-
sionate conservatism combined “the Left’s favor-
ite adjective with the Right’s favorite noun.” Too 
bad Bush didn’t remember the writer’s adage 
that the adjective is the enemy of the noun. The 
elementary point conveyed by the phrase was 
that it was no contradiction for conservatives to 
be compassionate. True enough, and useful to 
say, but hardly a revelation. More ambitiously, 
it sought to form a new combination of social 
and economic conservatives to replace or renew 
Reagan’s New Republican Party. 

In a time of unprecedented prosperity (1999–
2000), Bush wanted to invoke a sense of national 
purpose loftier than material well-being, and so 
he tried to connect the two kinds of conserva-
tives by asking what was prosperity’s point. “The 
purpose of prosperity,” he said many times, “is 
to make sure the American dream touches ev-
ery willing heart. The purpose of prosperity is 
to leave no one out…to leave no one behind.” 
What he meant was that the American dream 
consisted both of making a good living and 
making a good life, and therefore that prosperity 
should be a means to the ends of good character. 
Although compassion was not the only quality 
that he recommended to his fellow “citizens of 
character,” it was the leading element in his ide-
al. Compassion is a noble calling, he said—not 
an easy virtue. 

On the campaign trail he laid out a domestic 
policy agenda that combined economic conser-
vatism with what he regarded as compassionate 
social policy. On the one hand, he promised tax 
cuts and entitlement reform. On the other, he of-
fered three broad culture-improving proposals: 
to usher in the “responsibility era,” i.e., to chal-
lenge the self-indulgent culture of the Sixties, a 
task he admitted churches would be more effec-
tive at than government; to “rally the armies of 
compassion,” that is, to encourage charitable giv-
ing and channel federal support to faith-based, 

private-sector welfare initiatives; and to reform 
education, through what would become the No 
Child Left Behind Act. 

Even as he aspired to make his version of 
conservatism a middle way between libertari-
anism and cultural traditionalism, so he hoped 
that compassionate conservatism would offer a 
Third Way—to borrow Bill Clinton’s favorite 
slogan—that would take the country beyond 
the stalemate or deadlock (symbolized by the 
government shutdown) to which the Left and 
Right had led it. Bush sought a way out of the 
“old, tired argument” between “those who want 
more government, regardless of the cost,” and 
“those who want less government, regardless of 
the need. We should leave those arguments to 
the last century, and chart a different course,” he 
told a joint session of Congress in 2001. 

That new course would require government 
to “address some of society’s deepest problems 
one person at a time, by encouraging and em-
powering the good hearts and good works of the 
American people.” He would use government 
to strengthen civil society, and civil society to 
strengthen American character. A little more 
government now would lead to a caring, self-reli-
ant people who could make do with less govern-
ment later on. Jonathan Rauch in the National 
Journal put it nicely: “Conservatives have been 
obsessed with reducing the supply of government 
when instead they should reduce the demand for 
it…. Republicans will empower people, and the 
people will empower Republicans.”

The Conservative Collapse

Unfortunately, the supply of govern-
ment generates its own demand. This 
Say’s Law of politics was amply demon-

strated in the Bush Administration. For the ef-
fectual truth of compassionate conservatism soon 
proved to be “big-government conservatism.” 
Bush pushed successfully for Medicare Part D, 
the first new federal entitlement program since 
the Great Society. This prescription drug benefit 
has cost less than projected, but still costs billions 
that the federal treasury doesn’t have—it was 
passed without even a hint of additional revenue 
to fund it—and delivers a benefit to 100% of se-
niors that only about 2% of them actually need. 

But the worst of it for conservatives was 
that compassionate conservatism eviscerated 
the GOP’s reform ambitions. By abandoning 
even the rhetorical case for limited government, 
Bush’s philosophy left the administration, and 
especially Congress, free to plunge lustily into 
the Washington spending whirl. When House 
majority leader Tom Delay—the heartless right-
winger Tom Delay!—protested that Congress 
could not cut another cent from the federal bud-
get because it was already cut to the bone…you 
knew things were bad. 

At bottom, the whole notion that compas-
sion was the virtue conservatives lacked or 
needed to cultivate to be respectable was highly 
dubious. The best that could be said was that 
the slogan may have conferred some marginal 
electoral advantages in 2000. At a deeper level, 
however, the prominence of compassion was in 
tension with Bush’s avowal of the responsibility 
era and his pledge to bring dignity back to the 
presidency. Compassion is not a virtue, after all. 
As the name suggests, it’s a form of passion, of 
“feeling with” others—feeling their pain, usu-
ally; a specialty of the previous administration. 
Like every passion, it is neither good nor bad 
in itself; everything depends on what its object 
is and its fitness to that object. In practice, our 
compassion often goes out to whoever is moan-
ing the loudest. That’s why the classical political 
virtue is justice, not compassion, for compassion 
is often indiscriminate and misdirected.

At any rate, compassionate conservatism’s 
indiscipline seemed to wear down some of the 
tough Texas virtues Bush might have been ex-
pected to bring to the presidency. As he said in 
2003, “when somebody hurts, government has 
got to move.” That’s compassion speaking, not 
reason and justice, and certainly not the Consti-
tution. In the end, the spirit of misplaced com-
passion did serious damage to his administra-
tion. It wasn’t the only reason he failed for more 
than six years to veto an appropriations bill, for 
example, but it helped to sap his administra-
tion’s tone and to leave the Republican Congress, 
unchecked and uninspired, to its increasingly 
porcine ways. And the simple, or sentimental, 
view of human nature implied in the elevation 
of compassion had something to do, too, with 
his expectation that from the ashes of Iraqi tyr-
anny a grassroots democracy would spring forth 
fairly easily.

In his 2001 Inaugural Address, Bush drew 
attention to what he termed “a new commit-
ment to live out our nation’s promise through 
civility, courage, compassion, and character.” To 
these four c’s he didn’t trouble to add a fifth, the 
Constitution, despite the fact that he owed his 
election to one of its provisions, the Electoral 
College. Like most Republican leaders since the 
New Deal, he assumed the Constitution was 
basically irrelevant to his task of shaping public 
opinion and policy, with the significant excep-
tion of making judicial appointments, when the 
usual condemnations of judicial activism would 
be trotted out. In effect, Bush accepted the 
Left’s view of the Constitution as a living, Dar-
winian document that ought not constrain very 
much the Congress and executive branch from 
experimenting with and expanding the federal 
government—making it more compassionate, 
say. But the Court should not be allowed the 
same leeway. On this, he parted company with 
post-New Deal liberals. 
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In other words, like most modern Repub-
licans, he saw nothing except the most vesti-
gial connection between the Constitution and 
the proper size and functions of government. 
Those sort of arguments, which in the ancient 
of days had led conservatives to attack the New 
Deal, not to mention Medicare and Medicaid, 
as unconstitutional, had no place in compas-
sionate conservatism, or in most other forms of 
the prevailing conservatism. Too much water 
under the bridge, it was thought. And besides, 
as Bill Clinton had been forced to acknowledge 
in 1996, the era of Big Government was over. 
Although this didn’t mean that Big Govern-
ment itself was obsolete or doomed—on the 
contrary, it was here to stay—Clinton’s con-
cession did imply that the era of big growth in 
the federal establishment was now behind us. 
Which implied that the Right could at last let 
down its guard. David Brooks, writing in the 
New York Times Magazine, announced “the 
death of small-government conservatism.” He 
explained: “Just as socialism will no longer be 
the guiding goal for the left, reducing the size 
of government cannot be the governing philos-
ophy for the next generation of conservatives, 
as the Republican Party is only now beginning 
to understand.”

Obama’s Moment

That was before the market melt-
down, the Republican sell-off in 2006 
and 2008, and the rise of Obama. 

Who’s shorting liberalism now? Yet to the gen-
eration of American conservatives who opposed 
the New Deal and the Great Society, there 
would be nothing unfamiliar about this resur-
gent liberalism. What shocks today’s Republi-
cans is the Lazarus act it seems to have pulled. 
They thought it was dead, or dying, or at least 
tamed. They’ve forgotten what liberalism was 
like before Reagan. 

As with the Great Depression or urban ri-
ots in the ’60s, the financial crisis of 2008–09 
helped to create the moment that the Obama 
forces are now exploiting. They were aided, to 
be sure, by the last act of the Bush Administra-
tion. When the Troubled Asset Relief Program 
(TARP) bill was first submitted, it was three 
pages long—a blank check to the Treasury Sec-
retary to save our economy. In its final form it 
exceeded 200 pages—still a blank check to “take 
such actions as the Secretary deems necessary” 
to buy troubled assets, “the purchase of which 
the Secretary determines promotes financial 
market stability.” In effect, President Bush and 
the Congress agreed to establish what the an-
cient Romans would have called a “dictator” of 
finance, an emergency office empowered to solve 
a crisis, in this case, to unfreeze credit markets 
and stop the financial freefall. 

The Romans wisely limited the office to a 
term of no more than six months. In our case, 
the TARP authority goes on indefinitely, and 
the spirit of clever lawlessness, already present 
to some degree in the liberals’ constitutional 
views, radiates ever further into the adminis-
tration. Neither Hank Paulsen nor Timothy 
Geithner (so far) ever got around to purchas-
ing those troubled, mortgage-backed assets, but 
somehow the government now owns 60% of 
General Motors and a large chunk of Chrysler, 
not to mention preferred shares in most of the 
nation’s largest banks, and has poured, so far, 
about $100 billion into Fannie Mae and Fred-
die Mac, and another $100 billion or so into 
AIG, and is eager to regulate the compensation 
packages of businessmen in and out of these 
ailing companies. To make the auto company 
deals happen, the Obama Administration had 
to subvert the existing laws of bankruptcy, but 
then once you’ve accepted the theory of the liv-
ing Constitution it’s a small matter to swallow a 
living bankruptcy code, too. 

Not content with its acquisitions, the admin-
istration now eyes health care, the energy busi-
ness, and other vast segments of the economy 
to tax, regulate, and control. Health care is the 
signal case, revealing most clearly the nature 
and illusions of unlimited government in the 
progressive State. 

Here, in outline, is the liberal M.O.: Take a 
very good thing, like quality health care. Turn 
it into a right, which only centralized govern-
ment can claim to provide equally and afford-
ably and—the biggest whopper—excellently to 
all. Refer as little as possible to the plain logic 
that such a right implies a corresponding duty; 
that the duty to pay for this new right’s provi-
sion must fall on someone; and that the rich, 
always defined as someone with greater in-
come than you, cannot possibly pay for it all by 
themselves. Ignore even more fervently that this 
right, held as a social entitlement, implies a duty 
to accept only as much and as good health care 
as society (i.e., government) allows or, ideally, as 
can be given equally to everyone. Having adver-
tised such care as effectively free to every user, 
because the duty to pay is separated as much as 
possible from the right to enjoy the benefit, pro-
fess amazement that usage soars, thereby mul-
tiplying costs and degrading the quality of care. 
Blame Republicans for insufficient funding and 
thus for the painful necessity to increase taxes 
and cut benefits in order to protect the right to 
universal health care, which is now a program. 
Run against those hard-hearted Republicans, 
and win.

That, at least, is the classic script of liberal 
governance. With a magician’s indirection, it 
mesmerizes the public with new rights that 
seem almost free and unalienable, and then 
poof, it explains that these are positive rights 

pure and simple, which have to be paid for and 
are subject to diminution or even abolition 
by ordinary statute law. When FDR spoke of 
the second Bill of Rights, he made it sound as 
though they would be added to the Constitu-
tion, as the old Bill of Rights was. In fact, the 
new socio-economic rights were added only to 
the small-c constitution, i.e., the mutable struc-
tures of contemporary governance, and so are 
subject to change at any time. Thus an evolving 
constitution, and supposedly permanent new 
rights, may come into fatal collision. To speak 
candidly, the essence and appeal of the modern 
liberal State depend on the artful misdirection 
of public opinion—on half-truths that are hard 
to distinguish from lies, nobly told, doubtless, in 
the liberals’ own view. 

To overcome the contradictions of Big Gov-
ernment, liberals cheerfully offer Bigger Gov-
ernment. Consider the present case. Medicare 
and Medicaid are going broke. Doctor Obama 
prescribes a brand new, expensive health care 
program, which the Democrats cannot figure 
out how to fund, to cure the ills of the existing 
system. A third deficit-laden program to save 
two already verging on bankruptcy? The real-
ity is that massive middle-class tax increases lie 
just over the horizon, along with draconian cuts 
in benefits, which will come partly disguised by 
long waiting lists, rationing of care, and shrink-
ing investment in new drugs and technologies. 
Obama is betting that the socialist ethic of soli-
darity, of shared pain, can be made to prevail 
over democratic outrage at broken promises, 
shoddy services, and diminished liberty. 

The Conservative Challenge

Will conservatives let him get 
away with it? So far their best argu-
ments have highlighted the enor-

mous cost of his proposals, added to the enor-
mous and still growing costs of the stimulus bill 
and financial bailouts; the magnitude of the tax 
increases needed to fund Obama’s spending; 
and the predictable and abysmal drop in the 
quality, variety, and innovativeness of American 
health care if the Democrats’ plan passes. These 
are excellent arguments, which may be powerful 
enough to sink his health care plan and impair 
the rest of his domestic agenda. Then again they 
may not, and in either case they aren’t sufficient 
to the larger task of reinvigorating American 
conservatism as a positive intellectual and po-
litical force, as the animating spirit of a New 
Republican Party. 

To rise to this grander challenge we must rise 
above the conservatism of the past two decades, 
and in certain respects above that of the past 
half-century. One of the most interesting aspects 
of Obama is his determination to contest conser-
vatism’s grip on the American political tradition; 
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he wants especially to recruit Abraham Lincoln 
and the American Founders to his side. He in-
tends to claim the title deeds of American pa-
triotism as Franklin Roosevelt did in the 1930s, 
preparing the way for a new New Deal coalition 
to rule our politics for the next generation or 
two. Conservatives can’t allow him to succeed at 
this cynical revisionism, which means we have to 
make the case for our own understanding of, and 
fidelity to, American principles.

Here there is vast room for improvement, 
and dire need for relearning. A return to the 
principles of the Declaration of Independence 
and Constitution requires something like a rev-
olution not only against modern liberalism but 
also within modern conservatism. Affronted 
by Obama’s ambitions, a few conservatives here 
and there already have begun to clamor for their 
state’s secession from the Union, a remedy that 
is about as un-Lincolnian and anti-Republican 
(not to mention boneheaded) as any imaginable. 
In the same vein, restive Republicans have start-
ed to invoke the Tenth Amendment’s guaran-
tee of reserved rights to the states. Whatever its 
merits, the Tenth Amendment’s misuse in the 
defense of segregation in the 1950s and ’60s has 
ignoble connotations that are, shall we say, par-
ticularly distracting when the amendment is to 
be applied against the first black president.

These misfires recall the disagreements 
and dead ends within the conservative move-
ment prior to the Reagan Revolution. A ten-
dency to defend the antebellum South and its 
radical view of states’ rights—a view that made 
states’ rights more fundamental than human or 
natural rights in the American constitutional 
order—cropped up on both the traditional-
ist and libertarian sides of the movement, and 
still does. Others imagined conservatism to be 
a defense of agrarianism, or an attempt to res-
urrect the medieval respublica Christiana, or the 
last episode of the French Revolution, in which 
its opponents would finally expunge all abstract 
doctrines of equality and revolution from our 
political life. 

American conservatism stands or falls, how-
ever, by its allegiance to the American Revolu-
tion and Founding, even as modern liberalism 
really began, in the Progressive era, with a con-
demnation and rejection of America’s revolu-
tionary and constitutional principles. 

Reagan himself seemed well aware of the in-
nermost character of American conservatism. 
Despite his talk of fusing economic and social 

conservatives together into a new synthesis, in 
his most important speeches he regarded the 
two as already united by a patriotic attachment 
to founding principles. He invoked these prin-
ciples brilliantly in stirring indictments of the 
Left’s worldview. In his 1964 speech “A Time 
for Choosing” he said presciently:

[I]t doesn’t require expropriation or con-
fiscation of private property or business 
to impose socialism on a people. What 
does it mean whether you hold the deed 
or the title to your business or property 
if the government holds the power of life 
or death over that business or property? 
…Every businessman has his own tale 
of harassment. Somewhere a perversion 
has taken place. Our natural, inalienable 
rights are now considered to be a dispen-
sation of government, and freedom has 
never been so fragile, so close to slipping 
from our grasp as it is at this moment.

And elsewhere in “The Speech,” as it came to 
be called, he framed a fateful choice: shall we  
“believe in our capacity for self-government,” he 
asked, or shall we “abandon the American Revo-
lution and confess that a little intellectual elite 
in a far-distant capitol can plan our lives for us 
better than we can plan them ourselves”? 

Beyond Reagan

It is necessary to reground our conser-
vatism in those revolutionary principles, 
but it will not be sufficient. Although con-

servatives cannot remedy America’s problems 
without them, our principles need to be ex-
plained in a contemporary idiom and applied 
prudently to our present circumstances. That 
requires, for want of a more comprehensive 
word, statesmanship. 

For the problems that face us now are the 
ones that Reagan helped to diagnose but did not 
come close to solving, particularly the deeply in-
tractable problem of what to do about the liberal 
State. It has grown up among us for so long and 
has entwined itself so tightly around the organs 
of American government that it seems impos-
sible to remove it completely without risking 
fatal harm to the patient. And in any case the 
patient’s wishes must be conscientiously con-
sulted on the matter, and he seems rather con-
tent with his present condition. Yet the spirit of 

unlimited government and the spirit of limited 
government cannot permanently endure in the 
same nation, either. 

Bear in mind, of course, that the worst thing 
about Big Government is the reasons given for it, 
which always point to more and more programs, 
to government unlimited in its power and de-
signs. Some—not all—of the agencies and de-
partments established under its rubric may be 
tolerable, and a few even good. That’s one reason 
the conservative task is so challenging. It requires 
not only discriminating in theory between the 
proper and improper functions of government, 
but also examining in practice the good and bad 
that government programs do, the second-best 
purposes they fulfill, the political costs and ben-
efits of altering or abolishing them. All of these 
need to be elements of a long-term conservative 
strategy—“a program of action based on po-
litical principle”—to reform fundamentally the 
federal government and its programs. 

Though unwinding the damage that has al-
ready been done to liberty and constitutional 
government will take time, we have to insist 
right now that no further damage, particularly 
the egregious sort promised by the Obama Ad-
ministration, be permitted. The liberal State 
has always operated at the borders of constitu-
tionality—often crossing them. But the presi-
dent seeks to conquer and annex whole new 
provinces of unconstitutionality: to trample un-
derfoot the rights of property, e.g., in the rush to 
hand control of Chrysler to his union allies; to 
compass the health care, housing, energy, auto-
mobile, and banking industries under close, in-
definite, and highly personal political control; to 
so extend the tentacles of government as to grip 
more and more Americans in an unhealthy, un-
safe, and unrelenting dependence on the federal 
establishment and its partisan masters.

If we were ever prone to think that after the 
Reagan Revolution conservatives faced only 
second- or third-order issues, we should by 
now be disabused of that comforting illusion. 
All of conservatism’s past victories and defeats 
have brought us to the threshold of another epic 
struggle, a battle for America’s soul, a battle 
that will determine whether free government 
will survive.

Charles R. Kesler is editor of the Claremont Re-
view of Books. This essay is part of the Taube 
American Values Series, made possible by the 
Taube Family Foundation.
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Book Review by Bret Stephens

Statecraft as Warcraft
Advice to War Presidents: A Remedial Course in Statecraft, 
by Angelo M. Codevilla. Basic Books, 336 pages, $27.50

“It’s the new small talk!” thus does 
Professor Henry Higgins gamely come 
to the rescue of his improbable protégé, 

Miss Eliza Doolittle, after she says something 
untoward during her first outing in high Ed-
wardian society. The sedulous professor has 
managed to get the cockney out of Eliza’s ac-
cent, but he hasn’t yet gotten it out of her brain, 
so that her thoughts remain silly even though 
her enunciation is perfect.

In the film My Fair Lady, the new small talk 
(“and I say, them ’as pinched it, done her in”) is 
played to great comic effect by Audrey Hep-
burn and Rex Harrison. Less funny, as Angelo 
Codevilla reminds us in Advice to War Presi-
dents, is the new small talk among statesmen, 
diplomats, policy planners, political scientists, 
and think tank thinkers, many of whom spent 
the better part of the last century attempting 
to wish away the unpleasant facts of interna-
tional relations by coining sweet-sounding eu-
phemisms. The result, argues Codevilla, has 
been decade after decade of illusion, with con-
sequences written in blood.

Codevilla, who taught international rela-
tions at Boston University for many years, has 
subtitled his book A Remedial Course in State-
craft. This is somewhat misleading: a book that 
uses the word omphaloskopia without bother-
ing to define it (it means “navel gazing”) is not 
“remedial” in the usual sense of the word. But 
Codevilla’s purpose is to point his readers to the 
basics of policy making—the realities of war and 
peace, the tools used to wage the one or preserve 

the other, and the abiding passions that drive 
men and women toward each. And this means 
cutting through the chatter that now dominates 
the way we typically speak of, and too often 
think about, the ways of the world.

Consider, for instance, the endlessly invoked 
“international community,” a term that has its 
origins in the Progressive enthusiasms of the 
early 20th century. As Codevilla deliciously re-
minds us, it was Nicholas Murray Butler of the 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
who argued, in 1910, that

to suppose that men and women into 
whose intellectual and moral instruction 
and upbuilding have gone the glories of the 
world’s philosophy and art and poetry and 
religion…to suppose that these men and 
women when gathered together in groups 
called nations…are to fly at each others’ 
throats to burn, to ravage, to kill, in the 
hope of somehow establishing thereby 
truth and right and justice is to suppose 
the universe to be stood upon its apex.

Just four years later, however, flying at each 
others’ throats was exactly what Europe’s great 
and civilized powers were doing, for reasons not 
well-remembered today but which were enough 
to sustain enormous armies in desperate com-
bat for years.

Yet a war that ought to have put paid to the 
illusions of Butler and his ilk served instead to 
inflate them (both in the sense of broadening 

and cheapening), and create new illusions in 
turn. The Great War ended; a League of Na-
tions was born. It was premised on a concept of 
“collective security” which, Codevilla observes, 
imagines “that nations will place themselves in 
danger, or even go to war, even though they have 
no particular interest in doing so.” Too late the 
world discovered that no government was par-
ticularly keen to defend Abyssinia, or fight for 
the territorial integrity of Czechoslovakia, or 
die for Danzig.

Nor was the cause of peace well served by a 
succession of interwar “disarmament” confer-
ences and treaties, another celebrated progres-
sive cause that, as Walter Lippmann wrote in 
1943, proved “tragically successful in disarming 
the nations that believed in disarmament.” Yet 
somehow progressives emerged from the expe-
rience of World War II no less convinced of the 
need for collective security and disarmament (or 
“arms control”). Only this time they did so in 
the framework of the “United Nations,” its very 
name uniquely inapt since it made no distinc-
tion between those of its members committed 
to democracy, peace, prosperity, and human 
rights, and those committed to dictatorship, 
war, misery, and torture.

Naturally, the result has been 
more war, more tragedy—and more 
euphemism. Take “peacekeeping,” 

about which Codevilla incisively remarks that 
“if peace or the inclination thereto really exist-
ed between two parties, what need would there 
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be for third parties to keep it?” Instead, the 
U.N. routinely deploys thousands of troops, 
at huge expense, so that they can scrupulous-
ly refuse to take sides between, say, the Hutu 
genocidaires and their Tutsi victims, or (more 
recently) between Sudan’s Janjaweed militia 
and their Darfuri victims. Why, then, does the 
world—and particularly the West—persevere 
in pursuing what amounts to a policy of make-
believe? Codevilla likens it to an addiction to 
drugs: “Under their influence, you may stagger 
about the international scene believing you cut 
a fine figure, expecting deference, but impo-
tent. When thwarted, your fellow addicts are 
likelier to tempt you into deeper dependency 
on intellectual hallucinogens.”

What follows for the rest of the book, then, 
amounts to a 12-step program for sobriety in 
international affairs. Codevilla is at particular 
pains to stress that civilizations, nations, and 
sects each have their own ideas about what is 
right, true, and worth dying for—if they didn’t, 
there would hardly be a need for any kind of for-
eign policy—and that American policymakers 
err profoundly when they assume that the rest 
of the world wants to be just like Americans, 
only they don’t quite know how. This goes es-
pecially in matters of religion, a much more po-
tent form of “soft power” than the secular MTV 
variant now peddled as the best vehicle for U.S. 
public diplomacy.

As a result, the U.S. has repeatedly erred in 
its foreign policy judgments by imagining, for 
example, that the Muslim world divides neatly 
into a handful of “extremists” and a vast major-
ity of “moderates.” Yet in the streets of Tehran 
in 1979, it was the “extremists” who were in 
the majority, and who were moved by passions 
and convictions that the U.S. Central Intelli-
gence Agency could not comprehend and was 
thus unable to predict. Elsewhere in the Middle 
East, writes Codevilla, the words “moderation” 
and “extremism” are used without the essential 
corollary questions: “Moderate about what? Ex-
treme about what? And so what?” Unless there 
is some clear idea about what the words signify, 
they signify nothing, and obscure much.

Codevilla raises equally fundamental 
questions about diplomacy, war-making, 
intelligence, “homeland security,” and 

economic power. Consider diplomacy, a word 
now used in roughly the same sense as, say, aspi-
rin. But diplomacy is not something you swallow 
so as to feel a little better. Diplomacy is the me-
dium itself. And the important question for any 
administration isn’t whether it should “give di-
plomacy a chance”—as the Obama Administra-
tion now intends to do from Tehran to Pyong-
yang—but rather what that diplomacy means to 
achieve and how it intends to accomplish it.

Similarly in war: though the word “war” has 
largely been replaced by the euphemisms of “po-
lice action” or “humanitarian intervention” or op-
eration such-and-such, the fact remains that U.S. 
presidents send U.S. soldiers into battle with re-
markable frequency. But what are those troops 
meant to do, especially now that the word “victo-
ry” has been all but erased from the U.S. military 
lexicon? If wars aren’t for winning, they probably 
shouldn’t be for fighting. Nor should they be for 
fighting if the restrictions imposed on that fight-
ing make them all but impossible to win. Our ef-
forts to bring the Vietnam War to a close did not 
benefit from Lyndon Johnson’s bombing halt in 
1968; they did benefit (for whatever it was ulti-
mately worth) by the mining of Haiphong har-
bor and the Christmas bombings of 1972, which 
swiftly forced Hanoi’s hand in the Paris peace 
talks. Similarly with Israel, it is not clear what 
humanitarian goal the Jewish state achieves, ei-
ther vis-a-vis its own citizens or toward Palestin-
ians, to stop short of destroying groups such as 
Hamas and allowing them to fight another day. 
“Unless statesmen exact multiple eyes or teeth 
for one,” writes Codevilla, “fellow citizens end up 
paying with arms, legs, and heads.”

Also astute is Codevilla’s chapter on intel-
ligence, which is of particular interest because 
of his years spent as a staffer on the Senate Se-
lect Committee on Intelligence. Citing Dan-
iel Patrick Moynihan’s wonderful aphorism, 
“Intelligence is not to be confused with intel-
ligence,” Codevilla paints a devastating picture 
of just how unintelligent our intelligence agen-
cies (CIA above all) have been, with six de-
cades of egregious operational failures and ca-
lamitous analytical blunders to prove it. More 
fundamental, however, is his argument that the 
benefit of intelligence—that is, the acquisition 
of secret information—does not relieve policy-
makers from the responsibility of making deci-
sions based on incomplete information. “If you 
sit back and wait for intelligence to define your 
task and deliver the keys to success,” he writes, 
“intelligence will become an excuse for evading 
your responsibilities.”

All of this makes for compelling 
reading—and a mostly compelling 
case. But though there is no shortage of 

wisdom and wit in Codevilla’s book, it also has 
its flaws. One of them is tonal: the book is shot 
through with rancor and contempt, as if U.S. 
foreign policy has been an unremitting failure 
for nearly a whole century. Lost in this account 
of foolishness and folly are the facts that the 
U.S. did manage to defeat Nazi Germany and 
Imperial Japan, did manage to overcome the 
stain of the Vietnam War, did manage to bury 
the Soviet Union, did manage to out-compete 
Japan, Germany, and the European Union 

and—it now seems—will manage a win in Iraq. 
These achievements were not merely products 
of dumb luck, and any “remedial” course in 
statesmanship might do well to examine posi-
tive instances of American statesmanship. Yes, 
there are some.

Codevilla also has the habit of driving his 
analysis too far. He rightly berates modern 
American policymakers for failing to under-
stand religion and its power to move men to 
action. But he is too dismissive of the power 
of American culture as an instrument of sua-
sion or subversion. Not for nothing did Vaclav 
Havel invite Lou Reed to be his honored guest 
in Prague after the Velvet Revolution. Not for 
nothing, either, is Socrates at great pains in the 
Republic to regulate the correct forms of music 
in his totalitarian state, since, as he tells Glau-
con, “musical training is a more potent instru-
ment than any other.”  

Similarly, while Codevilla is certainly right 
that the rest of the world doesn’t want to be a fac-
simile of the U.S., it is simply wrong to suggest 
that many people, and countries, don’t want to 
be more like America than unlike it. Again, not 
for nothing are shopping malls from Bangkok to 
Mexico City to Cairo just like American shop-
ping malls. Not for nothing is Indonesian Idol 
identical to American Idol. Not for nothing has 
democratic governance been steadily expanding 
around the world, albeit in its Huntingtonian 
“waves.” We may have much to learn still from 
Athens, Rome, and Machiavelli’s Florence, but 
the world really has moved on.

Worse, however, are Codevilla’s vituperative 
attacks on neoconservatism, a school of thought 
he lumps together with realism and liberal in-
ternationalism as part of the same engine of eu-
phemism and wishful thinking that dominates 
U.S. foreign policy. This is about as convincing 
as the old Soviet notion that nothing fundamen-
tal distinguished American capitalism from Eu-
ropean fascism. But his picture of neoconserva-
tism, such as it is, amounts to caricature. Surely 
one can believe that the spread of democracy is 
something U.S. foreign policy should encour-
age without losing sight of the high cultural 
and political obstacles to that enterprise. And 
surely one can be attentive to the hard realities 
of power and the imperatives of prestige and re-
spect without ignoring the power and attraction 
of American ideals to shape the minds and at-
titudes of men. 

These are serious flaws. That they seriously 
mar the message and persuasiveness of a brac-
ing, intelligent book should not detract from 
the fact that Codevilla’s argument is, in the last 
analysis, bracing and intelligent.

Bret Stephens writes “Global View,” the foreign af-
fairs column of the Wall Street Journal.
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Essay by Henry Olsen

The Reemerging Republican Majority?

Especially in a democratic age, states-
men are careful students of social trends. 
They know that the art of political leader-

ship can’t afford to ignore the science of political 
demography, even though the former can never 
be reduced to the latter. Conservatives who seek 
a revival in their movement must exhibit similar 
wisdom and closely examine how America has 
changed since the glory days of President Ron-
ald Reagan, and how those changes pose new 
challenges to, and may impose new limits on, 
conservatism today.

Suburbia

The conservative ascendancy of the 
Reagan years centered in the middle 
class. It wasn’t just any middle class, 

though; conservative strength was concentrated 
in the modern suburb. Commonplace today, 
suburbs revolutionized American life. In 1940, 
23% of Americans lived on farms; by 1980, only 
4% did. Big cities declined too: between 1950 
and 1980, cities in the North and Midwest lost 
millions of residents either to their own suburbs 
or to those in the Sunbelt. Though they began 
as a small, largely upper class phenomenon, the 

suburbs eventually became home to nearly a 
majority of the American population.

Thus the key political question increasingly be-
came: who are the suburbanites and what do they 
want? When Reagan was elected in 1980, most 
suburbanites were married with children. They 
were overwhelmingly Christian; overt secularism 
was not yet a mass force. Women had begun to 
enter the workforce in large numbers in the early 
1970s, but the typical suburbanite still lived in 
a traditional, one-male-earner household. And 
nearly all were white. The Hispanic population, 
though growing, constituted only about 2% of 
the electorate. Asians composed an even smaller 
share, and African-Americans lived largely in the 
cities and the rural South. The cultural divisions 
that are now omnipresent were only beginning to 
appear. The typical suburbanite had been raised 
in a less individualistic time between the 1930s 
and the early ’60s. The cultural politics of the 
baby boomer generation did not yet dominate; 
the oldest boomer was only 34. 

In The Making of the President, 1960, Theo-
dore H. White had noted the suburban rise and 
asked “what was to be done with this new form 
of civilization?” He observed that Democrats 
tended to view suburban life as a “torrent of self-

indulgence,” while Republicans regarded it as an 
“expression of individual well-being.” He won-
dered whether the suburban future would be 
guided “by private enterprise or by public plan.”

White’s alternatives were actually two sides 
of the same coin. Suburbanites recoiled from 
Barry Goldwater’s assertive individualism, but 
they rejected the Great Society’s excessive faith 
in government, too. This temperament reflected 
the socioeconomic realities of suburban life. 
Just as suburbs stand between the urban and 
the rural, in 1980 suburbanites’ attitudes about 
economics and government occupied a middle 
ground between the pro-spending ethos of the 
cities and the anti-spending ethic of rural Amer-
ica (which made an exception for farm subsidies, 
to be sure). 

Suburbanites derived their wealth from the 
private sector. They tended to work in private 
sector jobs, shopped at private sector stores, and 
consumed private sector goods. They moved to 
the suburbs to enjoy a better standard of liv-
ing than they could in the city or town. Policies 
which disturbed this economic dynamism, such 
as high taxes or inflation, were unpopular. But 
underneath this private consumption lay various 
public goods. Suburbanites drove their private 
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cars on public roads. They and their children 
were mostly educated in public schools, and their 
property was protected by police. Even their pri-
vate consumption was made possible in part by 
public insurance—Social Security and Medi-
care—which reduced the need to save for old 
age. Policies threatening these underpinnings of 
comfortable suburban life were unpopular, too.

In addition, suburbanites craved ordered 
liberty. They valued the uniform, sprawling de-
velopments so disparaged by critics like Lewis 
Mumford. These were new types of communi-
ties that permitted more individual freedom 
and less social supervision than their parents 
had known. Grateful for their single-family de-
tached homes, they supported police and ral-
lied to “law and order” campaigns. On interna-
tional matters, they were wary of intervention 
but supportive of a strong foreign policy, wary 
of involvement in Vietnam but fearful of Soviet 
expansionism. Politicians who ignored major el-
ements of this underlying consensus did so at 
their peril.

These trends did not go unnoticed. Kevin 
Phillips, in his 1969 masterpiece, The Emerging 
Republican Majority, argued that the New Deal 
coalition was being replaced by a conservative, 
Republican majority arising from the “immense 
middle class impetus of Sun Belt and suburbia,” 
fueled by opposition to the tumults of the 1960s 
and a liberalism that had gone “beyond pro-
grams taxing the few for the benefit of the many 
(the New Deal) to programs taxing the many on 
behalf of the few (the Great Society).”

Phillips’s prognostication carried two im-
plicit caveats. First, this emerging conservatism 
was moderate. Nixon won the 1968 presidential 
election by winning virtually all major suburban 
counties outside the South, most of which Gold-
water had lost by large margins in 1964. He and 
his successors had to reassure these voters that 
the GOP would not undo popular programs 
such as Social Security, Medicare, and aid to ed-
ucation. The other caveat concerned the wealth-
iest and most educated of these voters. Even in 
1968, residents of the most prosperous suburbs 
were turning away from Nixon and the GOP. 
Phillips noted but dismissed this trend among 
those he called “silk-stocking Megalopolitans.” 
Any losses among the elites, he argued, would 
be more than offset by gains among the middle 
and working classes.

The Reagan Coalition

Ronald reagan was the ideal candi-
date to satisfy suburban aspirations. As 
a young Michael Barone wrote in 1965, 

Reagan already emphasized “threats felt by av-
erage men with mortgaged bungalows, two-car 
garages, and bought-on-time lawn furniture.” 

Reagan governed California in accord with sub-
urban ideals. He cut welfare and combated the 
disorder flowing from the student rebellions, but 
left major public programs like education and 
road construction largely untouched. Though 
he tried and failed to limit the growth of gov-
ernment spending and taxes, he never sought 
to repeal the vast public edifice constructed by 
predecessors of both parties. As he often said, 
he was a former New Deal Democrat who had 
voted four times for Franklin Roosevelt. FDR’s 
legacy was safe in his hands.

Reagan also had an actor’s appreciation for his 
audience. By 1977, he sensed that he could build 
on his suburban base by reaching out to religious 
voters worried about changing mores. And so he 
proposed a “New Republican Party” comprising 

both economic and social conservatives, united 
around the principle of human freedom. This 
new party emerged full blown in 1980. His vic-
tory—only the second popular vote majority for 
a GOP president since 1956—rested squarely on 
the suburbs, crucially augmented by the new cul-
turally conservative voters. He carried virtually 
every major suburban county by large margins, 
while also making inroads into working-class 
Catholic urban communities and evangelical 
Southern and Midwestern rural towns. Reagan’s 
new party was not evenly balanced between its 
parts, however. The bulk of its voters were still 
suburbanites seeking prosperity and security. 
His governing emphasis was accordingly placed 
there: cutting taxes and strengthening national 
defense came first; social issues, except for judi-
cial appointments, came later, if at all.

This coalition remained at the center of 
American politics for the next two presiden-
tial elections. In 1984, Reagan was reelected by 
large margins (58.8% of the popular vote; 525 

electoral votes). George H.W. Bush received 
53% of the 1988 popular vote on the same de-
mographic lines as Reagan. Most striking to the 
modern eye, however, is the breadth of Bush’s 
suburban base. The vice president carried the 
suburban counties of most of the major cities in 
the North and Midwest. He won overwhelm-
ing majorities in suburban Southern California 
and in the bedroom communities of gigantic 
Los Angeles County. He carried Miami’s Palm 
Beach County with 56% and swept to a 61% vic-
tory in Fairfax County, Virginia. 

The Republican Predicament

Today, politics looks very different. 
In the 2008 presidential election, Sena-
tor John McCain carried none of the 

suburban counties surrounding New York, Phil-
adelphia, Chicago, Detroit, or Boston, and he 
lost most of the St. Louis and Cleveland suburbs. 
He lost all of Southern California’s suburban ar-
eas except rock-ribbed Orange County, which he 
carried with a record low 50%. Palm Beach went 
61%-38% for Senator Barack Obama; Fairfax’s 
60%-39% margin for Obama delivered Virginia 
to the Democrats for the first time since 1964.

McCain’s share of the national popular vote 
also signaled trouble. On the surface, his total, 
45.6%, seemed respectable. Many Republican 
presidential candidates had received less in re-
cent memory. But all of those candidates save 
one, Barry Goldwater, had run races with se-
rious third-party candidates. Goldwater aside, 
McCain’s showing was the worst GOP result 
in a two-party race since Wendell Willkie gar-
nered 44.8% in 1940. To look at it another way, 
Obama’s 52.9% was the second-highest for a 
non-incumbent Democrat in American history, 
trailing only FDR’s 57.4% in 1932.

It’s tempting to blame the 2008 election 
results on the times. The September financial 
crash would have hurt any incumbent party, 
particularly among suburbanites whose portfo-
lios plummeted and whose home equity nose-
dived. Not surprisingly, McCain’s decline from 
George W. Bush’s 2004 vote share was often 
larger in congressional districts most affected 
by the housing collapse, e.g., in Central and 
Southern California and Nevada. Nor should 
one ignore the role events played in elevating 
one set of concerns above another. In the 1990s, 
with the world at peace and economic growth 
solid, voters cared more about cultural issues. 
Clinton’s triangulation—for the V-chip and 
school uniforms but also for abortion rights, 
against tax hikes but also against cutting gov-
ernment programs—played well in the sub-
urbs, especially among the “soccer moms” who 
briefly became the national rage. After Septem-
ber 11, voters cared more about international 
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affairs and security than they had in 1996 and 
2000. President Bush thus did well in the sub-
urbs, especially among the “security moms” his 
campaign wooed. But even the 9/11 effect did 
not help everywhere. Bush’s 2004 vote share in-
creased most strikingly in the suburbs of New 
York City most affected by 9/11. His share 
of the vote remained stagnant, or dropped, in 
many highly-educated suburban districts out-
side the South. 

The Democratic Resurgence

The suburban drift away from the 
GOP proceeded steadily throughout 
the 1990s and the present decade. The 

2008 results largely conformed to this new polit-
ical-demographic pattern, one identified and an-
alyzed in a book that looked out of place in 2001 
but soon proved prescient: John Judis and Ruy 
Teixeira’s The Emerging Democratic Majority.

The authors, two men of the Left, argued 
provocatively that demographic changes would 
usher in a Democratic majority by the end of 
the decade. They noted that Americans were in-
creasingly college-educated and producing ideas 
rather than making things. Such voters valued 
economic growth but also “embraced a libertar-
ian ethic of personal life.” Meanwhile, women, 
particularly single or college-educated women, 
were flocking to the Democratic Party, and non-
whites were voting Democratic in overwhelm-
ing numbers, also. Judis and Teixeira contend-
ed that all three groups were becoming larger 
parts of the population and would soon be large 
enough to produce a new political order.

Their predictions were eerily accurate. They 
projected that minorities, who cast 10% of the 
nation’s votes in 1972 and 19% in 2000, would 
cast a quarter by decade’s end. The 2008 exit poll 
confirmed that non-whites composed 26% of the 
electorate; McCain lost these voters by 79% to 
18%. Democrats, they thought, would continue 
to win votes from areas dominated by profession-
als and educated women. Looking at what they 
called “ideopolises”—metropolitan areas that are 
economically open to technology, i.e., virtually 
every major suburban county—they found that 
in 1984, 55% of the professional class had voted 
for Reagan. But in 2000, educated professionals 
went for Gore 55%-41%, and in 2008, for Obama 
about 60%-38%. Judis and Teixeira even predict-
ed which states would move toward the Demo-
crats by decade’s end. Every state Obama gained 
from Bush was on their list, except Indiana.

It’s not hard to explain this Democratic re-
surgence. Suburban residents grew steadily 
wealthier and more educated during the past 
two decades—and the trends were related, be-
cause since 1980 the educated class has dispro-
portionally captured income gains. These devel-

opments created a mass affluent class—the Mc-
Mansion set satirized by David Brooks in Bo-
bos in Paradise (2000)—which had been on the 
political sidelines in 1980. Phillips sneered at 
those he called “silk stocking Megalopolitans,” 
but today’s non-Southern suburbs are politically 
dominated by their sentiments.

Nor is it hard to see why culture joined eco-
nomics as an important political issue. The baby 
boomer generation defines itself by its “culture,” 
and by the mid-1990s the typical suburbanite 
was someone who had become an adult in the 
’60s and ’70s. Once this class made up a large 
percentage of the electorate, lifestyle issues rose 
in political importance. Baby boomers who em-
braced the social changes of their youth sought 
to defend and extend them; those who opposed 
them were equally determined to defend tradi-
tional mores. Hence began the now common-
place demographic correlation between voting 
behavior and degree of religious observance. 
The growing divide between religious and secu-
lar voters arose not because religious Americans 
sought to impose theocracy or because secular 
Americans sought to stamp out belief. Rather, 
modern Americans increasingly embraced or 
rejected a specific faith, even religion itself, be-
cause of its stance on cultural matters. 

As a result, the Republican presidential elec-
torate is now tilted toward culturally conserva-
tive voters much more than it was in the 1980s. 
McCain won 55%-43% among the 40% of voters 
who said they attend religious services at least 
weekly. He lost 57%-42% among those who said 
they attend occasionally, and he was clobbered 
67%-30% among those who never attend. 

To make the point more starkly, McCain 
carried white evangelicals 74%-24%. They con-
stituted 26% of the electorate, and fully 42% of 
his vote. Non-believers, on the other hand, cast 
12% of the votes and went solidly for Obama, 
75%-23%. Jews and believers who are neither 
Protestant nor Catholic amounted to another 
8% of voters and supported Obama 75%-22%. 

The overall picture is thus sobering for con-
servatives and Republicans. Democrats are 
strongest in the most rapidly expanding seg-
ments of the population, and every four years 
natural growth in these groups can be expected 
to add one or two points to Obama’s 7.25% mar-
gin of victory. How can Republicans possibly 
find their way back?

A Republican Strategy 

They can start by recognizing that 
the GOP’s base has changed since the 
1980s. Remember, 42% of McCain’s 

vote came from white evangelicals. Another 
13% came from observant Catholics. Not all of 
these voters are social conservatives, but many 

of them qualify. A party platform that does not 
prominently address the moral concerns ani-
mating these voters will not unite the base. But 
social conservatives cannot win by themselves. 
Social and economic conservatives need to real-
ize that Reagan’s vision of a new party has fi-
nally come to pass. Both halves of the party 
are roughly in balance, and neither can succeed 
without the other. They must hang together, or 
they will most assuredly hang separately.

The question is whether a united base will, 
or can be made to, appeal to suburbanites out-
side the Deep South. Neither a presidential nor 
a congressional majority can be formed solely 
from Southern and rural states. Even in the 
South, Northern-style suburbs—as in North-
ern Virginia, North Carolina’s Research Tri-
angle, and Central Florida’s I-4 Corridor—now 
hold their state’s balance of electoral power. 

Nixon’s and Reagan’s successful suburban 
outreach required a subtle appreciation for 
what American suburbanites wanted, economi-
cally and culturally. A successful modern sub-
urban outreach requires a similar appreciation. 
Suburban cultural life is nowadays a mixture 
of the traditional and the liberated. Suburban 
men and women may have had liaisons prior to 
marriage, but once they tie the knot they have 
extremely low divorce rates. Women work, but 
most work part-time and juggle motherhood 
and professional life in a harried, unsatisfying 
combination. Though they may have experi-
mented with marijuana in their youth, subur-
ban parents are fiercely anti-drug today. Most 
importantly, they are by no means complete 
moral agnostics, however much they may pro-
fess to be “nonjudgmental.” They have no prob-
lem teaching their children the virtues of hon-
esty, marital fidelity, and hard work.

This cultural message is consistent with the 
rhetoric of individual choice, which dominates 
the suburban mentality. The typical suburban 
adult wants to make good choices, but he or she 
rarely wants to be hectored or prevented from 
making bad ones. All too often, conservatives 
(Republican politicians are much less guilty of 
this, incidentally) have spoken in sectarian and 
admonishing tones, like the temperance advo-
cates criticized in Abraham Lincoln’s famous 
Temperance Address (1842) for seeking moral 
reform with “thundering tones of anathema 
and denunciation.” Conservatives who seek to 
reform mores and appeal to the modern subur-
banite must adopt Lincoln’s maxim that “a drop 
of honey catches more flies than a gallon of gall” 
and employ “kind, unassuming persuasion” in 
pursuit of their ends.

Abortion is an example of a moral issue on 
which conservatives have made some headway 
in recent years, precisely because pro-life advo-
cates have focused less on condemning the act 
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of terminating a pregnancy and more on gar-
nering sympathy for the unborn child. As Ross 
Douthat wrote recently, “the pro-life movement 
is arguably more comfortable with the language 
of rights and liberties than its opponents.” Pub-
lic attitudes have changed as a result. Polls show 
that young people are more pro-life than are 
their parents, and a recent Pew poll found that 
pro-life and pro-choice sentiments are roughly 
equal, a dramatic change from the norm of the 
last 35 years. 

Conservative economic policy must adopt a 
balanced tone and ambition, too. Suburbanites 
remain committed to the traditional mix of pri-
vate and public goods. Newt Gingrich often con-
trasts the private world that works with the pub-
lic world that doesn’t, comparing, say, FedEx’s 
ability to keep track of millions of packages daily 
with the federal government’s inability to police 
illegal immigration. Market principles can make 
a difference in public policy, he argues. That is 
the touchstone of a successful suburban appeal: 
low taxes, but not no taxes; limited, but also ef-
fective, government. 

Even today’s more Democratic-leaning sub-
urbanites value prosperity. They have spent the 
last quarter-century reaping the benefits of glo-
balization and private sector economic growth, 
and there is little evidence that their desire to 
become wealthier has abated. Thus, tax hikes 

remain unpopular even in the face of massive 
budget shortfalls, as the recent defeat of the 
tax-raising referenda in California demon-
strates. Politically smart Democrats recognize 
this, which is why President Obama’s budget 
plan ostensibly exempts most suburbanites 
from the proposed increases, and even liberal 
Democratic states like Maryland, New York, 
and New Jersey have limited their recent in-
come tax hikes to families with incomes well 
above most suburban voters’. Politically smart 
Republicans, however, recognize that oppos-
ing tax hikes is not enough. Suburbanites want 
their public services to work effectively, too. 
Republicans who understand this, like Indi-
ana Governor Mitch Daniels, employ market 
principles to deliver better public services. For 
example, he responded to the demand for more 
and better roads not by hiking sales or gas tax-
es, as other governors have done. Instead, he 
auctioned off the Indiana Toll Road to a private 
company for $3.8 billion, money the state will 
use to finance road maintenance and construc-
tion without higher taxes. He also reformed 
Medicaid by moving toward a system of Health 
Savings Accounts for the poor. 

These proposals were not initially popular, 
but he stuck with them—and was handsome-
ly rewarded. In an awful GOP year, Governor 
Daniels cruised to re-election with 58% of the 

vote, about 9% more than Senator McCain got 
in losing Indiana for the GOP for the first time 
since 1964. The governor ran farthest ahead of 
McCain in the Indianapolis suburbs, especially 
in Hamilton (+23%) and Marion (+21%) coun-
ties. Daniels also did substantially better than 
McCain in counties with large student popu-
lations such as Purdue University’s Tippeca-
noe County (+18%) and Indiana-Bloomington’s 
Monroe County (+14%).

A national agenda to reform government 
in line with market principles should resonate 
with suburban voters—e.g., a health policy 
that encourages people to own their own insur-
ance policies, thereby enabling them to choose 
their own doctors. Similarly, an education pol-
icy that focuses less on mandatory testing for 
basics and more on allowing parents to choose 
the teachers and curricula best suited to their 
children should also appeal. Finally, conserva-
tives cannot forget that the financial crisis has 
given rise to a renewed desire for financial se-
curity: suburbanites who have spent their en-
tire lives enjoying a relatively steady accumula-
tion of wealth have been shocked by the steep 
and rapid depletion of their assets. Failure to 
address their legitimate worries could cost 
conservatives as much as liberals’ dismissal of 
popular anxiety over crime cost them in the 
1980s. 
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Reagan’s Children

Education, class, and race can’t be 
ignored when thinking about the GOP’s 
future, to be sure. Whites without a 

four-year college degree composed between 40 
and 50% of the electorate in 2008. Although 
modern suburbs are dominated by the college-
educated, the working-class voter (who does 
not hold a four-year college degree) and espe-
cially the white working-class voter, is still im-
portant. Indeed, Judis and Teixeira erroneously 
predicted that West Virginia, Kentucky, and 
Missouri would swing Democratic because of 
such voters. Instead, these states went Republi-
can (at the presidential level) in 2004 and 2008. 
Judis and Teixeira had assumed working-class 
voters would continue to be attracted by the 
Democrats’ economic populism and the party’s 
old-fashioned “identification with the ‘common 
man and woman’” that “has been a defining dif-
ference between the Democrats and Whigs, 
and the Democrats and Republicans, since the 
1830s.” But their failed predictions call this as-
sumption into question.

Populism need not be directed against Big 
Business alone. The essence of populism is 
the belief that an unworthy elite whom you 
cannot control has control over you, and that 
government can redress that grievance. Wall 
Street bailouts that enrich corrupt elites enrage 
working-class voters. Non-payment of taxes by 
administration appointees fuels the common 
man’s suspicion that government is not on his 
side. Add the economic pressure he will soon 
feel from the Obama Administration’s aggres-
sive pursuit of its environmental and immigra-
tion agendas, and one can see how Republicans 
could begin to recapture the populist mantle 
for themselves.

Of course, the GOP already wins white 
working-class voters by a large margin. Ruy 
Teixeira recently estimated that McCain car-
ried this group by 18%, not much less than the 
23% margin achieved by George W. Bush in 
2004. Regaining an electoral majority through 
a working-class strategy alone, however, would 

require GOP margins of 30% or more, with-
out losing ground among other voting groups. 
Besides, the white working class is a shrinking 
portion of the electorate. A Republican Party 
that focused on consistently winning an ever in-
creasing share of this declining segment of the 
electorate would be an entirely different party 
from the one we currently have. If it is to be the 
majority party again, the GOP must be able to 
win again in the suburbs while taking as much 
as it can of the white working class vote, which 
tends to be rural and urban. 

Of course, suburban America is no longer 
lily white. The Asians of California’s Cupertino 
and Monterey Park, the African-Americans of 
Maryland’s Prince George’s County, and the 
Hispanics of Florida’s I-4 Corridor are prime 
examples of the racial and ethnic transforma-
tion of the suburbs. This trend will only con-
tinue: recent Census estimates show that 34% 
of the American population is non-white, with 
that share rising to 44% among children. 

One cannot overstate the importance of this 
trend for future GOP prospects. Recall that 
McCain received only 18% of the non-white 
vote, which constituted 26% of the electorate. 
To have reached a popular majority under these 
circumstances, he would have needed 61% of the 
white vote, something Republicans have man-
aged only twice since 1928 (the landslide years 
of 1972 and 1984). What’s more, non-white 
voters will be at least 30% of the electorate by 
2016. Among non-whites, George W. Bush did 
the best in 2004 of any GOP nominee since exit 
polling began in 1972. If the 2016 GOP nomi-
nee were to perform this well among blacks, 
Asians, and Hispanics (adjusting for each’s 
projected share of the electorate), he would win 
28.5% of the non-white vote. To win a popular 
majority, he would still have to win 59% of the 
white vote, a total last reached by George H.W. 
Bush in 1988. 

Many conservatives argue that the approach 
to non-white voters should be through the so-
cial issues, because most Hispanics are pro-life 
Catholics and most Asian families are close-knit 
and pro-business. They argue that these voters 

are like the Reagan Democrats who joined the 
New Republican Party in the ’70s and ’80s. But 
it may not be that simple. The 2008 American 
Religious Identification Survey found that 62% 
of Asian-Americans are non-Christians, which 
may complicate conservative cultural appeals to 
them. Hispanic cultural conservatism can also 
be exaggerated. A recent National Center for 
Health Statistics report found that Hispanic 
women have higher non-marital birth rates than 
do black, Asian, or white women. And though 
Hispanics are reliably pro-life, they have yet 
to respond to the GOP’s pro-life stand. Their 
failure to vote like observant white Catholics, 
who themselves are significantly less likely to 
vote Republican than observant white evangeli-
cals, suggests they are less motivated by moral 
and religious themes than by concerns over the 
economy and education. 

But there is evidence that Hispanic and Asian 
voters in the suburbs do resonate to national 
security issues. Only twice since 1980 have Re-
publican presidential candidates received close 
to 40% of the Hispanic vote—in 1984 and 2004. 
In the latter year, President Bush also received 
41% of the Asian vote. In both cases, the GOP 
candidate was an incumbent president from a 
Southwestern state who had taken strong mili-
tary action and was effusively patriotic. 

America’s greatest conservatives, Abraham 
Lincoln and Ronald Reagan, were careful stu-
dents of public opinion and demographic trends. 
Each adapted America’s timeless conservative 
principles, rooted in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, to their times and their audiences. 
They created new political coalitions that en-
dured well beyond their elections. Republicans 
today must learn from their example and create 
a rhetoric and politics that appeal both to the 
party base and the new American suburbanites. 
To become Reagan’s heir, the aspiring conserva-
tive statesman must first understand Reagan’s 
children. 

Henry Olsen is vice president of the American En-
terprise Institute and director of the National Re-
search Initiative.
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Book Review by David F. Forte

The Closing of the Judicial Mind
Unrestrained: Judicial Excess and the Mind of the American Lawyer, 

by Robert F. Nagel. Transaction, 159 pages, $39.95

How Judges Think, by Richard A. Posner. 
Harvard University Press, 400 pages, $29.95

Complaints about out of control 
judges are not new. In 1788, in a news-
paper column opposing the proposed 

new Constitution, a writer with the pen name 
Brutus charged that

those who are to be vested with [the ju-
dicial power], are to be placed in a situ-
ation altogether unprecedented in a free 
country. They are to be rendered totally 
independent, both of the people and of 
the legislature…. [I]n their decisions they 
will not confine themselves to any fixed 
or established rules…. This power in the 
judicial, will enable them to mould the 
government into almost any shape they 
please.

Brutus’s denunciation of an unrestrained fed-
eral judiciary prompted Alexander Hamilton 
to reply in The Federalist, emphasizing the judi-
ciary’s structural weakness. In the Constitution’s 
tripartite division of powers, Hamilton ascribed 
“FORCE” to the executive, “WILL” to the legisla-
ture, and mere “JUDGMENT” to the judiciary. 
The Supreme Court was made largely inde-
pendent of external checks (something that the 
Anti-Federalists perceptively noted) partly to be 

itself an effective check on the legislative depart-
ment. But contrary to Brutus’s exaggerated fears, 
Hamilton argued, the judges would be hemmed 
in by internal constraints, derived from the func-
tion of the office itself. Because judges spend their 
lives studying law, not the desires or interests of 
constituents, they would possess public virtue 
sufficient for the people to trust them, and to rely 
on them to check legislative will.

In their new books, two highly regarded 
commentators have sought to explain how and 
why judges act as they do. Both analyses are 
at odds with Hamilton’s. Robert F. Nagel, a 
professor of constitutional law at the Univer-
sity of Colorado at Boulder, has long worried 
about the Court’s coarsening effect on Ameri-
can moral and civic character. He sees a Court 
that has abused judicial review and overawed 
federalism and the democratic process. But it 
did not have to be so. In Unrestrained: Judicial 
Excess and the Mind of the American Lawyer, 
Nagel holds that the framers did indeed place 
external checks on the judiciary, showing that 
they were not sanguine about the possibility of 
judicial self-restraint. Judge Richard A. Pos-
ner, one of the most influential pragmatic legal 
theorists and a founder of the law and econom-
ics movement, thinks that Hamilton simply 

missed the point. In How Judges Think, Pos-
ner argues that judges, particularly Supreme 
Court justices, are and always have been legis-
lators, and that this is not a bad thing, so long 
as they legislate for practical objectives and do 
so reasonably in light of their positions and 
the particular circumstances of the case. Nei-
ther speaks, as Hamilton’s generation would 
have, in terms of virtue. But Nagel’s analysis 
is, in fact, an explanation of why judges no lon-
ger practice the restrained virtue the framers 
trusted they would. Posner would locate vir-
tue not in the office, but in the judge’s personal 
temperament.

Nagel nicely confronts the conserva-
tives’ perplexity regarding why, despite 
the overwhelming number of appoint-

ments by Republican presidents, the Supreme 
Court remains skeptical of the Constitution’s 
structures and eager to revise America’s social 
ethos. He rejects the usual explanations  of-
fered by conservatives as either wrong or overly 
reductionist: the David Souter excuse (the Re-
publicans didn’t know enough about what he re-
ally thought), the Anthony Kennedy complaint 
(justices socialize and identify with trendy 
judges worldwide), and the John Paul Stevens 
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theory (justices follow the tastes of the elite so-
cial classes). Nagel also rejects Robert Bork’s 
own explanation, that the American people like 
what the Court has done. 

Nagel’s explanation is that Republican-
appointed justices did not “change” at all. Rather, 
they were from the start part of an American 
legal culture that celebrates and propagates 
the role of the judge as a leader of moralistic 
reform. Throughout the book, he gives pointed 
examples of illogical Court decisions that have 
reshaped the country based on nothing more 
than the judges’ personal views of what is socially 
beneficial. His analyses of Planned Parenthood v. 
Casey (1992) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) are 
particularly withering.

Nagel seems to have accepted as essentially 
correct the Anti-Federalist position on federal 
court power. But he thinks that the federal 
courts were not a practical danger in the early 
republic. The genie did not escape the bottle un-
til federal law and federal jurisdiction expanded 
in the late 19th century, followed by the radical 
restructuring of American legal education in the 
early 20th century. That restructuring included 
the case method (treating what the judges say 
as oracular), putting law schools in universi-
ties (turning legal education from a practical to 
an intellectual pursuit), and the gradual rise of 
what later came to be called legal realism and 
the consequent diminution of legal formalism 
(thus liberating the judge from important inter-
nal restraints). 

 After World War II, the judiciary’s moralis-
tic pretensions were enhanced by a widespread 
increase in the use of the injunctive power, al-
lowing courts to become an administrative 
regulator of American life. Courts today write 
opinions in code and indulge myths that their 
decisions have brought about inestimable goods, 
such as an end to segregation. (Nagel points out 
it was the Congress—and the states, one might 
add—that legislated the end of segregation and 
state discrimination.) The result has been ju-
dicial sovereignty. The Court’s actions, Nagel 
proclaims, have been a body blow to civic repub-
licanism, eroding the people’s self-respect and 
self-confidence as political actors.

Nagel ends on a despondent note. He finds 
that internal restraints, such as personal and 
professional modesty, will not work; the legal 
culture simply overwhelms them. He concludes 
that external checks need to be crafted to hold 
back the judges.

Judge posner has no problem with the 
legislative character of judging, particularly 
in the Supreme Court. As he does in much 

of his voluminous work, Posner uses a model 
drawn from economics to describe the con-
straints on a judge’s decision-making: the judge 

as labor market participant. Under that rubric, 
Posner makes a detailed and informative analy-
sis of both the internal and external constraints 
on the judge. In the end, he finds that most of 
those restraints are relatively weak, and he relies 
primarily on the judge’s character to keep him 
playing by “the rules of the game.”

In surveying the literature, Posner articu-
lates nine theories of judicial behavior: atti-
tudinal, strategic, sociological, psychological, 
economic, organizational, pragmatic, phe-
nomenological, and legalist. He says each has 
limited merit, and then puts them all into one 
“eclectic” stew that comes out tasting like prag-
matic efficiency, the central theme of much of 
his jurisprudential analysis. “A pragmatic judge 
assesses the consequences of judicial decisions 
for their bearing on sound public policy as he 
conceives it.” A “good” judge, in Posner’s eyes, 
is one who gauges pragmatic considerations 
(including constraints on his own behavior) ef-
ficiently and elegantly in reaching a conclusion 
beneficial to society. What Nagel finds so mor-
ally anomalous in modern judicial behavior, 
Posner identifies as the norm. But both in this 
book and elsewhere, Judge Posner does not shy 
from vigorous criticism of Court decisions that, 
to his mind, were quite unpragmatic—for ex-
ample, last year’s decision in District of Colum-
bia v. Heller, which struck down Washington, 
D.C.’s ban on handguns.

If Posner ever invoked the language of the 
classical virtues, he might very well confess that 
he wants judges to display the virtue of pru-
dence, but it would be a different kind of pru-
dence from the virtue Hamilton had in mind. 
Posner roundly disagrees with those who would 
make “strict construction,” “originalism,” or 
“textualism” essential components of a pru-
dential decision to maintain the Constitution 
of 1787. And he certainly does not think there 
is a distinction between judicial judgment and 
legislative will, except perhaps as a contextual 
nuance. For Posner, both branches are engaged 
in one form or another of legislation. He does 
concede that “legal” materials limit a judge’s dis-
cretion—though in his disparaging description 
of “legalism,” there seem to be few truly objec-
tive constraining standards. That which impels 
a judge, therefore, to respect legal materials is 
not virtue, but simply a pragmatic personal tem-
perament inclined to pay heed to the decisions 
of the other political branches.

Through much of the book, Posner seeks to 
dismiss the legitimacy of many legal standards 
currently accepted as informing the conclusions 
of judges. His targets include “legalism” (which 
he defines in extremely narrow and mechanistic 
fashion), “originalism” (which has little definable 
content, he claims), “strict construction” (part 
of legalism that results in absurd conclusions), 

“analogy” (hardly an analytic tool), “rules” (of 
limited and mostly chimerical use), and “tex-
tualism” (hobbled by neglecting a statute’s pur-
pose). He delights in giving a dope-slap to the 
academy in a chapter entitled, “Judges are Not 
Law Professors.”

Judge Posner believes a judge should be a 
“constrained pragmatist.” If we look at Posner’s 
actual decisions, we find a jurist who acutely dis-
cerns legislators’ collective intent, respects prec-
edent (or at least the underlying policy instanti-
ated in the precedent), and creates decisions of 
such clarity that they (despite himself) form a 
good legalistic basis for the guidance of other 
judges. Posner is, as a judge, admirably humble 
toward what the other political branches have 
decided. Recently, in a discussion with Judge 
Michael McConnell at the Annual Federalist 
Society’s Lawyers Convention, Posner said that 
he had reviewed the 161 federal laws that the 
Supreme Court had invalidated since Marbury 
v. Madison (1803). Except for the law mandating 
segregation in the District of Columbia, voided 
by Bolling v. Sharpe (1954), he declared that he 
would have upheld every one of those statutes.

But Judge Posner’s theory of “ judicial law-
making,” in the hands of a person with less 
modest sensibilities, would produce, and has 
produced, many of the excesses that Brutus pre-
dicted so many years ago.

Hamilton believed that the office 
helped inform the judge’s virtue. Na-
gel, in contrast, argues that the office, 

created by American legal culture, corrupts the 
man and makes public virtue impossible. Nagel 
would not find the alleged “personal” biases of 
Sonia Sotomayor, President Obama’s nominee 
to the Supreme Court, suprising. He would find 
her attitude a product of the judicial system 
itself. Judge Posner comes from the opposite 
direction. He thinks that only a virtuous per-
son can be a virtuous judge. For him, the man 
makes the office; the office does not make (or 
unmake) the man. 

But in the end, judicial virtue must be the 
product of both the man and the office. Refer-
ring to the process of judgment, the philosopher 
Michael Polanyi observed, “The freedom of the 
subjective person to do as he pleases is overruled 
by the freedom of the responsible person to act 
as he must.” Only when the learned and mod-
est man prudently weighs text, purpose, history, 
structure, precedent, and reason, can he exhibit 
the virtue of a judge. The man magnifies the of-
fice, and the office magnifies the man.

David F. Forte is professor of law at Cleveland 
State University, Cleveland-Marshall College of 
Law, and Visiting Fellow at the Center on Religion 
and the Constitution at the Witherspoon Institute.
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

The Liberals ’  Constitution
Living Constitution, Dying Faith: Progressivism and the New Science of Jurisprudence, 

by Bradley C.S. Watson. ISI Books, 250 pages, $25

Over a century has passed since 
Progressivism made its presence 
known in American political culture. 

Though library shelves bend under the weight 
of scholarly assessments of its origins, growth, 
and impact, the term beggars precise defini-
tion. At once over- and under-inclusive, it has 
become a word of almost promiscuous util-
ity among historians, who have variously de-
ployed it to denote an era, a social movement, 
a specific economic and political agenda, and 
a philosophical outlook. Progressivism is all 
these things, and more. Coming to terms with 
it is made doubly difficult because reformers of 
many stripes who often disagreed about strat-
egy and tactics nevertheless claimed the label. 
The problem is further compounded by the fact 
that Progressive thought was itself intellectual-
ly promiscuous, blending elements of Hegelian 
philosophy, social Darwinism, and millennial 
Protestant enthusiasms (among other ideas) 
into a distinctively American stew.

Sorting all this out is no easy task, the more 
so because so much of our understanding has 
been filtered through academic and popular au-
thors who are generally sympathetic to Progres-
sivism’s goals, and have rewritten the history of 

America to comport with their opinions. For 
most of the 20th century, virtually all leading 
texts in American history and government, like 
Progressivism itself, have been built on decided-
ly historicist presumptions. Typically, the story 
of Progressivism is portrayed in the form of an 
easily digestible morality play in which enlight-
ened, forward-looking, public-spirited reform-
ers triumphed over entrenched, reactionary, and 
venal interests. When discussing the American 
constitutional order, this literature tends to take 
at face value the argument first comprehensively 
articulated by Woodrow Wilson in the 1880s—
that the American Founding was historically out-
moded in its understanding of human nature, its 
embrace of natural rights, and its belief in limited 
government, and that its most distinctive features 
were anti-democratic, inefficient, or both. 

Only in recent years has this literature been 
subjected to critical reassessment by scholars 
astutely trained in political philosophy. Re-
visionists such as John Marini, Charles Kes-
ler, Ronald J. Pestritto, and Thomas G. West 
(to name only four) have challenged the con-
ventional hagiography on empirical as well as 
philosophical grounds. In so doing, they have 
deeply enriched our understanding of Progres-

sivism’s philosophical origins and pretensions 
and, no less, its destructive implications for the 
founders’ regime. Now Bradley C.S. Watson, 
the Philip M. McKenna Chair in American 
and Western Political Thought at Saint Vin-
cent College, gives us a welcome addition to this 
thoughtful, expanding literature. His Living 
Constitution, Dying Faith: Progressivism and the 
New Science of Jurisprudence is a work of bril-
liant compression. Indeed, what Watson pulls 
together in 200 pages is astonishing, both for 
its clarity and comprehensiveness, and for the 
skill with which it weaves together seemingly 
disparate strands of Progressivism’s philosoph-
ical and political arguments. Until something 
better comes along, Watson’s book may justly 
take pride of place as the primer of choice for 
students wishing to understand how the idea of 
the “living Constitution” came to be, and why it 
exercises a kind of talismanic charm over aca-
demic thinkers and jurists. 

Watson’s overarching thesis—
that constitutional jurisprudence 
today is thoroughly permeated by 

historicism and dogmatic moral skepticism—is 
not new. What is new is the way in which he 
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makes a coherent whole out of diverse strains 
of late 19th-century and early 20th-century 
Progressive legal speculation. The particular 
power of historicist thought in America, Wat-
son argues, arose from the marriage of social 
Darwinism and pragmatism—a marriage that, 
when mediated by (among others) John Dewey, 
shaped mature Progressive thought and, by 
turns, the modern understanding of law as an 
eternally unfolding process without any fixed 
end in sight. The result is what Watson calls 
the “Organic Constitution,” in contrast to that 
of the founders. His first two chapters present 
crisp accounts of these contrasting concepts.

The third chapter, on social Darwinism, ar-
ticulates the essence of that phenomenon in 30 
pages without sacrificing anything of impor-
tance. The fourth chapter, “Progressive Political 
Leadership,” addresses in concise yet nuanced 
fashion the thought and actions of Woodrow 
Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt. These early 
chapters set the stage for his longest and in some 
respects most important chapter, “The New Sci-
ence of Jurisprudence.” Here the reader will find 
thoughtful assessments of three jurists—Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr., Louis Brandeis, and Ben-
jamin Cardozo—whose opinions provided the 
juridical foundation for the living Constitution. 

Watson’s portraits capture the kernel of their 
thought in remarkably succinct fashion, and 
his synopsis of Holmes’s jurisprudence in par-
ticular, which weighs in at a mere 16 pages, is 
as good as one can find in a short space. Along 
the way, Watson exposes the core contradiction 
that lies at the heart of modern jurisprudence: 
the rejection of permanent truth and the si-
multaneous insistence that society ought to be 
guided in a particular direction by experts who 
claim to know the inexorable laws of History. 
As Watson says:

There is a residual incoherence to progres-
sivism as legal theory. It alternates between 
two poles. On the one hand, it expresses 
the desire to make decisions that are legit-
imate in the eyes of the community—ones 
that respond to something like the “felt 
necessities” of the age. On the other, it 
seeks to make decisions that counter what 
it claims is illegitimate majority will. Nei-
ther pole is rooted in constitutional text, 
tradition, logic, or structure, but rather in 
the judge’s view of just what necessities are 
most deeply felt, most in accord with so-
cial growth, and therefore most compat-
ible with the dictates of History.

The chapter on law is followed by a brief tour 
d’horizon of academic progressivism, the rise of 
modern social science, and the myriad ways in 
which moral skepticism and historicism have 
permeated legal and political thought in the 
classroom and in the courts. Here, as elsewhere 
in his survey of progressive thought, Watson 
demonstrates a comfortable mastery of the ma-
terials under review, the kind of mastery that can 
come only from close reading of texts and many 
years of thoughtful teaching and learning. 

All in all, Watson has performed a singu-
lar service. Living Constitution, Dying Faith is 
a splendid, compact introduction to modern 
constitutional jurisprudence. It is too much to 
expect that it will be read by law professors, 
who are long practiced at disguising their moral 
opinions beneath a veil of historical inevitability. 
But for curious students not yet overwhelmed 
by historicist premises, Watson’s primer will 
help them to understand the framers’ Constitu-
tion and, for those who love liberty, why it must 
be preserved—not as mere relic, but as the ex-
pression par excellence of what a living Consti-
tution, rightly understood, ought to be.

Michael M. Uhlmann is research professor of po-
litical science at Claremont Graduate University.
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Essay by Greg Forster

Sacred Enterprise

Some time last fall, the debate over 
bank stabilization metastasized into a 
frontal assault on the principles of capi-

talism itself. Demagogues whose policies were 
largely to blame for the crisis trotted them-
selves out as saviors who would deliver us from 
the depredations of Wall Street greed. Flushed 
with victory at the polls, they set to work put-
ting whole sectors of the economy under gov-
ernment control.

During those crucial months, the public heard 
little counterargument. Capitalism’s defenders 
in academia, journalism, and think tanks went 
strangely mute, right at the moment their voices 
could have made a real difference. A short de-
lay might have been excusable—all of us need-
ed time to absorb and understand an extreme 
breakdown in financial markets that struck with 
breakneck speed. However, as the months rolled 
on and the threat of a socialist resurgence be-
came more real, and still the self-appointed de-
fenders of capitalism remained silent, it became 
clear enough that many of them were actually 
suffering a deeper crisis of confidence. By the 
time they finally started finding their voices, it 
was too late; the turn to Big Government was a 
fait accompli.

At the same time, some of capitalism’s tradi-
tional political allies began defecting. Social con-
servative opinion leaders, especially evangelicals, 
have been shifting leftward on economics for 
some time. It is now common to hear even the 
most naïve and undigested liberal clichés circu-
lated among evangelicals as though they were 

profound discoveries. Savvy socialists like Jim 
Wallis, who have learned how to dress up their 
materialistic economic reductionism in religious 
language, have become big draws on evangelical 
campuses. Last year, evangelical voters lined up 
behind Mike Huckabee, whose populist propos-
als made economic conservatives apoplectic. And, 
of course, socially conservative Catholics remain 
deeply ambivalent about capitalism—as exempli-
fied in the latest papal encyclical on the subject.

The diffidence of capitalist intellectuals and 
the disaffection of their social conservative al-
lies are not two different problems. They are two 
sides of the same problem—a crisis in capital-
ism’s moral philosophy.

The Efficiency Case

There have always been two modes of 
argument in defending capitalism: an 
efficiency case and a moral case. The ef-

ficiency case argues that capitalism does the best 
job of accomplishing the economic outcomes 
that virtually everyone wants. The only avail-
able alternative, socialism in its endless variety 
of forms, produces inferior results on every met-
ric. Whatever you care most about—the total 
amount of wealth produced, the alleviation of 
poverty, giving everyone an equal chance to suc-
ceed, distributing ownership widely, preserving 
the environment—capitalism gives you the best 
available outcome. From a practical standpoint, 
the obvious strength of the efficiency case is that 
it avoids divisive disagreements about ends or 

goals. We need not choose between maximizing 
national wealth and caring for the poor, or be-
tween rewarding the most talented and helping 
those who can’t help themselves, because capi-
talism does all of those things better than social-
ism, the only available alternative. 

No doubt this explains why the efficiency 
case has enjoyed such a successful career. The 
small circle of intellectuals who made this case 
for capitalism so forcefully in the 20th century 
ended more suffering and created more freedom 
than almost any comparable group in history. 
And, not coincidentally, the argument has the 
additional merit of being true.

Nonetheless, from the standpoint of practi-
cal apologetics, when this argument stands alone 
it has some limitations. The efficiency case re-
quires people to take a very broad, long-term 
perspective, whereas short-term results have a 
much stronger grip on human attention—and 
socialism promises immediate, concrete ben-
efits. Moreover, the efficiency case is limited 
by people’s moral convictions; if people believe 
something is evil, the response “But it works!” 
doesn’t win arguments. 

The Theology of Capitalism

The moral case for capitalism has a 
more complicated history. It is widely 
believed that capitalism developed as a 

result of the Reformation or the Enlightenment, 
or the two taken together. These transformative 
events certainly reshaped capitalism, but as an 
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economic arrangement it predates them. Of 
course, it wouldn’t be profound to point out that 
“markets” and “commerce” have always existed. 
But even if we take a much stricter definition, 
the record still shows that capitalism dates back 
to the Middle Ages. In his landmark work The 
Victory of Reason (2005), Rodney Stark argues 
that the basic institutions that distinguish capi-
talism are a cash economy, credit markets, and 
the management of wealth by firms—rationally 
organized and meritocratically staffed orga-
nizations not dependent on kinship or house-
hold structures. Stark shows that all three of 
these existed in rudimentary form as early as 
the 9th century, were fully established in Italy 
no later than the 12th century, and before long 
had spread from there to the rest of Europe. A 
complex international system of banking and in-
vestment, managed by large financial and com-
mercial firms, had been solidly entrenched for 
centuries by the time Martin Luther arrived, 
never mind John Locke.

Profit-seeking had always been controversial 
among Christians. Some of the early theologians, 
like Augustine, defended wealth accumulation if 
it was not motivated by greed. But among most 
of them, there was a tendency to treat profit as 
inherently greedy. While it was not considered 
necessarily wrong merely to possess wealth if 
you happened to have been blessed with it, going 
out and actively accumulating more wealth—
profit—was frowned upon. The development of 
capitalism in subsequent centuries forced medi-
eval theologians to revisit these moral judgments 
of the early church. 

The central question for them, of course, 
was whether the early Church had rightly in-
terpreted the Bible. In both the Old and New 
Testaments, the Bible robustly condemns greed 
and warns that wealth brings temptation, but it 
also expresses approval of wealth accumulated 
through diligence and self-control. Condemna-
tion of the sins of the wealthy and prayers for 
greater material prosperity are both frequent 
themes in the Old Testament. Israelites were for-
bidden to charge interest on loans to each other, 
but were permitted to charge interest to for-
eigners. In the New Testament, the same Christ 
who said the salvation of a rich man would be 
impossible except for the omnipotence of God 
also gave us the parable of the talents, in which 
those who grow rich by making good use of 
what God gives them earn an eternal reward. In 
their epistles, the apostles instruct rich Chris-
tians to share their wealth with those in need, 
but they do not even remotely suggest that they 
must give it all away. In short, the early theolo-
gians had all the scriptural basis they needed to 
condemn profit. But they also had all the scrip-
tural basis they needed to defend profit. To see 

why most of them condemned it, we must look 
beyond the biblical text.

What predisposed them to condemn profit 
were the assumptions they inherited from an-
cient Greco-Roman society. It was Aristotle, not 
the Bible, who argued that profit-seeking is in-
herently evil. Aristotle defended private proper-
ty, the division of labor, and voluntary exchange 
because they were more efficient than collectiv-
ism. But he seemed to assume that wealth was 
static—that the total amount of wealth in the 
world cannot be substantially increased. So if 
you have more, your neighbor by definition has 
less; thus profit-seeking impoverishes others. 
Subsequent philosophers, and ancient popular 
sentiment, had agreed with these views.

Most early Christian theologians conceived 
of wealth in the same way as their Greco-
Roman forebears, and therefore came to al-
most exactly the same conclusions about it. 
They supported private property, labor, and 
exchange—St. Benedict, for example, wrote 
that you’re not a true monk unless you live by 

the labor of your own hands. But they treated 
profit as indistinguishable from greed. While 
scripture did not require the Aristotelian view, 
it also did not directly challenge it, so the static 
concept of wealth and the consequent hostility 
to profit passed into Christian tradition with 
little opposition.

There was, however, one important differ-
ence. Unlike their Greco-Roman predecessors, 
the early theologians grounded their moral 
philosophy in the scriptural doctrine that the 
individual human being is sacred because he is 
made in the image of God. Most early Christian 
writers, such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Clem-
ent of Alexandria, defended private property not 
because it is more efficient than collectivism, but 
because to interfere with property rights—ex-
cept where justice requires it—treats people as 
though they were animals or tools rather than as 
creatures made in God’s image. Christian belief 
in the sacredness of the individual is why slav-
ery, which the ancients had condoned, was abol-
ished in Europe under intense pressure from the 
Church after the decline of the Roman Empire. 

If people believe 
something is evil, the 

response “But it works!” 
doesn’t win arguments. 

Capitalism as an emerging fact of life forced 
the medieval theologians to consider whether 
their commitment to the sacredness of prop-
erty, labor, and exchange could ultimately be 
squared with their opposition to profit. In the 
ancient world, with its low-tech economy and 
illiberal politics, there had seemed to be a pretty 
clear line between defending property and de-
fending profit; it was one question whether it 
was wrong to let a person own his own things, 
and another whether it was wrong for a person 
to increase his share of the total things avail-
able. In the Middle Ages, however, less intrusive 
government and rapidly improving technology 
had changed the rules. Although full freedom 
was not extended to everybody—serfdom was 
dramatically better than slavery in a variety of 
ways, but it was still serfdom—the scope of in-
dividual liberty did expand considerably during 
this period; Stark links the original flowering 
of capitalism in 12th-century Italy to the emer-
gence of more limited and democratic forms of 
government there. And as people were more of-
ten left to do what they wished with their own 
property, in the context of improving technolo-
gies of production and distribution, they had 
developed capitalism—and they were demon-
strating that one man’s profit did not necessarily 
leave others worse off.

The Original Moral Case

Medieval theologians began to 
think that profit was more compli-
cated than the early Church had as-

sumed. The sacredness of property rights might 
imply that profit-making wasn’t inherently evil 
after all. Perhaps the most decisive moment for 
the theological defense of profits came in the 
13th century. Albertus Magnus, one of the great-
est philosophers of the age, defended capitalistic 
practices in his most important work, Sentences 
of Peter Lombard. He repudiated efforts to deter-
mine the “just price” of goods by an abstract for-
mula, writing that the only possible “just price” is 
whatever price is set “according to the estimation 
of the market at the time of sale.” This meant 
people could buy low and sell high—making a 
profit—with a clear conscience.

Albertus’s student Thomas Aquinas adopt-
ed and expanded upon his teacher’s defense of 
markets in his Summa Theologica. In the Second 
Part of the Second Part, Question 77, Article 4, 
Aquinas summarizes and then rebuts Aristotle’s 
case against profit. He reasons that honestly 
acquired profit does no harm, and some of our 
moral duties (such as giving to the poor) presup-
pose the generation of wealth. “Profit, which is 
the purpose of trade, while it does not in itself 
involve something honorable or necessary, also 
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does not of its nature imply something vicious 
or contrary to virtue,” he writes. “Nothing pre-
vents profit from being directed to a necessary 
or even honorable goal, so that trade is thereby 
made licit.” The inclusion of this argument in 
the Summa Theologica, the 800-pound gorilla of 
medieval theology, represented a critical turning 
point for capitalism.

The intellectual battle over capitalism was 
drawn out over centuries. Various attempts were 
made to salvage as much as possible of the early 
Church’s positions while also accommodating 
capitalism. The resulting intellectual gymnas-
tics sometimes made the debates extraordinarily 
complex, as theologians drew finer and finer 
distinctions and piled nuance upon nuance. In 
his 1597 Treatise on Money, Luis de Molina 
briefly reviews the various meanings with which 
the term “exchange” had been used in medieval 
theological disputes over monetary theory. First 
he distinguishes “exchange in the strict sense,” 
defined as including only exchanges performed 
by “innominate contract” in which “both of the 
things being exchanged are considered as price.” 
Then he reviews several schemes of classifica-
tion used to analyze this concept—one school of 
thought recognizes three basic types of exchange 
in the strict sense, one recognizes four, and one 
recognizes seven. Cutting across these schemes, 
Molina notes another distinction between pro-

ductive and unproductive exchanges, and yet 
another distinction (drawn in different ways by 
different schools) between “pure” and “impure” 
exchanges. Even if we follow Molina’s advice and 
stick to the school that only recognizes three ba-
sic types (“there is no need to multiply the types 
of exchange”) this implies twelve bewilderingly 
delineated categories of exchange—and remem-
ber, this only covers “exchange in the strict sense,” 
not all exchange. “We have said all this,” he con-
cludes, “to better understand the doctors.”

The end result, however, can be summed up 
simply. Mainstream Christian theology, while 
never compromising its condemnation of greed, 
largely abandoned its hostility to profit-mak-
ing as such. Greed for profits was wrong, but 
profit-making in itself was beneficial. Even the 
Old Testament prohibition on charging interest 
within Israel gradually came to be seen as inap-
plicable to current circumstances. 

This represented a moral case for capitalism. 
Interfering with people’s property, labor, and 
exchange—except where necessary to uphold 
justice and sustain society—is a violation of the 
sacredness of the person. And increasing the to-
tal amount of available wealth is morally good, 
so it is wrong to stifle economic growth or to 
force potentially productive assets to lie waste-
fully dormant (such as by prohibiting the charg-
ing of interest).

New and Forthcoming from St. Augustine’s Press
Recently Published

“You’d think the last testament of a
founding father of the Religious Right
would be a grand strategy for church
conquest of the state. But the Late
Weyrich and Lind, his longtime asso-
ciate in the Free Congress Founda-
tion, say conservatives should give
less time to electoral politicking and
more to other ways of reviving repub-
lican government, combating “cultur-
al Marxism” ... and restoring national,
economic, and moral security.”—Ray
Olson, Amer. Library Assn. Booklist.
“This book should be the springboard

for the conservative movement to rise again to majority status ...
[and] defines what is conservatism and why conservatives must
re-establish first principles in our culture ...”—Phyllis Schlafly,
The Eagle Forum. * Paul M. Weyrich & William S. Lind, The
Next Conservatism. $24.00 cloth 1-58731-561-0
Thomas Aquinas, Treatise on Law: The Complete Text. Translated by
Alfred J. Freddoso. $18.00 paper 1-58731-880-6. The only free-stand-
ing English translation of the entire Treatise. “This translation, by
contrast [to others], is fresh without losing precision.”—J. Budziszew-
ski, Univ. of Texas. “[A]t once clear, readable, and precise”—Bruce
Marshall, SMU. “As I read his translation, I realized that I was read-
ing as if Saint Thomas were speaking to me ...”—Robert John Araujo,
S.J., Boston College Law School. “Fred Freddoso’s masterful transla-
tion makes Aquinas’ The Treatise on Law accessible to this and future
generations.”—Michael Scaperlanda, Oklahoma College of Law.
Rémi Brague, Eccentric Culture. “Its appearance ... is a cultural event
of the first importance.... It is hard to do justice to the richness of
Eccentric Culture...”—The Weekly Standard. “richly insightful
essay.”—First Things. $17.00 paper 1-58731-215-8
Stanley Rosen, Plato’s Statesman. $20.00 paper 1-58731-627-7
Stanley Rosen, Metaphysics in Ordinary Language. $24.00 paper 
1-58731-500-9
Nalin Ranasinghe, Socrates in  the Underworld: On Plato’s Gorgias.
$27.00 cloth 1-58731-778-8

Forthcoming
Starting with the 2009 Notre Dame
Commencement, in which the most
pro-abortion government head in the
world was chosen as commencement
speaker and given an honorary Doctor
of Laws degree, Charles Rice traces
Notre Dame’s historic effort to sepa-
rate itself from the Church by leading
the 1967 Land O’Lakes Declaration
(of “autonomy”). The history of Notre
Dame’s abandonment of principle in
the face of interest is an object lesson
for others. Rice provides not only a
diagnosis but a cure, and shows why

people who have never seen the Golden Dome, never rooted for
the Fighting Irish, and never graced a Catholic Church, also have a
stake in what happened to Notre Dame. * Charles E. Rice, What
Happened to Notre Dame? Ralph McInerny, Preface; Alfred J.
Freddoso, Introduction (together these three have 125 years of
service at Notre Dame).  $15.00 paper 1-58731-920-9. September
Montesquieu, Persian Letters. A completely new translation that aims
at being as literal as possible (no punches pulled with erotic elements)
without losing the wonderful style. $28.00 cl. 1-58731-631-5 October
C.S. Lewis & Don Giovanni Calabria, The Latin Letters of C.S. Lewis.
This wonderful correspondence in Latin (they shared no other lan-
guage) between a Catholic saint and the greatest Protestant writer of all
time concerns many topics but pre-eminently ecumenism and reunion.
It is intimate and personal, and shows better than any other work the
strong devotional side of Lewis. $12.00 paper 1-58731-455X October
Seth Benardete, The Archaeology of the Soul: Platonic Readings in
Ancient Poetry and Philosophy. The long-awaited collection of
Benardete’s essays on Plato. $57.50 cloth 1-58731-033-3 November
Predrag Cicovacki, Dostoevsky and the Affimation of Life. $35.00 cloth
1-58731-190-9 September
Marion Mongtomery, With Walker Percy at the Tupperware Party.
$45.00 cloth 1-58731-928-4 September
Josef Pieper, The Silence of Goethe. $16.00 cloth 1-58731-765-6; $8.00
paper 1-58731-766-4 August

St. Augustine’s Press * orders: 800-621-2736; editorial: bruce@staugustine.net * www.staugustine.net

This original moral case for capitalism did 
what the efficiency case alone could not have 
done: it answered the ancient moral objections 
to profit-seeking. It is difficult to imagine capi-
talism having flourished over the long term if 
this moral opposition had not been answered.

Moreover, the efficiency case for capitalism 
and the original moral case are not alternatives; 
they are complementary. When asked why we 
shouldn’t take money from the fortunate and 
give it to the less fortunate, we can reply both 
“because it doesn’t work” and “because steal-
ing is wrong.” Many thinkers—from Aquinas 
to Locke to our own time—have successfully 
availed themselves of both approaches. 

After the rise of religious freedom, public 
policy was no longer based on Christian belief. 
But while the original moral case for capitalism 
began with Christian theology, it did not end 
there; the rise of religious freedom went hand 
in hand with the development of a more ecu-
menical argument for the transcendent worth 
of the individual. The Declaration of Indepen-
dence, for example, declares that every human 
being is endowed by the Creator with equal and 
unalienable rights. These were understood to 
include the rights to private property and to vol-
untary exchange for the sake of bettering one’s 
condition, subject only to minimal government 
regulation. So the moral case for capitalism 
weathered the transition from Christendom to 
the modern state with surprisingly little diffi-
culty. Thomas Aquinas and Thomas Jefferson 
may have been at loggerheads on many other 
issues, but the moral case for capitalism could 
and did stand just as firmly on the natural the-
ology and natural morality articulated by the 
Declaration as it had on the natural theology 
and natural morality articulated in the Summa 
Theologica.

 
The New Moral Case

As the public square came to be mor-
ally denuded in the 19th and 20th 
centuries, the moral argument for 

capitalism became less prominent. The case for 
capitalism was more often made on efficiency 
grounds alone. Equally important, those who 
did attempt to make a moral case for capitalism 
now did so on different, less philosophically ro-
bust grounds. Many of the most visible capital-
ist intellectuals—giants like Milton Friedman, 
Friedrich Hayek, and Ludwig von Mises—em-
braced a new moral case for capitalism that de-
cisively rejected the old one based on the natural 
and divine significance of the individual. This 
new moral case was, either explicitly or implic-
itly, utilitarian and anti-metaphysical. It argued 
that government should forbid force and fraud 
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not because the individual is transcendently sa-
cred, but because this maximizes the satisfaction 
of people’s preferences.

Of this group, Hayek saw most clearly the 
moral insufficiency of utilitarianism and relativ-
ism, and (perhaps for that reason) was the most 
sympathetic to religion. If a robust moral phi-
losophy of capitalism was going to emerge from 
20th-century capitalist thought, Hayek was 
most likely to produce it. But he did not. 

Hayek rejected all transcendent grounds of 
morality. At the beginning of his multi-volume 
opus Law, Legislation and Liberty (1973), he 
asserts that there is nothing in man other than 
what has evolved through blind and purpose-
less natural selection. Man survives “because his 
thinking and acting are governed by rules which 
have by a process of selection been evolved in the 
society in which he lives.” The human mind is no 
more than “the result of man having developed 
in society and having acquired those habits and 
practices that increased the chances of persis-
tence of the group in which he lived.” All argu-
ments to the contrary are lumped together and 
summarily dismissed under the blanket label of 
“Cartesian dualism.”

Thus for Hayek moral laws are no more than 
human traditions, which “evolve” through a pro-
cess of self-criticism. “There can be no justifica-
tion for representing the rules of just conduct 
as natural in the sense that they are part of an 
external and eternal order of things, or perma-
nently implanted in an unalterable nature of 
man.” Nonetheless, he insists that morality is 
“objective” because each of us experiences the 
tradition of his society as something external, 
beyond his power to change. 

But Hayek’s moral law is not “objective” in 
the sense in which traditional moral philosophy 
uses that term. For example, he writes that if he 
found an elderly Eskimo left behind in the wil-
derness to die in accordance with Eskimo tradi-
tions, he would not have a duty to help him. In 
fact, reviving the Eskimo from unconsciousness 
would be “clearly morally wrong”—unless, that 
is, “I regarded it as right…to transfer him into a 
wholly different society” that happened to have 
a preference for his survival. Despite Hayek’s 
protests to the contrary, his moral philosophy 
doesn’t really escape from the snare of utilitari-
anism and relativism. Whatever a society hap-
pens to prefer is his only moral law.

Though some have continued to make the 
original, transcendent moral case for capitalism, 
it is the new, utilitarian case that holds sway both 
among the most influential economic theorists 
and in the popular imagination. Many people 
now see capitalism as at best unconcerned with 
moral questions, and at worst hostile to objec-
tive moral principles.

The Road from Serfdom

The financial crisis revealed major 
weaknesses in the case for capitalism 
as it is made today. When the crisis 

arrived, capitalist intellectuals found they had 
little to say that would be persuasive to people 
caught in the grip of a national panic. Nor did 
they have much to say to social conservatives, 
who are an indispensable element of the politi-
cal coalition upon which capitalism’s survival 
depends. These two weaknesses correspond to 
the two limitations, noted above, under which 
the efficiency case for capitalism labors when 
it is divorced from moral philosophy. Argu-
ments that appeal to efficiency alone are inef-
fective during a panic because the natural hu-
man tendency to short-sightedness is then at 
its maximum force. People don’t want to hear 
about the general principles of efficient driving 
if they think the car is about to go off a cliff. 
And social conservatives are disaffected be-
cause the efficiency case doesn’t address their 
moral anxieties.

The original moral case for capitalism, 
grounded in the sacredness of the person, com-
pensates for both these limitations. Consider, 
for example, this kind of rhetorical appeal: “It 
hurts when people are struggling to pay the 
bills, but that doesn’t give them the right to 

steal other people’s money.” That style of argu-
ment applies to short-term, concrete cases as 
well as to the overall, long-term good, and it 
answers moral concerns about capitalism. But 
when the crisis hit last year, too many of capi-
talism’s defenders had forgotten how to talk 
that way.

The new Hayekian moral case, by contrast, 
positively exacerbates the problem on both 
fronts. Utilitarian moral theory is even more de-
pendent than efficiency analysis (its close cous-
in) on taking a broad and long-term view, which 
people are not inclined to do during a panic. And 
the new argument’s open hostility toward tran-
scendent standards of right and wrong greatly 
increases social conservatives’ alienation from 
capitalism.

The short-term prospects are dim; we seem 
to be not so much on the road to serfdom as on 
the superhighway. But there is a road back from 
serfdom, the road that leads upward once again 
to the high ground upon which Western civili-
zation long stood: fidelity to the liberty and dig-
nity of the human individual.

Greg Forster is program director for American His-
tory, Economics, and Religion at the Kern Fam-
ily Foundation and the author of The Contested 
Public Square: The Crisis of Christianity and 
Politics (InterVarsity Press).
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obert strassler is a wonder. in 
school and college, he studied neither 
Greek nor Latin. At Harvard, for a 

short time, he profited from tutelage by a re-
tired Oxford modern history don who had mi-
nored in classics. But Strassler did not major 
in classics, devote himself to ancient history, 
or go on to do a Ph.D. Instead, after finishing 
his history B.A., he shifted to Harvard Busi-
ness School, whence he graduated as a Baker 
Scholar in the top 5% of the class. Then, he 
joined his father’s turn-around business, and 
over the next 20 years helped manage a marine 
shipyard, a steel mill, a printing press manufac-
turer, a retail department store, a die-casting 
company, a plastic extrusion firm, a shoe ma-
chinery company, and, finally, a small company 
in the oil-field equipment business. In 1983, 
shortly before the oil boom went bust, he sold 
that business and retired at the ripe old age of 
46, left Tulsa, Oklahoma, and moved to Mas-
sachusetts, where, with his brother, he ran a 
small capital-investments firm. Six years later, 
having abandoned his original vocation, he 
took up once again the love with which he had 
briefly flirted as an undergraduate—the study 
of ancient Greek history.

During the next seven years, Strassler de-
voted his spare time, which was considerable, 
to the preparation of an edition of Thucydides 
in translation—adding 114 maps (located on 
or near the page where the pertinent event is 
described); explanatory footnotes keyed to the 
maps; marginal notes; headers indicating the 
date, the location, and the events being de-
scribed; an introduction by Victor Davis Han-
son; a highly detailed index; and 11 appendices 
on technical questions arising within the text, 
written by Hanson and other classical scholars 
armed with the requisite expertise. Strassler’s 
aim was to make a recondite work of great in-
terest accessible to the man on the street. But, 
much to his chagrin and to the surprise of his 

agent Glen Hartley, he found that no one was 
willing to give him an advance and that 12 of 
the 13 publishers approached (including six 
prominent university presses) had no interest 
whatsoever in the project. Had it not been for 
the audacity and imagination of Adam Bellow 
at the Free Press, we might never have had The 
Landmark Thucydides.

In this enterprise, Strassler operated in the 
manner of a general contractor. He did the 
maps himself, and much of the rest he subcon-
tracted out. He bore all of the pre-publishing 
costs, and they were considerable. But when the 
book appeared in 1996, there were rewards—
for the Free Press and for Strassler himself—
because The Landmark Thucydides sold more 
than 30,000 copies in hardback and an addi-
tional 40,000 in paperback, and there is no rea-
son to suppose that it will ever go out of print. 
No one in his right mind, teaching a course in 
Greek history, would employ any other edition. 
No casual reader would be well-advised to look 
elsewhere. The maps alone are worth ten times 
the cost of the book. With their help, the narra-
tive becomes intelligible to the non-expert read-
er for the first time. Put simply, Strassler’s maps 
are to the study of Thucydides what wheels are 
to luggage. Once they are added and you see the 
result, you are aghast that no one had the wit to 
add them earlier.

Strassler’s thucydides had only two 
defects. Thucydides’ History of the Pelo-
ponnesian War is not just a narrative ac-

count; it is a quasi-philosophical literary work—
an extended meditation, composed with very 
great care, dealing with political regimes, armed 
conflict, politics, power, and the manifold pres-
sure brought to bear on political communities 
by the horrors of ongoing warfare that seems to 
have no end. One gets a whiff of this in Hanson’s 
all-too-brief introduction, but next to nothing is 
said on the subject in the appendices. An inter-

pretive essay of 20 or 30 pages might have been 
added at the end.

Strassler’s omission in this regard is a shame, 
but it does no great harm. Interested readers can 
easily enough turn to the secondary literature 
on the subject, which is vast and exceedingly 
rich. One can still read Francis M. Cornford’s 
Thucydides Mythistoricus (1907) with profit; Leo 
Strauss’s essay on the subject is a wonder; there 
are good books by Jacqueline de Romilly, Charles 
Norris Cochrane, John Finley, Michael Palmer, 
Steven Forde, and Hans-Peter Stahl; and the 
more recent work by scholars such as W. Robert 
Connor and Clifford Orwin is a delight. Thucy-
dides has received the attention that is his due.

The second defect in The Landmark Thucy-
dides is far more serious. Strassler is competent 
neither in Latin nor Greek, and he chose not to 
commission a new translation, which would have 
increased his costs considerably. Instead, on the 
advice of a number of classicists, he republished 
Richard Crawley’s rendering, which had first ap-
peared in 1874 and was in the public domain. 
With regard to the narrative, this was not a bad 
choice. Crawley’s translation retains something 
of the force and power of the original Greek. 
With regard to the speeches and the handful of 
crucial digressions in which Thucydides hints at 
his own analysis of events, however, Crawley’s 
rendering is grossly inadequate, for it is wildly in-
consistent in its translation of the key terms that 
Thucydides and the Greeks of his time deployed 
to convey their evaluation of events, policies, and 
persons. The Strassler edition is almost useless 
to students reading Cornford, Strauss, Connor, 
Orwin, and the like. They would be much bet-
ter off consulting the translation that Thomas 
Hobbes published in 1628, which, more often 
than not, wonderfully captures the nuance and 
tone of the theoretical passages in the original. 
Had Strassler substituted Hobbes’s translation 
of the key passages for that in Crawley, and had 
he hired someone to check Hobbes against the 
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Greek and to modernize with care and discre-
tion his prose, The Landmark Thucydides would 
have been a much better book.

One might think that the success of 
Strassler’s bold endeavor would have 
stimulated competition. Classicists are, 

by and large, an impecunious lot, lusting for lu-
cre; the list of ancient texts crying out for similar 
treatment is exceedingly long; and one could eas-
ily imagine enterprising editors at Oxford Uni-
versity Press, at Cambridge, Harvard, or Yale, 
jumping at the opportunity he had opened up. 
But 13 years have passed. In the interim, no one 
else has stepped forward; and Strassler has re-
entered the market—this time with an edition 
of Herodotus, for which he received a generous 
advance from Pantheon Books, and with an an-
nouncement, on the website of that commercial 
publisher, that it is to be followed by Landmark 
editions of Polybius, Arrian, and Xenophon. In 
my lifetime, no one has done as much for the 
study of ancient history as this non-academic 
amateur enthusiast. He is, in the fullest sense of 
the word, a patron of learning, and he has in the 
process made himself into a learned man.

Like its predecessor, The Landmark Herodo-
tus is a treasure. The format is almost precisely 
the same. There is an informative introduc-
tion by Rosalind Thomas of Balliol College, 
Oxford; there are 21 appendices in the back 
dealing with everything from steppe culture 
north of the Black Sea to Herodotus’ treat-
ment of women and marriage; there is a highly 
detailed index; and there is a map every two 
or three pages. Moreover, the maps in this vol-
ume are drawn from The Barrington Atlas of the 
Greek and Roman World, which was published 
in 2000, and they are superior to those in the 
Thucydides volume.

Strassler has added an outline of the text 
with dates to help readers grasp the structure 
of the book and the chronology of the period it 

covers, and he has provided a host of well-cho-
sen illustrations to give readers a sense of what 
it is to which Herodotus is referring in a given 
passage. The result is exceedingly satisfying, 
and I have no doubt that the publication of this 
volume and of the other volumes that Strassler 
has in the works will draw to Herodotus and 
the other ancient historians a host of readers 
who would otherwise have found these works 
impenetrable.

The Landmark Herodotus differs from The 
Landmark Thucydides in one other particular. 
This time, Strassler hired a classicist to trans-
late the book. This should have enabled him to 
avoid the one significant pitfall that he encoun-
tered with the earlier work. Like Thucydides, 
Herodotus is a figure of quasi-philosophic im-
portance. His historiai—the word means inqui-
ries—is much more than a narrative. It is also an 
anthropology, which is to say that in it Herodo-
tus investigates the nomoi—the laws, customs, 
and ways—of the Persians and of the various 
peoples they encountered in the course of car-
rying out their conquests, and that he does so 
with an eye to evaluating the multifarious socio-
political regimes that exist in the world. His is 
a species of natural history. It is an inquiry into 
human diversity and into that which makes of 
the many nations a single human race. To do it 
justice in a translation, one must take great care 
to render the critical terms of moral and politi-
cal evaluation deployed by Herodotus faithfully 
and consistently. This, alas, the translation does 
not do.

Near the beginning of the book, 
Herodotus introduces us to Croesus, 
the ruler of Lydia, who was, he tells us, 

the first Asian monarch to subjugate Greeks. 
Then, he digresses, as he is wont to do, to tell 
us how the Mermnad dynasty to which Croesus 
belonged came to the Lydian throne; and it is in 
this context that he tells us the story of Croesus’ 

ancestor Gyges, a bodyguard in the house of the 
Heraclid ruler Kandaules, who overthrew his 
master, married his wife, and seized his throne. 
Herodotus refers to Kandaules as a turannos 
(1.7), and he later describes the rule of the Mer-
mnads as a turannis (1.14). In Herodotus’ day, 
as a glance at Sophocles’ Oedipus Turannos will 
make clear, the term turannos was employed to 
distinguish a usurper from a basileus or legiti-
mate king. Herodotus was certainly aware that 
he was deploying a loaded term. Later, in the 
so-called Persian Debate (3.80–83), the earliest 
surviving example we have of political theory, he 
has Otanes, who had led a conspiracy against 
a usurper, lay out a fierce critique of monarchy 
on the grounds that the monarchos (“the one 
who rules alone”) is likely to become a turan-
nos. It comes, then, as a disappointment that 
Strassler’s translator, Andrea L. Purvis, renders 
turannos as “monarch” in describing Kandaules 
and turannis as “kingship” in describing the 
Mermnad regime. Carolyn Dewald, in her ap-
pendix in the back of the volume on “Tyranny 
in Herodotus,” suggests that “the semantic field 
of the word” may originally have “implied little 
more than ‘reigning monarch.’” But even if one 
were persuaded of this, it would be illegitimate 
to translate the Greek term and its cognates 
in such a fashion as to make the question of 
Herodotus’ own deployment of the word simply 
disappear. Had Purvis translated turannos and 
turannis consistently as “tyrant” and “tyranny,” 
she would have left it to readers to sort out 
Herodotus’ meaning with Dewald’s help. As it 
stands, she has imposed her own interpretation 
on the pertinent passages and denied to Dew-
ald’s careful citation of the passages any corre-
spondence with the English text.

This is not an isolated instance. In trans-
lating the Persian Debate (3.80–83), where 
Herodotus repeatedly uses the term hubris 
and its cognates, she engages in elegant varia-
tion, sometimes translating the word as “arro-



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2009 
Page 44

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

gance” and sometimes as “insolence.” Had she 
been consistent in translating the term and its 
cognates, especially had Strassler added a note 
to indicate the underlying Greek term, readers 
would have been able to see the shape of the ar-
gument with some clarity. As it happens, clari-
ty has been sacrificed for the sake of an elegance 
alien to the original.

Purvis is also fast and loose with the Eng-
lish word nature. Here is a matter where clarity 
and accuracy is absolutely essential, for the dis-
tinction between phusis or nature and nomos—
meaning convention, custom, or law—was 
central to philosophical debate in Herodotus’ 
lifetime, and Herodotus himself is profoundly 
concerned with the status of nomos and with the 
assessment of rival nomoi. It may make sense to 
introduce the word “nature” into the translation 
where Herodotus uses the etymologically re-
lated verb emphuetai to indicate that hubris and 
envy are likely to “grow up” within a monarch 
(3.80.4), although this is a stretch. But there is 
no sanction whatsoever for the use of the term 
in translating the subsequent passage (3.80.5: 
“his character is most inconsistent in nature”) 
where the original Greek (anarmostaton de pan-
ton) merely indicates that, in being “at odds with 
himself,” he had no rivals. In short, the trans-
lation that Strassler commissioned for this vol-
ume is of no more use to students of classical 
literature, philosophy, and political theory than 
is Crawley’s rendering of Thucydides.

Here again, there is no interpretive 
essay, looking at the book as a book. 
Had Strassler commissioned such an 

essay, he would have been able to alert the read-
ers of this volume to the literary qualities of 
Herodotus’ Inquiries and to its philosophical sig-
nificance as well. Moreover, the author of such an 
essay would have been in a position to make him 
aware of the grave defects in the translation.

Of course, here, too, one can turn to the sec-
ondary literature. One can still learn a great 
deal from John L. Myers’s Herodotus, Father of 
History (1953); Seth Benardete’s Herodotean In-
quiries (1969) is penetrating, if difficult of ac-
cess; and there is much of value in the books by 
scholars such as Henry Immerwahr, François 
Hartog, Stewart Flory, Ann Ward, and Rosa-
lind Thomas (to name just a few). Unfortunate-
ly, however, none of these works—apart from 
Benardete’s cryptic account—comes to grips 
in a systematic fashion with Herodotus’ inten-
tion and with the purpose underpinning the 
design of his historiai. In this important par-
ticular, Herodotus has not been as well-served 
as Thucydides—perhaps because his charms 
as a storyteller hide his incisiveness as an an-
alyst. One can only hope that the publication 

of Strassler’s Landmark Herodotus redirects 
scholarly attention to this relatively neglected 
figure. If it does so, however, scholars will have 
to prepare themselves for tackling Herodotus 
by reading him in the original with the help of 
the massive commentary on his text published 
in Italian in recent years by David Asheri, Alan 
Lloyd, Aldo Corcella, and others, which is be-
ing translated into English and republished by 
a team of young scholars directed by Oswyn 
Murray and Alfonso Moreno.

Students of Thucydides have long profited 
from A Historical Commentary on Thucydides, 
which was begun in the 1930s by Arnold W. 
Gomme and finished off some decades ago by 
Antony Andrewes and K.J. Dover, and they can 
now take full advantage of the Commentary on 
Thucydides published in three volumes over the 
last two decades by Simon Hornblower. Until 
quite recently, however, students of Herodotus 
have had to make do with the two-volume Com-
mentary on Herodotus published by Walter Wy-
bergh How and Joseph Wells in 1912. Things 
improved when Cambridge University Press 
began commissioning scholars such as A.M. 
Bowie, Michael A. Flower, and John Marincola 
to edit the Greek text of individual books of 
Herodotus and write circumscribed commen-
taries thereon. But, valuable though the two 
volumes thus far published in this series may 
be, these do not bear comparison with what 
Asheri, Lloyd, Corcella, and their colleagues 
have done.

The volumes edited by Bowie and by Flower 
and Marincola are full of useful information, 
but they are aimed first and foremost at un-
dergraduates assigned to read the individual 
books. They provide philological pointers and 
help in evaluating historical claims, but they 
do not provide guidance with regard to the sec-
ondary literature. This Asheri, Lloyd, and Cor-
cella do—and more. Their volume, soon to be 
followed by another, rivals in quality the com-
mentaries on Thucydides produced by Gomme, 
his colleagues, and Hornblower. It begins with 
a 56-page essay by Asheri on Herodotus and his 
work as a whole, which will serve as the starting 
point for all future scholarship. It is meticulous, 
thorough, and sensible—even where one might 
be inclined to reach different conclusions. This 
essay is followed by Asheri’s brief, incisive intro-
duction to the first of Herodotus’ nine books 
and, then, by his detailed commentary on each 
of the paragraphs of that book. Lloyd does the 
same for the second book; Asheri, for the third 
book; and Corcella, for the fourth book.

The commentary that they provide is espe-
cially useful because it is in these books that 
Herodotus discusses the history and culture 
of ancient Lydia, Persia, Babylonia, Egypt, and 

Scythia; and Asheri, Lloyd, and Corcella are ex-
ceedingly well-informed concerning the schol-
arship on the ancient Near East and Scythia 
produced by those who work in the pertinent 
sub-fields. In consequence, they are in an ex-
cellent position to determine the accuracy of 
Herodotus’ account, to judge his veracity, to 
clarify where he was mistaken and why, and to 
make sense of some of his more cryptic claims. 
The level of their erudition is breathtaking, and 
the translators who produced this volume did a 
remarkable job of rendering their Italian into an 
English noteworthy for its clarity and precision. 
It makes one anticipate with bated breath the 
publication of the succeeding volume.

It would, of course, be easy to quibble 
with their judgment in particulars. Asheri is, 
I think, too quick in passing by the evidence 

suggesting that Sophocles and Aristophanes 
drew on and responded to material in Herodo-
tus, and his contention that Herodotus’ Inquiries 
is incomplete suggests on his part a lack of liter-
ary imagination with regard to the point of its 
abrupt conclusion. But his great virtue is that he 
always makes one aware of the argument on the 
other side. My only serious regret is that Asheri 
and his colleagues adopted a separatist perspec-
tive in their commentary. They may, of course, be 
correct that Herodotus visited Babylonia, Phoe-
nicia, Egypt, and the Pontus and began writing 
ethnography before he decided to do a history of 
the Persian Wars. These are not places of central 
importance for understanding the events that 
took place in the Aegean in the years stretching 
from 500 to 479 B.C. But, while Herodotus ac-
knowledges the presence within his historiai of 
a multitude of distinct accounts (logoi), he also 
insists that, taken together, they somehow con-
stitute a single logos. Had the contributors to this 
volume taken this claim with greater seriousness, 
they would have been in a position to help us bet-
ter understand the crucial question: what is it 
that makes Herodotus’ historiai a single inquiry? 
What Asheri and his colleagues have done, how-
ever, is to make straight the way for someone else 
to address this question. Thanks to them and to 
Strassler, we stand, I suspect, at the beginning of 
a Herodotus Renaissance.

Paul A. Rahe is professor of history and political 
science at Hillsdale College. He is the author, most 
recently, of Soft Despotism, Democracy’s Drift: 
Montesquieu, Rousseau, Tocqueville, and the 
Modern Prospect (Yale University Press), and the 
forthcoming Montesquieu and the Logic of Liber-
ty: War, Religion, Commerce, Climate, Terrain, 
Technology, Uneasiness of Mind, The Spirit of 
Political Vigilance, and the Foundations of the 
Modern Republic (Yale University Press).
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Book Review by Susan D. Collins

The Beautiful and the Good
Aristotle’s Dialogue with Socrates: On the Nicomachean Ethics, 
by Ronna Burger. University of Chicago Press, 306 pages, $35

Ronna burger’s impressive new work, 
Aristotle’s Dialogue with Socrates, is the 
fruit of a meticulous study of the Nico-

machean Ethics. Itself a nuanced dialogue with 
Aristotle, Burger’s book proposes that we read 
the Ethics as Aristotle’s response to the ironic 
wisdom of Plato’s Socrates. It thus brings out a 
dimension of the Ethics that no other treatment 
has: Aristotle’s conversation with his teacher 
and his teacher’s teacher.

Burger approaches this conversation with 
persistence, curiosity, and humility. From the 
introduction of the question of the human good 
and happiness in Book I of the Ethics through 
the final discussion of happiness and the turn 
to the Politics in Book X, she probes the corners 
of this complex work, chapter by chapter, line 
by line, sometimes word by word. In the course 
of her reflections, she considers Aristotle’s seven 
explicit references to Socrates, three explicit 
references to Plato, and his several statements 
about philosophy, contemplation, and the theo-
retical life (all usefully collated in an appendix). 
She also draws out implicit references to Pla-

tonic dialogues to show how “in the treatment 
of almost every topic covered in the course of the 
Ethics, one can hear the echo of a discussion in 
the Platonic dialogues.” As she interprets these 
echoes, Burger illuminates such vexed questions 
as Aristotle’s various audiences; the meaning of 
function (ergon) and activity (energeia); the lim-
its of the virtues, especially justice; prudence 
and the relation between ethical and intellec-
tual virtue; the significance of the “new begin-
ning” and “discovery of nature” in Book VII; 
the two treatments of pleasure and the lengthy 
investigation of friendship; and the concluding 
elevation of the theoretical life as best for a hu-
man being. In each of these discussions, she of-
fers thought-provoking insights. Even the reader 
who disagrees with Burger will appreciate the 
freshness of her approach to the text.

Burger, a professor of philosophy at Tulane 
University, seeks to show how the Ethics can 
and must be read as a dialogue between Aristo-
tle and Socrates, and as a kind of deed. The ani-
mating question of her study is “[H]ow is the 
teaching of the Ethics about human happiness 

to be understood when its speeches are inter-
preted in light of the deed that we can call the 
action of the Ethics?” As we come to see, this ac-
tion is “the sharing of speeches and thoughts,” 
and its “subject matter is the human things—
which means, above all, those conceptions of 
the just, the beautiful, and the good that play 
a determinative role in political life.” As such, 
the action of the Ethics reveals itself to be a dia-
logue not only with the Platonic Socrates or the 
Socratic Plato, but also with its readers. By en-
gaging interlocutors past and present, the work 
shows how the sharing of speeches and thoughts 
constitutes the highest form of friendship and 
“a realization at once of our political and our 
rational nature.” 

The ethics begins from opinions about 
happiness, and particularly the opinions 
that are the subject matter of politics: 

those that concern “the beautiful and just things” 
and identify ethical virtue with the human good 
and the best life. This beginning point is cru-
cial. Highlighting the Socratic claim that virtue 

R
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But what, then, is the implication for a pursuit 
of wisdom motivated by the love of the beau-
tiful? On the one hand, this pursuit leads to 
“pure theōria” as the “solitary or disinterested 
contemplation of the cosmic whole”; on the 
other hand, it leads to the highest form of 
friendship and theōria understood as the shar-
ing of speeches and thoughts about the just, 
the beautiful, and the good. In the first case, 
the love of the beautiful offers a kind of illu-
sion: to be led by this illusion is to seek that 
which cannot be possessed and to lack aware-
ness of how one’s theoretical activity is in the 
service of one’s own good. In the second case, 
however, the love of the beautiful leads to the 
sharing of speeches and thoughts about the 
human things, the activity that is the core of 

erful evidence—must it be read in this way? A 
consideration of this question is important be-
cause the way in which the Ethics is read is con-
nected to, among other things, Burger’s central 
conclusions that the text must be understood 
in light of its action (the sharing of speeches 
and thoughts regarding the human things), 
and that this action constitutes theōria and the 
philosophic life properly understood. 

This question points to a second: if Aris-
totle is intent on correcting the intellectualist 
picture of the philosophic life, why would his 
explicit depictions of this life, both in Book VI 
and in Book X, preserve and even emphasize 
the picture of philosophy as a contemplative 
activity whose focus is not the human things 
per se but those “more divine in their nature”—
for example, “the things of which the cosmos is 
composed?” Indeed, in light of the true picture 
of the philosophic life, what are we to make 
of Aristotle’s own scientific and metaphysical 
works—where do they and the activity they re-
flect belong in the life of philosophy that Burg-
er’s Aristotle points to? 

Finally, is love of the beautiful rightly said 
to be the motivation of the philosophic life? As 
Burger acknowledges, even the apparently dis-
interested contemplation of the pre-Socratic 
cosmologist proves to be in the service of his 
good, and it would seem that any inquiry into 
the cosmic whole, whether by the pre-Socratic 
or the modern natural philosopher, is profound-
ly connected with the human good. By Burger’s 
own account, moreover, the good proves so fun-
damental in the pursuit of wisdom about the 
human things that it may be asked whether, for 
the Platonic Socrates and Socratic Aristotle, it 
is the good—and not the beautiful—that is the 
motivation of this pursuit. 

To raise these questions is only to acknowl-
edge the excellence of Burger’s study of the 
Ethics. She invites her readers to reflect on the 
deepest ethical and theoretical questions, and to 
consider the alternatives Aristotle presents. Her 
impressive work is clearly the fruit of much soli-
tary labor as well as friendly conversation, and it 
demonstrates Burger’s grasp not only of Aristo-
tle’s thought but of the many Platonic dialogues 
she places in conversation with it. Above all, it is 
a book that testifies to the author’s philosophic 
sensibility and humanity, and especially to her 
deeply humane view of the character and good-
ness of the philosophic life.

Susan D. Collins is associate professor of political 
science at the University of Houston and the author 
of Aristotle and the Rediscovery of Citizenship 
(Cambridge University Press).

is knowledge, Aristotle in effect stages a debate 
with Socrates, whose claim would destroy the 
common understanding of virtue—for example, 
courage—as something moral, not intellectual. 
In his first explicit reference to Socrates, Aristo-
tle attributes to him and then rejects the claim 
that courage is knowledge. That this representa-
tion is a caricature is indicated by the second ref-
erence in the Ethics to Socrates and his infamous 
irony; yet, Burger argues, Aristotle will ultimate-
ly concede a version of the Socratic position at 
the end of Book VI “with the acknowledgment 
of the truth in the Socratic claim that phronēsis 
[prudence] makes all the virtues a whole.” But 
by deferring this conclusion, Aristotle is able to 
show the inadequacies of an overly theoretical or 
“intellectualist” view of virtue, associated with 
the “pre-Socratic cosmologist,” and to illuminate 
and investigate from the “inside” the opinions 
about the beautiful and the just that constitute 
the principles of ethical virtue.

Aristotle’s examination of the first five virtues 
highlights the beautiful (to kalon) as the end or 
goal of ethical virtue. The beautiful as an end 
provides the motivation of ethical action and pre-
vents the reduction of virtue to knowledge, which 
is the tendency of the Socratic claim. At its peak 
in the first complete virtue, “greatness of soul,” or 
magnanimity, the beautiful seeks to be an “inde-
pendent principle” of ethical virtue. The limits of 
this seeking point in the direction of the second 
complete virtue and principle, namely, justice: 
“Greatness of soul appears in the ethical world as 
the beautiful incarnate; but at its core is a demand 
for justice—for the unequal honor that superior 
worth deserves—which cannot be satisfied.” Yet 
Aristotle’s investigation of ethical virtue, and its 
two complete virtues, also shows how neither 
principle on its own or in conjunction with the 
other can provide an independent basis for ethi-
cal virtue; indeed, the beautiful and the just are 
sometimes in tension with each other. 

Burger’s presentation of the argu-
ment of the Ethics in Books I through V 
prepares for the continued investigation 

of these limitations and their consequences in 
Books VI through X. I note only a couple of 
central themes of her rich study of these books. 
In addition to deferring the Socratic view that 
virtue is knowledge, Burger argues, Aristotle 
indicates that the beautiful is a “common prin-
ciple that ethical virtue shares with love of wis-
dom.” As this common principle, which is at 
the core of “philosophical eros,” the beautiful 
“arouses a paradoxically disinterested long-
ing,” which strives to transcend “self-interest” 
and to possess that which cannot be possessed. 

philosophy, the ground of true friendship, and 
the highest human good.

Aristotle thus refines the view of the “se-
rious” (spoudaios) human being, who is the 
source of correct opinions about the just, the 
beautiful, and the good, and he overturns the 
intellectualist views of pre-Socratics or mis-
guided Socratics who err in understanding the 
philosophic life as the solitary or disinterested 
contemplation of the cosmos. Like the Pla-
tonic Socrates, then, Aristotle brings philoso-
phy down from the heavens into the cities and 
helps us to see how political philosophy is its 
“eccentric core.” 

Since burger’s study of the ethics is 
itself dialogic, it leaves its readers with 
important questions, three of which I 

mention in conclusion. First, even if, “in the 
treatment of almost every topic covered in the 
course of the Ethics, one can hear the echo of 
a discussion in the Platonic dialogues,” is it 
necessary to read the work through the Pla-
tonic-Socratic lens that Burger provides? Even 
if the Ethics can be read through this lens—a 
claim for which Burger’s work provides pow-

Burger seeks to show 
how the Ethics can 

and must be read as 
a dialogue between 

Aristotle and Socrates, 
and as a kind of deed.
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Book Review by John Derbyshire

Rudyard ’s Adventures in Wonderland
Kipling Sahib: India and the Making of Rudyard Kipling, 1865–1900, 

by Charles Allen. Pegasus Books, 448 pages, $28

There are three stories to be told 
about Rudyard Kipling. First there is 
the straightforward biography, telling 

us what the man did and what happened to him. 
There have been many of these, Andrew Lycett’s 
1999 Rudyard Kipling being the most highly re-
garded of recent efforts—justly, in my opinion. 
For a much slighter and more idiosyncratic bi-
ography with many good pictures, Kingsley 
Amis’s 1975 contribution to the Thames and 
Hudson “Literary Lives” series is well worth 
seeking out.

Then there is the peculiar story of Kipling’s 
reputation. A huge literary star in the 1890s 
and 1900s, his stock fell precipitously follow-
ing World War I. When he died in 1936, three 
weeks after his 70th birthday, his ashes were 
immured in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Cor-
ner; but, Charles Allen tells us, “not a single im-
portant literary figure troubled to attend.” 

The mood of geopolitical realism brought 
on by World War II led to some thoughtful, 
qualified re-evaluations of Kipling by T.S. El-
iot, George Orwell, and Edmund Wilson. By 
the later 20th century it was possible to quote 
Kipling in quite elevated literary circles without 
being shown the door. He is now pretty gen-
erally recognized as a master storyteller and a 
gifted poet, with opinions often deplorable but 
of their time.

The third story to be told is the one Charles 
Allen has tackled here: the story of Kipling as a 
writer. Where did he get his stock of material? 
How did he then use it? Of the things that he 
did, and the things that happened to him, which 
contributed to his art, and which did not? Al-
len’s answer to the first question is implicit in 
the title of his book. It was principally India that 
furnished Kipling’s literary imagination. 

Kipling was, to be sure, a skillful writer who 
could make a decent story or poem out of any-
thing. The Stalky & Co. stories were drawn from 
his schooldays in England. Captains Courageous 
was assembled from tales told by the Kiplings’ 
family doctor in Vermont, who had been a cod 
fisherman in his youth. Many of Kipling’s best-
loved and most memorable poems—“The Glory 
of the Garden,” “If—,” “Recessional”—are noth-
ing to do with India. If not for India, though, 
there would have been no Jungle Books, no Plain 
Tales from the Hills, no Barrack-Room Ballads. 
Above all, there would have been no Kim. If not 
for India, Rudyard Kipling would be remem-
bered as a second- or third-rank Victorian/Ed-
wardian popular writer: a Sir Henry Newbolt, 
perhaps—at best, a Robert Louis Stevenson.

It was with Kim, Allen argues, that Ki-
pling finally worked out the rich deposits laid 
down by his Indian experiences. The book was 
finished in August 1900, when Kipling was 

34—less than halfway through his life. It is an 
adventure story set in India. Kim is a Lahore 
street urchin; but he is white, the orphaned son 
of an Irish soldier. Street-smart and resource-
ful, he becomes the disciple and protector of an 
unworldly Buddhist lama. They travel together 
across India, the lama seeking enlightenment, 
Kim finding his father’s old regiment and be-
ing recruited as a spy into the Great Game of 
Central Asian power-diplomacy. Brilliantly de-
scriptive of India and suffused with the mystery 
of human existence, Kim became a cult book 
among 20th-century spies—Allen Dulles kept 
a copy at his bedside. Henry James called it “a 
magnificent book.” 

We know from Kipling’s correspondence 
with family members in England that Kim had 
been gestating for 16 years at least. Once it had 
been written there was little left of his Indian 
material to draw from, and the remainder of Ki-
pling’s writing career is, in Charles Allen’s view, 
of secondary interest, or less.

Kim was the last real victory of the intui-
tive, Indian side of his head. It was also Ki-
pling’s farewell to India, to his childhood, 
perhaps even to his Daemon—although 
he himself believed that it returned to him 
once more when he wrote Puck of Pook’s 
Hill for his two surviving children….
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Kipling was born in india and spent 
the first five and a half years of his life 
there. His father was an instructor in 

art, architecture, and sculpture at a public col-
lege in Bombay. Rudyard—he is “Ruddy” all 
through Allen’s book—and his younger sister 
Alice (“Trix”) were raised mainly by Indian 
servants, to the degree that they had to be re-
minded to speak English when in the presence 
of their parents. Many of the fragments of In-
dian languages in Kipling’s poems and stories 
were not taken from phrase-books or dictionar-
ies, but from his own remotest memories.

That initial spell of total cultural immersion 
was supplemented by what Kipling referred to 
as his “seven years’ hard” (hard labor, that is) 
from ages 16 to 23, when he was an editor of, 
and contributor to, English-language newspa-
pers in India owned by the entrepreneur Sir 
George Allen. Those twelve and a half years ag-
gregate, ending before Kipling’s 24th birthday, 
were the whole of his Indian life. (The 11-year 
interruption was spent in England with foster-
parents and relatives, and at boarding school.) 
Kipling made a flying visit to India in December 
1891, but never returned thereafter.

The author of Kipling Sahib is a great-grand-
son of that same Sir George Allen. “My grand-
father claimed to have played with Rudyard Ki-
pling in Simla in 1884 when he was five and the 
latter eighteen,” he tells us in a poignant pref-
ace. Charles Allen himself was born in India in 
the last years of the British Raj, and has kept 
up a lifelong fascination with the country and 
with Kipling. He is thus well-placed to guide 
us through the chambers and courtyards of Ki-
pling’s mind, to seek out the Indian springs of 
his literary inspiration.

Believing as he does, and as he argues very 
convincingly, that the writing of Kim squeezed 
the last few drops from those springs, Allen 
ends his book in 1900. The whole of the rest of 
Kipling’s life is covered in a single concluding 
paragraph. Kipling’s English boyhood, from his 
sixth year to his 16th, is similarly compressed 
to less than 30 pages. The 1890s, the years of 
Kipling’s early fame in England and America, as 
well as of his marriage and the birth of his chil-
dren, are adequately treated. But three-quarters 
of Kipling Sahib are set in India: in the clamor-
ous, concentrated Indian-ness of Bombay, in the 
more Muslim and historically evocative Lahore 
(now in Pakistan), and in the breezy hill stations 
where the English went to socialize away from 
the intolerable heat of the plains. Those three 
environments worked through to Kipling’s writ-
ing as three quite separate worlds. 

Of life in Bombay, being an infant, Kipling 
knew very little. From the Indian servants he 
spent most of his time with, though, he would 
certainly have heard folk tales.

Every European child raised in India with 
an ayah heard stories drawn, directly or 
indirectly, from the much-loved Jatakas, 
tales of birds and beasts and men, and 
their interactions, based on ancient Bud-
dhist moral tales.

English translations of these folk tales were cir-
culating in India in the 1880s during Kipling’s 
“seven years’ hard”; and in 1892 Kipling’s friend 
Rider Haggard published an African story about 
a boy who ran with a pack of wild dogs. How 
much of the material in The Jungle Books was 
inspired by these later versions, and how much 
by his own infant recollections, we do not know. 
Probably it had all settled together at some deep 
mental level, needing only some event to stir it 
into motion. 

The triggering event was the birth of Ki-
pling’s first child, Josephine, in December 1892. 
Allen tells us that “by the autumn Carrie’s de-
veloping pregnancy had set him thinking about 
children and childhood, reawakening his own 
inner child, long dormant.” Little Josephine was 
to die tragically six years later; and that event, 
Allen argues, opened up altogether the path 
from Kipling’s adult present to his Indian child-
hood and youth.

If bombay gave us the jungle books, it 
was the hill stations that gave us the clever, 
scheming Mrs. Hauksbee from several of 

the short stories, the first of Kipling’s fictional 
characters to become widely known. All sorts of 
things were at play here, Allen tells us. Perhaps 
foremost was the strong attraction Kipling felt 
towards older women. This was innate, a con-
stant in Kipling’s life. Flo Garrard, his first and 
most enduring infatuation, was only one year 
his senior; but then, he was only 14 when they 
met. To the distress of adult Ruddy, she turned 
out a lesbian. Edmonia Hill, the inaccessibly 
married grand passion of his later India years, 
was seven years older than he. His eventual 
bride was a mere three years older. (Allen says 
two, but all the sources disagree.) 

In those Indian hill stations, though, the 
late-teen Kipling encountered the mature 
memsahib in quantity, and was fascinated. At 
age 21 he was writing: “Women of forty to fifty 
and upwards…have more individuality than 
English women. They know more of life, death, 
sickness and trouble…and this makes them 
broader in their views.” This was undoubtedly 
true. Kipling is using “English” there as a con-
trast with “Anglo-Indian”—a term which in 
Kipling’s time, as Charles Allen helpfully ex-
plains, meant the British in India. An Anglo-
Indian woman who was 40 or 50 in the early 
1880s would likely have lost children to tropical 
fevers, perhaps a husband to the 1878–80 Af-

ghan War or some border skirmish. She might 
have witnessed the 1857 Mutiny, when Indian 
troops slaughtered all the British they could 
find. These were tough ladies.

The toughness would have appealed to Ki-
pling at least as much as the matronly qualities. 
He was very much a writer of the “cold eye,” 
with a realistic approach to human weakness 
and a fondness for plain talk. It is not quite the 
case that Kipling was incapable of sentimental-
ity. Allen notes that he was particularly inclined 
to idealize the British officer caste in India, as 
in the rather treacly short story “Only a Subal-
tern.” Usually though, even Kipling’s sentimen-
tal works have a steel core—in “Mandalay,” for 
example, that sudden image of “our sick beneath 
the awnings” strikes like lightning through the 
nostalgic fog.

Another part of kipling’s education 
in Anglo-Indian society and morals was 
the personal columns he was responsi-

ble for as a newspaper editor. In among the for-
sale and house-to-let notices, Charles Allen tells 
us, were “a breath-taking number of private mes-
sages whose intent was all too clear.” Allen of-
fers some examples, making it plain that if polo 
was the principal sport of British India, adultery 
came a close second. So far as I know, Allen is 
the first of Kipling’s biographers to identify this 
source for Kipling’s literary inspiration. 

Even with that Bombay infancy and that 
erotic sparkle of hill-station Anglo-Indian so-
cializing, however, there would have been no 
Kim, and none of the more penetrating stories 
about the lives of actual Indians, if Kipling 
had not acquainted himself with what Allen 
calls “the dark India.” As a very junior civilian, 
young Kipling was often left alone during the 
hot weather in Lahore while his seniors made 
for the hills. Allen gives a grim account of the 
misery endured in those stifling Indian summer 
nights, drawing on Kipling’s own recollections:

One solution tried and abandoned was to 
drag the bed from room to room in search 
of less heated air, another to sleep on the 
bungalow’s flat roof, “with the waterman 
to throw half-skinfuls of water on one’s 
parched carcase.” A third was to leave the 
bungalow altogether and walk….

It was in these night prowls that Kipling learned 
about Indian India: the night-life of street shows 
and festivals, of gambling shops, of shebeens and 
opium dens. Of brothels, too, very likely, though 
the evidence here is circumstantial.

Kipling put some of this into his early poems 
and stories. He watered it down to fit within the 
limits set by Anglo-Indian race and sex taboos, 
but it was still strong stuff for some. Reviewing 
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Echoes, the book of poems Rudyard (aged 18) 
and Trix had written in 1884, one Anglo-Indian 
reviewer declared that some of the verses “ought 
never to have been published at all.” What Ki-
pling did not use of this rich “dark India” mate-
rial settled down to ferment in his imagination, 
to be brought forth 15 years later in Kim.

It probably helped, from a creative point of 
view, that all this observation of Indian life, all 
this collecting of Indian experience, happened 
under the psychological tension of living among 
a race of people Kipling did not altogether 
trust—nor even, for the most part, like. Though 
he was intelligent and detached enough to see 
the human commonalities between Indian and 
Anglo-Indian, Kipling was still, even in the low-
ly station of a newspaperman, one of the occu-
piers. Said Orwell: “He identified himself with 
the ruling power and not with the opposition. 
In a gifted writer this seems to us strange and 
even disgusting, but it did have the advantage 
of giving Kipling a certain grip on reality.” It is 
instructive to remember here that at the time 
of Kipling’s birth in Bombay, the horrors of the 
Mutiny were only a little more than seven years 
in the past, and mistrust between the races must 
have still been running strong—strong enough, 
perhaps, to taint the mind of a five-year-old. 
Matters were more settled by the time of Ki-
pling’s “seven years’ hard” in the 1880s, yet there 
is no reason to suppose that Kipling deviated 
much from the fear-tinged contempt towards 
“natives” that was the Anglo-Indian norm.

There were attitudes within atti-
tudes here, one of the most marked dif-
ferences being in Kipling’s—and Anglo-

India’s generally—negative view of Hinduism, 
which was compared unfavorably with Islam. 
Some of this was imperialist fellow-feeling, the 
British having been preceded as rulers in north 
India by the Mughals, who were Muslim. Some 
was admiration for the martial virtues in Islam, 
which among Hindus were concentrated in one 
caste. Islam was personified by the proud war-
rior of the frontier, Hinduism by the “greasy 
Babu”—chiseling merchant or government 
employee. It was all grossly unfair. It was also 
somewhat counter-intuitive, the Mutiny having 
been more a Muslim than a Hindu affair.

Some anti-Hindu feeling was just solidarity 
with fellow monotheists. The more lurid aspects 
of Hindu worship were particularly objected to. 
Visiting Benares in 1888, Kipling wrote of the 

place as a “city of monstrous creeds” filled with 
“the symbols of a brutal cult.” The idol-free min-
imalism of Islam was more to the British taste. 
Kipling himself was an unreflective tribal Ang-
lo-Christian, and those Indian night walks were 
an education in comparative religion for him. 
When the lama in Kim tells the boy, on being 
asked, that he bows before the Excellent Law, 
“Kim accepted this new God without emotion. 
He knew already a few score.” That is probably 
how Kipling felt by the time he left India. 

Certainly Kipling did not feel the Indians 
were capable of self-government. The mélange 
of faiths, customs, and dialects he had encoun-
tered impressed on him the chaotic quality of 
Indian society. When the Indian National Con-
gress held its fourth annual meeting in 1888, 
the fiercely anti-Congress George Allen sent 
Kipling to cover it. The young reporter did not 
disappoint.

Ruddy was more than happy to do his 
bit, having convinced himself that the 
Indian National Congress was a Hindu-
dominated political party made up of men 
disqualified by breeding, religion, history, 
and education from ruling over the In-
dian masses—in marked contrast to the 
Muslims, in his view “the most masterful 
and powerful minority in the country,” 
possessing strength of character, strong 
moral convictions based on their religion, 
and a long history as the traditional rulers 
of India. 

It all seems very shocking in our multicul-
tural age. It was the common conceit of the Vic-
torian British, though, that the peace and stabil-
ity they had brought to India allowed trade and 
the arts to flourish as they had not been able to 
100 years earlier. The Duke of Wellington, who 
served in India 1797–1804, was proud of the 
peace he believed he had brought to the long-
suffering Indian masses. And a very cynical 
person might say that the horrors of the 1947 
partition at least partly justified the old British 
attitude.

Remarks Peter Watson in his 2000 book The 
Modern Mind: “Most of Hitler’s ideas were nine-
teenth-century or turn-of-the-century ideas…
and once they were formed, Hitler never changed 
them.” You could replace the name “Hitler” with 
that of almost any other human being, with some 
corresponding adjustment of dates. Most of us 

are “cooked all through” by our late 20s, and for 
the rest of our lives must draw on the mental 
capital accumulated in our salad days. 

This is most especially true of creative writ-
ers. Certainly Kipling produced memorable 
things after Kim. That great favorite of conser-
vatives everywhere “The Gods of the Copybook 
Headings,” for example, dates from 1919. I think 
Charles Allen is correct, though, that when Ki-
pling had worked out those seams of Indian ore, 
the vital spark that makes a writer’s work truly 
distinctive was gone. Charles Allen:

[T]he best of what he imagined and wrote 
had its roots in the dark side of his head 
and what he had seen and heard in India. 
And the further he moved away from In-
dia in time as well as space, the stronger 
became that side of the head that was least 
Indian and most law-abiding and British. 
The balance was lost—only to be recov-
ered when his love for his first-born and 
his grief at her loss took him back to “the 
life unaltered our childhood knew.”

A full life of Kipling makes melancholy reading. 
He lost his beloved son in World War I, and his 
public esteem soon afterwards. Reading Allen’s 
fine book, one almost wishes this were the entire 
life of Kipling, completed at 35. 

The year of rudyard kipling’s birth, 
1865, had seen the first publication of 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, writ-

ten by another Victorian oddity who had man-
aged somehow to return to his own childhood 
for long enough to make a literary masterpiece 
out of it. 

Kipling, though, did the thing twice over. 
It was as if he had had two childhoods: one 
in Bombay, with the ayah murmuring tales of 
wolves, tigers, and forest spirits in his little ear, 
then another in Lahore, just as strange, fear-
tinged, and night-haunted in its own way, just 
as well stocked with the grotesque and fantas-
tic. The first childhood gave us The Jungle Books; 
the second, Kim. The creative miracle is that 
while Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland was merely 
a dream, Kipling’s was a real place: the place 
named India.

John Derbyshire’s book We Are Doomed: Re-
claiming Conservative Pessimism will be pub-
lished by Crown Forum in September.
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K-Street Consultants’ Memo to the Somali Pirates

To: Mr. Yusuf
From: Stately, Plump, Buck, and Mulligan, LLC

Here is our memorandum, as promised, and we very much enjoyed 
meeting you (please return Mr. Goldstein, the fax machine, and the candy 
bowl). Your business model is admirable in view of its low start-up costs, 
high return on investment, lack of long-term obligations to employees, 
freedom from taxation, agility in the face of changing conditions, and 
absence of regulation. No expenditures are required for public relations, 
advertising, marketing, or employee recruitment. When necessary, you 
can liquidate your holdings with neither legal fees nor court supervision—
although you yourself may be hanged. To answer the key question of how 
long you will be able to operate, you must take into account the resources 
and constraints of your competitors, the maritime nations represented in 
this analysis by the coastal states of NATO plus Japan. 

Despite the dramatic shrinkage of the American military across nearly 
every category, the distraction of two minor wars, the smallest fleet since 
1916, and even steeper reductions in the rest of NATO, cumulatively 
this group of states can put to sea more than a thousand ocean-going 
warships, almost 400,000 marines and special operation troops, more 
than 5,000 maritime aircraft, and thousands of land-based aircraft 
capable of operating from expeditionary airfields or at a great remove. 
The United States alone can deploy 335 naval and coast-guard surface 
combatants, 382,000 sailors and coast guardsmen, 187,000 marines, 
43,000 special operations personnel, 4,600 maritime aircraft, and 
unprecedented resources in reconnaissance and surveillance. Though 
these nations are but shadows of what they once were, what they have 
is much more than sufficient to terminate your enterprise should they 
embark upon one or more of the following:

Protection Allowed: There are many impediments to the self-defense of 
merchantmen, including national and international statutes, insurance 
regulations, and government requirements, all of which, however, could 
easily be swept away by changes in law and policy that would encourage 
commercial vessels to take on private security teams.

Protection Provided: Special forces trained to work at sea, such as 
the USN Seals, with superior weaponry, rapid and continuous access 
to intelligence and surveillance networks, the ability to integrate with 
on-call naval and air forces, and the weight of the national militaries 
backing them, would be a step up from the previous option and could be 
provided by drawing upon less than 10% of their echelons.

Maritime Patrol: Modern naval vessels except for the smallest are 
usually equipped with helicopters and/or, in the case of aircraft carriers 
or amphibious ships, fixed-wing aircraft that can cover tens or even 
hundreds of thousands of square miles. Fifty ships of various types on 
station—less than 5% of available inventory—could largely cleanse your 
operational area. 

Maritime Corridors and Convoys: The world’s navies need no more 
patrol the northernmost quadrant of the Indian Ocean than during 
World War II the allies needed to purge the entire Atlantic of U-Boats. 
They can establish closely guarded transit lanes, and/or convoys, with a 
task force of only 20 active vessels or fewer, as each convoy would require 

no more than a single frigate or equivalent. Ten discrete groupings of 
ships could move in both directions simultaneously, eliminating the 
need for vessels to wait long at assembly points for their escorts.

Facility Raids: One VSTOL (Vertical and/or Short Take-Off and 
Landing) carrier, much less a full-deck-carrier task force, is sufficient 
to destroy your boats and port facilities, using precision weapons to 
minimize civilian casualties and remaining on station for long-term 
suppression.

Punitive Raids: Collectively or individually, the maritime powers 
could at will expand attacks upon your docks and boats to whatever 
punitive degree they wished.

Q-Ships: These nations have in the past deployed—and could 
deploy again—civilian ships fitted out with concealed heavy weaponry. 
Depending upon the rules of engagement, your employees would be 
either incapacitated, captured, or annihilated.

As daunting as all this may seem, we believe that you may conduct your 
business relatively unimpeded for some time to come. When the United 
States had only a tiny fraction of the naval capability it now has, the small 
and vulnerable forces it sent to deal with pirates of equal or greater military 
power performed with legendary bravery and daring. That was then.

Now, large constituencies in the economically advanced nations make 
it difficult for their governments to act, e.g., against terrorists who for 
decades remained free of even symbolic retribution. The governments 
of these countries, often reflecting their most timid and conciliatory 
citizens, seldom dare to dare. Although President Obama approved 
an assault upon three of your employees, this was politically not much 
more than a SWAT action authorized by a police chief. Despite your 84 
attacks in the first quarter of 2009, and the totally rag-tag nature of your 
followers, a Pentagon official, one Edward Frothingham, claims that the 
resources of the United States military are too limited to commit against 
you without “grave implications for us.” 

As you well know, the previous American president was held in check 
by his underestimation of the time and forces required by his policies 
in the Middle East. The current president’s most war-like virtue is the 
ability to apologize to people who should be apologizing to us—an 
extraordinary skill no doubt, but questionable. You might worry a bit 
more about Messrs. Sarkozy and Berlusconi, either one of whom could 
drive you out of business, but as for the rest, though the quivers are full, 
no arrows are likely to be loosed in the near future. 

That is because the intelligence that controls them is also the hand 
that stays them. The powers that should be a threat to you are caught in a 
paralyzing web of abstract legalities, deference to hostile opinion, and even 
in the clearest cases a perverse contempt for self-defense, which rules out 
the ability effectively to define, prepare for, justify, and execute it—and 
execute you. You would think that if you fired upon our ships we would 
fire back. But those days are over, and you have prosperous times ahead.

A version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal. 
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