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from the editor’s desk

You Can Learn a Lot from Libya
by Charles R. Kesler

Groucho marx sang it in at the circus in 1939, and the young 
Virginia Weidler, playing Dinah Lord, sang it in the great movie 
The Philadelphia Story a year later. It was already a classic. I mean 

Harold Arlen and Yip Harburg’s “Lydia the Tattooed Lady”:

Lydia, oh Lydia, say have you met Lydia,
Lydia, the Tattooed Lady.
She has eyes that folks adore so,
And a torso even more so.
Lydia, oh Lydia, that encyclopidia,
Oh Lydia the Queen of Tattoo.
On her back is the Battle of Waterloo,
Beside it the wreck of the Hesperus, too.
And proudly above waves the Red, White, and Blue,
You can learn a lot from Lydia.

The final stanza contained a line that Groucho didn’t use, apparently 
because the producers feared the song would sound too dated. 

When she stands up her lap will get lit’ler,
When she sits down, she sits down on Hitler.

They shouldn’t have worried. Hitler was going to be around for a while.
The same can be said, in all likelihood, of Colonel Muammer Gad-

dhafi in Libya. I don’t mean that his face has replaced Hitler’s on Lydia’s 
tattooed derriere, though that would be the right place for it—always as-
suming one could devise a good rhyme for Gaddhafi. Come to think of it, 
the colonel looks and dresses rather like a tattooed lady himself. He long 
ago achieved self-parody, and in his press conferences you half expect 
him to break out mugging and singing like Groucho, though without the 
manly moustache. It would be easy to treat the sandbox dictator as a bad 
joke, were it not for the murderousness that clings to his robes. Despite 
NATO’s and the Libyan rebels’ continuing efforts, Gaddhafi doesn’t ap-
pear to be exiting the scene anytime soon. In fact, if he can evade the 
bombs until autumn he has a good chance of outlasting NATO’s cam-
paign against him, which is already running out of ammunition, weap-
ons, money, patience, and pluck, not necessarily in that order. France 
says the British could do more. Britain says it’s stretched already, and 
where are the Germans and the Poles? Brussels admits that NATO has 

flown “only one-third the number of air sorties over Libya that it did over 
Kosovo” in the same amount of time, “and hit only a fraction of the tar-
gets,” according to the Financial Times. Everyone points to the Ameri-
cans, who are “leading from behind” and refusing to commit warplanes 
to bombing missions after an initial flurry of air-superiority and other 
strikes. The Americans retort, as Secretary of Defense Robert Gates put 
it in his farewell address to NATO, that “the mightiest military alliance in 
history is only 11 weeks into an operation against a poorly armed regime 
in a sparsely populated country” and already its European members are 
winded and looking desperately at the game clock. 

In fairness, the alliance has doubled its troops in afghanistan, 
from 20,000 in 2006 to 40,000 today, though many are not in combat 
roles and most of their governments, including the U.K., are eager to 

bolt for the door. Libya, a war in their neighborhood, with widespread 
public support, and not involving ground troops, should be a far easier 
undertaking. But the combination of a lack of resources and a lack of will 
is crippling the alliance. Despite the “hot” war in Afghanistan, total Eu-
ropean defense spending declined by nearly 15% in the decade since 9/11. 
The U.S. always took the lead in NATO defense outlays, but as a result 
of our partners’ cutbacks our role has grown by default. During the Cold 
War, the American share of NATO military spending was 50%; today, 
our share has soared to more than 75%.

Like America but more so, European governments have allowed the 
rising costs of the welfare state, including the costs of sovereign debt 
maintenance, to squeeze out defense spending over several decades. That 
process is about to accelerate, as deficits, debt, and unfunded liabilities 
tighten their grip on Western economies. The Libyan War is a presage 
of what Gates calls, diplomatically, “the very real possibility of collective 
military irrelevance.” Leaving aside the wisdom of this intervention, its 
execution raises troubling questions about the future of the West. Great 
powers that lightly undertake wars they prove unable or unwilling to win, 
soon become former great powers. Our European friends consoled them-
selves on their decline, and even took pride in it, by persuading themselves 
that the end of history was at hand—that nationalism, war, and economic 
panic were things of the past. And if they were wrong, well, the Ameri-
cans would be there to help them. If we expect the Red, White, and Blue 
to continue waving proudly, we’d better learn a lot from Libya.
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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Ten Years of CRB

Like many Christians, I sup-
pose, my “seasonal moods” are 
largely determined by the litur-
gical calendar—the annual se-
quences of Advent to Christmas, 
Theophany to the Triodion, Lent 
to Pascha, and Pentecost to the 
autumnal celebration of the Holy 
Cross. These intervals, which 
give structure to the year, shape 
my sense of reality, and invariably, 
I find, my heart is ready for the 
next season when it arrives.

These are not my only special 
times, however. In addition, I 
also wait, in keen anticipation, 
for those four annual red-letter 
days—evenly spaced—when the 
mailman delivers to my home 
the latest copy of the Claremont 
Review of Books. On those occa-
sions, it is certain that I will be 
preoccupied for the next several 
days. My wife does not (I think) 
speak to me at those times. If a 
siren sounds or the phone rings, I 
do not hear it. Should the house 
across the street suddenly burst 
into flames, the episode would 
elude my attention. Once the new 
CRB comes into my hands, there 
is nothing else significant until 
every last word has been read.

After reading the CRB I nor-
mally find myself looking at cer-
tain subjects from a slant I had 
not thought of before, and this is 
true in the present case. Let me 
mention one example from your 
recent anniversary issue. Until 
now, I understood the current ju-
dicial controversy in this country 
mainly as a debate between those 
who interpret the Constitution 
from a “strict constructionist” 
perspective and those who believe 
in a “development of doctrine.” 

In the latest CRB, however, the 
essay by Hadley Arkes and book 
reviews by Michael M. Uhlmann 
and Bradley C.S. Watson have 
prompted me to reassess that de-
bate. Thanks to these writers, it 
is much clearer to me now that 
the Constitution presupposes 

a certain view—shared by the 
founders—of what it means to be 
a human being. 

This was clear to Lincoln, 
whose understanding of the Con-
stitution was guided by specific 
anthropological claims enunci-
ated in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence; namely, “that all men 
are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.”

In other words, human beings 
inhabit a universe already con-
toured by a transcendent moral 
shape, which the framers took to 
be “self-evident.” The Constitu-
tion was composed for life within 
a universe brightly illumined by 

“moral limits” and “canons of mor-
al reasoning,” and hence, no gov-
ernment, Congress, or Supreme 
Court can confer, on anybody, “a 
right to do a wrong.” 

Thank you again, and congrat-
ulations on your anniversary.

Patrick Henry Reardon 
Senior Editor, Touchstone: 

A Journal of Mere Christianity
Chicago, IL

Congratulations and thank 
you! Your 10th anniversary dou-
ble issue is a triumph, and I’m 
only on page 35. I am new to the 
CRB; it was referenced in a story 
I was reading online about a year 
ago. I’m sorry now that I don’t 
remember in what way your jour-
nal figured in the article, but I do 
remember that I immediately got 
out my credit card and subscribed. 
Please believe me when I say I 
have read every single word so 
far—the issue is unskimmable. I 
took it with me to the salon this 
morning (I was reading William 
Voegeli’s “The Tao of Jerry.”) I 
must have looked odd sitting 
under the dryer with my copy 
because people stared, and sev-
eral asked what I was reading. No 
gloss? No glamour? No celebrity 
breasts? 

After Jerry (outstanding work, 
as always, Mr. Voegeli), was 

“Standing Pat,” Steven Hayward’s 
look at Daniel Patrick Moynihan. 
Well, that was it. Out came the 
highlighter. Gerard Alexander’s 

“Progressive Fat Cats” had me 
laughing aloud, and Clark Judge’s 
warm recollections reaffirmed 
what I know and feel about Ron-
ald Reagan.

I will savor the rest of the is-
sue, and fully expect to relish and 
re-read Mark Helprin’s “Parthian 
Shot” (his books have long been 
my favorites). The CRB’s con-
tributors are the teachers I wish 
I had.

P.S. I’m ordering a second copy. 
For my salon.

Allison Barrows
Keene, NH

Natural Law and 
Constitutional Law

Hadley Arkes has once again 
performed a service for us all 
(“The Mirage of Enumerated 
Powers,” Winter 2010-Spring 
2011). Too often these days the 
defense of limited and delegated 
congressional powers, and of fed-
eralism generally, appears to rest 
on filio-pietism—these things 
must be preserved because they 
were part of the founders’ design. 
The moral reasoning that under-
girded the system of divided gov-
ernment, and should continue to 
be the focus of our energies today, 
gets short shrift. Yet in returning 
us to this home truth, Professor 
Arkes uncharacteristically over-
states his case. 

That there is “nothing arising 
even out of the logic of the Con-
stitution or the American regime 
that can furnish any hard lim-
its that confine the federal gov-
ernment’s reach” is technically 
true (the adjective “hard” saves 
it) but seriously misleading. In-

deed, Arkes himself immediately 
provides an excellent example of 
constitutional limitation in his dis-
cussion of early understandings 
of the interstate commerce pow-
er. Once we say to ourselves the 
words “interferences with trade” 
(surely the founders’ understand-
ing) the limiting logic of the pro-
vision becomes clear.

And moving to the “logic of 
the...American regime” (which 
surely encompasses the ratifi-
cation debates), I offer Pauline 
Maier’s recent study, Ratification: 
The People Debate the Constitution, 
1787–1788. Although no con-
servative herself, Maier’s pages 
bristle with warnings about the 
mortal threat to liberty inher-
ent in centralized, consolidated 
government as well as nationalist 
protestations that their proposed 
replacement for the Articles of 
Confederation was no such thing! 
Indeed, Federalists insisted that 
they were just as devoted to lim-
ited and decentralized govern-
ment as were their critics. (That 
a few of them may have been 
dissembling is neither here nor 
there for our purposes.) The rati-
fication debates are a theoretical 
and rhetorical treasure house on 
which defenders of limited gov-
ernment draw.

Finally, Hadley’s invoking 
Morton Grodzins is unhelpful. 

“Marble cake federalism,” whatev-
er its empirical merits in the post-
New Deal 1950s, is a normatively 
weak and misleading metaphor 
for the constitutional division of 
powers, implicitly legitimizing, as 
it does, a loosey-goosey function-
alism: “let the thing be done by the 
level of government that can do 
it most efficiently.” But “efficient” 
here tends to reduce to a narrow 
economic calculation; overlooked 
is the fact that the benefits of self-
government, popular participa-
tion, and policy variegation (in 
liberty, that is) may be worth pay-
ing a high price for in inefficiency. 
Far better the doughty old phrase 

“dual federalism,” with its sugges-
tion of separate spheres of gov-
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ernment power. Accepting always 
Arkes’s point that the spheres 
must never be understood as im-
penetrable, the very idea of dual-
ity implies a strong presumption 
against certain kinds of central 
policymaking, and that is pre-
cisely the intellectual posture we 
should strive to maintain.

Moral calculus, to be sure, but 
constitutional text and tradition 
always front and center.

Richard E. Morgan
Bowdoin College
Brunswick, ME

Hadley Arkes is entirely cor-
rect to object that “Under the af-
fectation of natural justice we find 
judges installing, with high preten-
sion, their own political agendas.” 
The result, to put it bluntly, is that 
the Constitution has very little to 
do with constitutional law; that is, 
with the Supreme Court’s rulings 
of unconstitutionality. The Court 
has made the Due Process and 
Equal Protection clauses simple 
transferences of policymaking 
power, enabling the Court to re-
move from the ordinary political 
process and assign to itself for 
final decision any policy issue it 
chooses. The Court thus can and 
does disallow any policy choice 
with which a majority of the jus-
tices strongly disagrees, giving us 
a system of government similar to 
Iran’s, with the Grand Council of 
Ayatollahs replaced by nine un-
elected life-tenured lawyers, and 
ultimately, today, by Justice An-
thony Kennedy.

The only difficulty with Arkes’s 
position on constitutional law and 
the appropriate role of the Court 
is that his position is as a practical 
matter no different from the po-
sition he rightly denounces: un-
limited policymaking power by 
the judges. He believes that the 
Constitution, a very short docu-
ment that has little to do with 
social policy, bears, amazingly, on 
all policy issues: “There is no sub-
ject so prosaic that it cannot…in-
volve a violation of the principles 
contained in the fundamental law 
of the Constitution.” And further, 
that in constitutional cases, the 

“decisive grounds of judgment 
must be found…outside the text…
in those substantive moral princi-
ples that are not contained in the 
Constitution.” As Robert Bork 
has repeatedly—and I think deci-
sively—pointed out, when a judge 
looks outside the text of the Con-
stitution in a constitutional case, 
he looks nowhere but in himself, 
to his own policy preferences.

Justice Kennedy could not 
have agreed with Arkes’s view of 
constitutional law more when he 
wrote in his opinion for the Court 
in Romer v. Evans that the people 
of Colorado could not disallow 
laws giving special privileges to 
homosexuals, because “it is not 
within our constitutional tradi-
tion.” Kennedy would insist and 
surely believes, as much as Arkes, 
that he did not apply a purely per-
sonal policy judgment in reaching 
that conclusion, but instead the 

“canons of moral reasoning,” and 
“principles contained in the fun-
damental law” of the Constitu-
tion. Kennedy and Arkes disagree 
only as to what those canons and 
principles are and the conclusions 
to which they lead, each find-
ing with remarkable and happy 
consistency that they produce 
conclusions in accord with his po-
litical preferences. Ronald Dwor-
kin, probably our most eminent 
current jurisprudent, also agrees 
with Arkes that the Court should 
decide constitutional questions 
on the basis of moral reasoning, 
which for him, however, almost 
always leads to conclusions, such 
as a virtually unlimited constitu-
tional right to abortion, directly 
the opposite of Arkes’s.

Arkes regrets that “the canons 
of moral reasoning” “are treated 
too often by many of our friends 
as though they were subjective.” 
As an admirer of Hadley (when 
he’s not talking about law), I con-
sider myself one of those friends 
and plead guilty to the charge. 
They are subjective, permitting a 
range of different views, at least 
to most real policy issues.

A problem of policy choice 
is a problem only because in-
terests recognized as legitimate 
come into conflict. Solving it is 
not a matter of discovering the 

resolving principle (by “moral 
reasoning” or otherwise), but of 
making a policy choice, sacrific-
ing one interest to some extent 
for the benefit of the other. The 
threshold issue in constitutional 
law, therefore, is almost always 
not how the policy issue should 
be decided, but who should make 
the decision. Why should it be 
decided by majority vote of nine 
unelected life-tenured lawyers for 
the nation as a whole rather than 
by the elected representatives of 
the people, usually on a state-by-
state basis? 

Arkes’s belief that his canons 
of moral reasoning provide objec-
tively correct answers to real legal-
social policy issues is totally un-
realistic. One almost regrets hav-
ing to dispel the natural lawyer’s 
soothing confusion of wish with 
reality by pointing out that nature 
is notoriously poor at law enforce-
ment. Moral outrages, much less 
contract breaches, take place all 
the time, unfortunately, almost as 
if nature just doesn’t care. A dif-
ference between a moral and a le-
gal obligation is that only a breach 
of the latter can get you sued and 
bring the power of the state against 
you. An obligation enforceable 
only by “the law of nature” must 
be seen, therefore, by one relying 
on it, as something considerably 
short of “perfect.”

The gist of American federal-
ism is not that there is anything 
Congress can’t do, only many 
things it can’t do honestly. If Brit-
ain or France wants to prohibit 
race discrimination in restaurants, 
for example, they pass a law to that 
effect. Congress also passed such 
a law, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 
but it did so by pretending to be 
regulating interstate commerce. 
My job as a professor of consti-
tutional law is to teach these un-
derhanded moves to beginning 
students and so set them off on 
the right foot for a legal career. 
I agree with Arkes that localism 
is extremely important and valu-
able, but division of government 
power is not an appropriate sub-
ject for courts. The Court should 
openly withdraw from its current 

“pretend” federalism review, the 
only effect of which is not to limit 

Congress’s power, but to give con-
gressmen an excuse for not even 
considering the federalism issue.

Is there a real dispute here at 
all, or is it, as I always suspect in a 
debate on natural law, just a mat-
ter of semantics? It must be that 
Arkes and I are simply not talking 
about the same thing. Can any-
one but Arkes (and Harry Jaffa) 
really believe that instructing 
judges to decide constitutional 
cases on grounds “outside the text 
of the Constitution” on the basis 
of “the canons of moral reasoning” 
will—or indeed, can—be seen 
by them as anything other than 
a warrant to enact their political 
agenda? It just may be that Had-
ley (and Harry, another friend) 
doesn’t understand, say, William 
Brennan and Harry Blackmun 
as well as I do, due to the unfor-
tunate fact that my lot in life has 
been to study their doings while 
Hadley (and Harry) get to read 
Locke and Plato. The justices—
lawyers with unchecked power—
are our public officials least to be 
trusted. Of course, the judges 
are already simply enacting their 
political agenda; following Arkes 
might mean only that they could 
stop pretending to be enforcing 
the Constitution. 

In any event, if the canons of 
moral reasoning are the appropri-
ate basis for constitutional deci-
sion making, it would seem, at 
the very least, that we should put 
moral philosophers, not lawyers, 
on the Court. Arkes and Dwor-
kin would make a good starting 
pair, perfectly canceling each oth-
er out. When it is moral guidance 
that is wanted, after all, lawyers 
are not the first group that comes 
to mind. 

Lino A. Graglia
University of Texas at Austin 

School of Law
Austin, TX

The title of Professor Arkes’s 
essay, “The Mirage of Enumer-
ated Powers,” expresses a kind of 
contradiction in constitutional 
governance. That it is indeed an 
appropriate metaphor for to-
day’s “living constitution” should 
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concern all of us. Still, Arkes’s 
premise seems to me profoundly 
flawed.

If the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, The Federalist, Madi-
son’s Notes, and the Annals of 
the First Congress didn’t ex-
ist, maybe I could fully embrace 
the  “moral limits” argument. But 
these things and much more do 
exist to clarify the meaning and 
intent of what is written in the 
Constitution. It’s as if Arkes as-
sumes the position of the progres-
sive jurist: that the Constitution 
is an isolated document: its intent 
and interpretation begin and end, 
therefore, with what the Supreme 
Court and Congress may decide. 
The progressive jurist interprets 
using some idealistic notion of 

“fairness” in outcomes, an attribu-
tion of willful ignorance. Profes-
sor Arkes would have interpreta-
tion by the Golden Rule—much, 
much better, indeed necessary, 
but hardly sufficient.

It seems clear that nearly all of 
the founders had an unqualified 
belief in the hierarchy of rights: 
natural rights are supreme, social-
contract rights (The Bill of Rights) 
come next, and statutory rights, 
those that may follow from laws 
passed by Congress, are last. Less-
er-order rights can’t be allowed to 
nullify higher-order rights within 
the constitutional limits of feder-
al jurisdiction. Judging based on 
this rule is arguably the Supreme 
Court’s most basic responsibility 
to the republic.

The 9th and 10th Amend-
ments do mean something. The 
Constitution’s plain and simple 
language is pretty clear about 
where the federal government 
should and should not trespass 
within the social contract. The 
many benefits of federalism de-
fault to the tyranny of pure de-
mocracy when every injustice, real 
and imagined, is to be rectified by 
the national authority. Professor 
Arkes certainly makes a fine case 
for a natural-law alternative to 
progressive interpretation. Per-
haps we have strayed so far from 
constitutional governance that 
his appeal for self-restraint with-
in moral limits may be the only 
way to get the pendulum to start 

swinging back. But does he really 
believe the progressive faction 
of our Supreme Court justices 
would “get it” if they bothered to 
read his books?

He makes the case himself 
why governance based on morali-
ty properly understood is not suf-
ficient: too many with the power 
to move the pendulum simply 
won’t get it. So there must also be 
rules, “hard limits,” that even the 
ruling class must follow. The con-
stitutional limits to federal power 
have been increasingly ignored 
over the past 80 years, but they 
are not a mirage. This condition is 
so serious and fundamental that I 
just can’t accept Professor Arkes’s 
premise, even though the title of 
his essay is a fitting metaphor for 
what we see when we look at to-
day’s “living constitution.”

 
Rock Cramer

Parker, AZ

Hadley Arkes replies:

On the main points about 
limits on the reach of the govern-
ment, I am, as usual, in “heated 
agreement” with Dick Morgan. 
But I can’t quite make out what 
he is offering as an alternative 
scheme in understanding those 
limits, and so I can’t quite un-
derstand what I am “overstating.” 
Pauline Maier’s book does reveal 
the deep aversion to a “consoli-
dated” government, but noth-
ing in her pages offers us a clear 
scheme of marking those limits to 
the national government. As Dick 
knows, I argued in The Return of 
George Sutherland that the Com-
merce Clause never gave us an 
econometric model for mapping a 
modern economy, but that it did 
give us a rough, useful scheme for 
limiting the reach of the federal 
government. And so we find our-
selves saying: if the federal gov-
ernment can ban the use of guns 
near schools, it could virtually do 
anything that a local government 
can do. Right; and that kind of 
argument gets us through most of 
our days. But it doesn’t settle the 
question in any serious way. For 
at the very beginning it was un-

derstood, as part of the rationale 
for a national government, that it 
would have to be able to intervene 
in the States in order to protect 
the liberties of those faced with 
tyrannical local majorities. Think 
here of the local majorities acting 
to cancel debts in Massachusetts: 
as Madison remarked to Roger 
Sherman, there was the “necessity 
of providing more effectually for 
the security of private rights, and 
the steady dispensation of Justice. 
Interference with these were the 
evils which had more perhaps 
than anything else, produced this 
convention.”

There are powerful, prudential 
reasons for keeping government 
closer to home and discouraging 
people from an over-reliance on 
government: it is simply good to 
give people practice in taking re-
sponsibility for things within their 
reach. I think Morton Grodzins 
understood that, in place of the 
Massachusetts Bureau of Motor 
Vehicles down the road, we might 
simply have the local branch of the 
Federal Bureau of Motor Vehicles, 
and it could make little difference 
in that domain. It is not for pur-
poses of efficiency merely that we 
maintain these differences.

In Federalist #33, Alexander 
Hamilton offered two subjects 
that could never, in his judg-
ment, come within the reach of 
the national government: “Sup-
pose,” he said, “by some forced 
constructions of its authority 
(which, indeed, cannot easily be 
imagined), the Federal legislature 
should attempt to vary the law of 

descent in any State…[or] should 
undertake to abrogate a land tax 
imposed by the authority of a 
State.” He thought these would 
be the plainest violations of the 
authority confirmed to the States. 
But would Dick think he is right 
any longer? We’ve already seen 
the local laws governing inheri-
tance challenged successfully on 
grounds of discrimination based 
on gender (Reed v. Reed). And the 
challenge to taxes on real estate 
has been hovering for a long while: 
e.g., the charge of violating the 
Equal Protection of the Laws by 
creating serious disparities in the 
funding of schools by relying on 
the property tax, for richer com-
munities will have—gasp!—more 
amply funded schools. If we had 
a real-estate tax containing a co-
vert discrimination on the basis of 
race, would Dick have the slight-
est doubt that this local tax would 
become the business of a federal 
court, and through that, the busi-
ness of the federal government?

Everything will hinge, then, 
on whether the courts have been 
getting it right when they have 
been judging that certain kinds 
of discriminations are in fact un-
justified, and deeply at odds with 
the fundamental principles of 
this regime of law. I would make 
the case that the assignment of ra-
cial preferences would be at odds 
with the deep principles that bar 
discrimination based on race, and 
so I would conclude that there 
are no conditions under which 
the government could be justified 
in imposing policies of that kind. 
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Whether the judges see it that 
way is quite another matter from 
the question of whether the prin-
ciples are there—along with the 
serious moral limits they enjoin.

We are back then to the point I 
was arguing in my piece: that the 
hardest limits to the reach of the 
government come with the moral 
limits. As Hamilton put it, we 
simply meant by a limited gov-
ernment that a government was 
not free to do just anything, as an 
ordinary person, a moral agent, 
was not free to do just anything. 
What many of our friends have 
either not recognized, or refused 
to recognize, in the face of pow-
erful evidence to the contrary, is 
that there are clear moral limits, 
grounded in the laws of reason 
themselves, and which inspire 
virtually no disagreement among 
our people. There has been no 
one more obdurate in refusing 
to recognize what is so plainly 
before him in this respect, than 

my old friend Lino Graglia. May 
I say, in reciprocity, that I am an 
admirer, in turn, of Lino when 
he is not talking about this thing 
he calls “law.” But it would put in 
place points useful for the dis-
cussion with Dick Morgan and 
Lino Graglia, if I bring us back to 
those first principles of our moral 
reasoning that must be there, for 
any system of law, and that even 
lawyers seem able to understand. 

We might begin with that first 
principle offered by Thomas Reid, 
which I’ve reformulated in this 
way: that we do not hold people 
blameworthy or responsible for 
acts they were powerless to affect. 
That simple proposition would 
explain many things in our law—
e.g., the insanity defense, perhaps 
the wrong of racial discrimina-
tion (imposing adverse judgments 
on people for conditions they 
could not control). We may argue 
in different cases as to how much 
control people had, but no one can 

plausibly challenge the validity of 
the principle itself, at any time, in 
any place. It will never be plausi-
ble to convict a person of a crime 
committed before he was born, or 
an act he was utterly incapable of 
committing.

But now add slightly to the sce-
nario in this way: by the very logic 
of morals, we respect the differ-
ence between innocence and guilt. 
We think we are justified in visit-
ing punishment only on the guilty. 
And if we respect that difference 
between innocence and guilt, we 
insist on making that discrimina-
tion only in the most demanding 
way by testing real “evidence” with 
the canons of reason, not by hav-
ing a defendant run over hot coals 
or outrun a mob on the street. 
For the same reason, in principle, 
we are utterly convinced that peo-
ple accused of crimes should have 
access to the evidence and wit-
nesses against them so that they 
have the chance to rebut them. 

And why rebut them? In order to 
produce a verdict that is substan-
tively accurate, substantively just, 
in discriminating between the in-
nocent and the guilty.

Here is the upshot, for both 
Morgan and Graglia: it is en-
tirely possible that we can live by 
these principles and find many 
shortfalls of justice. Juries can 
make mistakes and even be cor-
rupted. The innocent may be 
punished, and the guilty go free. 
And yet nothing in that experi-
ence from place to place could 
possibly dislodge our conviction 
that these are the rules that must 
be in place for any system that 
purports to be a “regime of law,” 
any system that respects the dif-
ference between innocence and 
guilt. Hence the recognition: 
these rules are actually categori-
cal (that word so often invoked, 
and so little understood). They 
will be true under all conditions. 
They offer us a standard to be re-
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spected and to govern our judg-
ments, even if prosecutors and 
judges become blundering in ap-
plying them, even if our perfor-
mance under these rules does not 
accord with them perfectly. 

For Dick Morgan: I would 
submit that these hard rules do 
indeed supply the hard limits that 
must ever bear on a government 
calling itself a “limited” govern-
ment; a government that under-
stands, as any moral agent must, 
that it cannot claim a right to do a 
wrong. For Lino Graglia: do you 
really think that I’ve just “made 
up” these rules, that I found them 
only by “looking in [myself],” and 
that they are no more than subjec-
tively true, true only for the per-
son who holds them? If my friend 
can believe that, he can believe 
anything. But he is committed to 
that doctrine, precisely because 
he refuses, as he says, to credit the 
notion that there are indeed any 
truths, any canons of reason, that 
command our respect “outside 
the text of the Constitution.”

Just what principle enjoins 
us to respect the Constitution 
in that way, or the votes that in-
stalled the Constitution, he can-
not exactly say. For years he has 
simply offered us an example of 
how a conservative, in the most 
affable way, goes about absorb-
ing the premises of relativism. If 
nothing else, I would make this 
point to my friend: he has been 
arguing for years that the judges 
have been getting things wrong, 
whether they’ve claimed to look 
inside the Constitution or beyond 
it. He apparently can recognize 
himself the difference between 
reasoning that is plausible or im-
plausible, true or false. Now: does 
that distinction arise only for him, 
to be valid only for him? If so, 
why does he write books trying to 
explain the matter to the rest of 
us? He must be appealing to can-
ons of reason, valid for others as 
well as himself. If so, he accepts 
the very ground of my argument. 
And the conversation should pro-
ceed from that point forward.

But there is one bizarre im-
plication of his letter that should 
not go unremarked. Lino Graglia 
assumes that if I would have the 

judges engage the canons of rea-
son in seeking the first principles 
of judgment, I am affirming the 
supremacy and ascendance of 
unelected judges. Where has he 
been? As Lincoln argued, the po-
litical branches may be obliged to 
respect the holding of the case in 
regard to the two litigants in the 
case. But they are not obliged to 
respect the principle articulated 
in the case—and apply it to dif-
ferent cases coming under their 
hands—unless they themselves 
have been persuaded of the right-
ness of the principle. In this way 
did the Lincoln Administration 
refuse to apply the principle of the 
Dred Scott case to deny a passport 
to a black student in Boston seek-
ing to study abroad, or to deny a 
patent to a black inventor in Bos-
ton. To say that judges should be 
obliged to engage in strenuous 
reasoning is not to say that every-
one else has to stop, or that the 
judges may claim then a suprem-
acy over the political branches in 
all things.

What I’ve said here in re-
sponse to Morgan and Graglia 
would probably say essentially 
what needs to be said in response 
to Mr. Cramer, an engaging man 
I had the pleasure of meeting 
just a while ago, when we were 
announcing in Washington the 
inception of the Claremont In-
stitute’s new Center for Natural 
Law. I’m intrigued by the fact that 
Mr. Cramer writes with apparent 
innocence of the fact that he has 
already adopted my framework 
as his own. In seeking the limits 
to the Constitution he invokes 
right away the study of “the Dec-
laration of Independence, The 
Federalist, Madison’s Notes, and 
the Congressional Record for the 
First Congress.” May I point out 
to him that these sources are not 
listed in the positive law of the 
Constitution. On what basis then 
does he offer them as the stan-
dards that are both authoritative 
and true in governing our judg-
ments on the Constitution? As 
Hamilton would say, Mr. Cramer 
is evidently appealing to some 
ground “which antecedent to all 
reflection or combination, com-
mands the assent of the mind.”

He thinks it is evidently sen-
sible to look to these sources, and 
I’m simply asking him to think 
back to the standards he has used 
in making that judgment. When 
he traces his reflections back he 
will probably find, as Hamilton 
said, those “first principles upon 
which all subsequent reasonings 
must depend.” Those principles 
will be there even as we amend 
the Constitution and its institu-
tions; they will be there through 
changes in regime. I’m sorry to be 
the bearer of bad news—if indeed 
it comes as news to Mr. Cramer—
that the 9th and 10th amend-
ments have emphatically not been 
the source of clear guidance on the 
limits to the federal government, 
for reasons that should have been 
amply explained in my essay. It is 
by no means clear, from his letter, 
what precise limits he would put 
in place, even if he found them in 
the 9th and 10th Amendments or 
the other sources he mentions.

And so the final irony here: in 
the most good-natured way, Mr. 
Cramer has confirmed the title of 
my piece on the “mirage” of enu-
merated powers. He continues to 
see an image of those boundar-
ies and limits, but as I suggested 
in my piece, the closer he looks, 
and the more demandingly he 
reasons, he will find that those 
limits are just not there, where he 
sees them. What will not dissolve, 
though, are those primary truths, 
those first principles of reason, he 
is bringing into play. The satisfac-
tion may come here for him in 
recognizing that he already has 
in hand the key for which he is 
searching.

Understanding 

Moynihan

 
Steven F. Hayward’s thoughtful 
essay about Pat Moynihan seems 
to miss the point in concluding 
that he was “not up to the job of 
successfully opposing what was 
worst and most dangerous in lib-
eralism” (“Standing Pat,” Winter 
2010-Spring 2011). It is also over-
simple, in my opinion, to say that 

the label neoconservative “clearly 
fit him.” Both judgments seem, if 
I may say so, anachronistic.

Pat was a “neoconservative” 
only in the sense that he was of 
one mind with the (notably het-
erodox) group who founded the 
Public Interest in 1965. Although 
a later generation of neoconserva-
tives (some literally the children 
of the earlier group) focused on 
foreign policy, the editors of the 
Public Interest were originally 
united, not by rejection of “liber-
alism” (Daniel Bell insisted to the 
end that he was a liberal), but by 
scepticism about the efficacy of 
governmental action to effect de-
sirable social change. 

My own take on Moynihan’s 
career is that it falls into three 
phases. In the first, he was a classic 
New Dealer. (He was also greatly 
influenced by the Labour Party 
in England—where he spent 
three years—which, under Clem-
ent Attlee and his successors, was 
committed to a mixed economy.) 
He was, that is, a social democrat, 
dedicated to yoking the produc-
tive power of regulated capitalism 
to governmental action to reform 
social problems and to increase 
equality.

The second phase began, as 
Hayward seems to agree, with the 
unfair rejection of the “Moyni-
han Report,” not (as Pat himself 
seemed to believe) by “liberals,” 
but by a small coterie of Leftish 
liberals, some of them with elite 
backgrounds or credentials. This 
fed Pat’s class hostilities, and in 
particular his belief in the con-
nection between radical ideas and 
social privilege. His reaction may 
have been exaggerated and at times 
even paranoid. It may well have 
been influenced by the myths he 
encouraged about his own child-
hood, his father, and early hard 
times: there were hard times, but 
they were not as hard, or as long, 
as Pat allowed people to write. 

Certainly many of us who were 
his friends were surprised that he 
agreed to work for Richard Nix-
on, though there was some merit 
in his contention that Nixon was 
more liberal, or less illiberal, than 
many in the Kennedy circle as-
sumed. Pat’s towering anger at the 
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“Zionism is racism” resolution, so 
magnificently expressed in the 
speech reprinted with Hayward’s 
review, was all of a piece with an-
other strand in his complex per-
sonality: an intense patriotism 
that was happily combined with a 
sincere internationalism. 

Pat told me of the influence 
on him of a short story, which he 
said was by Séan O’Faoláin, of 
which the punch line was: “I’m 
not that bad a man.” An energetic 
search turning up no such story, I 
came to the conclusion that this 
was Pat’s elaborate way of telling 
me that he, too, was “not that bad 
a man.” He was not, he wanted 
me to know, a man who hated 
black people, or who abandoned 
his core beliefs. I never thought 
he did either. 

It is true, however, that, in-
tensely involved as he was in the 
worlds of active politics, journal-
ism, academia, diplomacy, and 
other windows into a rapidly 
changing world, he did—like 
John Maynard Keynes—modify 
his opinions when circumstances 
changed. It is true, for example, 
that, like many of us, he was ir-
ritated by, and given to point-
ing out the flaws in, the kind of 
shallow Establishment liberalism 
characteristic of both the Ken-
nedy and Johnson administra-
tions, which assumed that once a 
social evil had been identified, it 
could predictably be eliminated 
by the application of appropriate-
ly calibrated quantities of skilled 
manpower and cash. The way the 
Great Society turned out made 
many thoughtful liberals ques-
tion such optimistic assumptions. 

He was elected to the Senate 
with the help of a group of people 
(originally associated with Sena-
tor Henry “Scoop” Jackson of 
Washington), many of whom did 
become neoconservatives. His 
campaigning involved as little 

“grubby glad-handing” as could be 
imagined. He twice carried New 
York state by the largest margins 
in the state’s history with cam-
paigns largely run out of his wife’s 
kitchen, with minimum bud-
gets, waged essentially on NBC’s 
Today show and the New York 
Times’s op-ed page. 

It is true, as Hayward says, that 
his voting record in the Senate was 
a nearly perfect liberal one. But 
we should remember Ockham’s 
law. We do not need to contrive 
ingenious hypotheses to explain 
this fact, let alone impute it to a 
cowardly fear of the Left. Pat vot-
ed the liberal line because, both 
before and after the mid-life crisis 
over the Report, he was a liberal. 

Those who think that liber-
als are a shabby tribe of deluded, 
unpatriotic, over-privileged, and 
hypocritical millionaires may find 
this hard to believe. Those who 
understand that most American 
liberals in the 1950s were patri-
otic social democrats, who called 
themselves liberals because they 
were afraid of attack, not from 
the Left, but from the McCarthy-
ite Right, will understand that 
Moynihan’s liberalism grew out of 
his New Deal reverence for what 
he called (in his “Guiding Prin-
ciples for Federal Architecture”) 
the “dignity, enterprise, vigor and 
stability of the Federal govern-
ment.” To imagine that, because 
he went to work for Nixon for lit-
tle more than two years, he was a 
convert to conservatism, makes it 
unnecessarily hard to understand 
a very great man. To start from 
the premise that only a conserva-
tive can be a great man would be 
to misunderstand Moynihan, his 
generation, and history. 

Godfrey Hodgson
Rothermere American Institute

University of Oxford
United Kingdom 

Steven F. Hayward replies:

Godfrey Hodgson’s letter dis-
plays why his books deserve to be 
read, especially his biography of 
Moynihan, The Gentleman from 
New York, and his co-authored 
An American Melodrama, the fin-
est account of the 1968 election by 
a mile. But his letter also displays 
here and there a subtle partisan-
ship that, although worthy in many 
respects (like Moynihan’s), causes 
him to misconstrue both what I 
wrote and the issues involved. As 
such, Hodgson is avoiding a clear 

confrontation with the very same 
problems of contemporary liber-
alism that Moynihan drew back 
from openly confronting.

In fact most of my review tracks 
many of the particulars of Hodg-
son’s letter, such as the last para-
graph in which he says Ockham’s 
razor explains Moynihan’s liberal 
voting record. I think that’s pretty 
much what I said. The crux of the 
matter is whether my judgment 
of Moynihan—as substantively 
a “neoconservative” but lacking 
courage to break with what he 
clearly perceived as liberalism’s 
increasingly rotten aspects—is 

“anachronistic” and “simplistic.”
I offered these strong judg-

ments deliberately to provoke 
the very argument Hodgson 
has joined, and I’m open to the 
counterarguments that they are 
too strong or unjust to Moyni-
han. Other friends of the late 
senator have made a similar case 
to me since the review appeared; 
Moynihan simply disliked con-
servatism and most conservatives 
(as does Hodgson, I think), for 
decent reasons. But one differ-
ence is that most of Moynihan’s 
other defenders do not stick up 
for contemporary liberalism in 
the way Hodgson does.

Let’s take a couple of particu-
lars. Hodgson notes “the unfair 
rejection of the ‘Moynihan Re-
port,’ not (as Pat himself seemed 
to believe) by ‘liberals,’ but by a 
small coterie of Leftish liberals, 
some of them with elite back-
grounds or credentials.” Hodgson 
is narrowly right that the attacks 
on Moynihan emanated from 
the emerging radical or “New 
Left.” Still, it was not the unfair-
ness of the attack that is notable, 
but the way in which “Estab-
lishment liberalism” abandoned 
him to his critics, seemingly out 
of fear of offending the radical 
Left. The lack of any defense 
from other liberals was appalling. 
The White House disavowed 
Moynihan—one White House 
aide famously told a reporter, “I 
have been reliably informed that 
no such person as Daniel Pat-
rick Moynihan exists.” In other 
words, liberals were content to 
let Pat simply twist in the wind 

in the face of this scurrilous at-
tack. The courage liberals showed 
against Joe McCarthy’s targets 
went deep underground. This 
cowardice was utterly shameful, 
a moral failing of the first order 
for liberalism, and it is a dodge to 
try to lay the rap merely on the 
radicals. This pattern continued 
with the reaction to the “benign 
neglect” memo (probably leaked 
by a young staffer named Leon 
Panetta), which also saw Moyni-
han left undefended by liberals 
who surely knew better.

Is my allegation of Moynihan’s 
putative neoconservatism “anach-
ronistic”? I can agree with this 
in one sense, given that in the 
past decade neoconservatism has 
come to be identified primarily 
with a foreign policy creed. (The 
original neoconservatives such as 
Irving Kristol remained essen-
tially old liberals with no prin-
cipled objection to the welfare 
state.)  But the underlying shifts 
in American liberalism that gave 
rise to the original neoconser-
vatism have not changed and, if 
anything, continue to grow worse. 
Witness the fate of Joe Lieberman, 
another liberal with a pure liberal 
voting record, shown the door by 
his party for his divergence from 
today’s liberal orthodoxy. (Per-
fectly fair for Hodgson to point 
out that this is happening on the 
Right, too, e.g., Senator Bob Ben-
nett of Utah. It is worth discuss-
ing at length some time the sym-
metrical purities of today’s Left 
and Right in order to plumb the 
connections between them.)

Which brings me to Hodg-
son’s last paragraph, where he 
goes totally off the rails. I do 
not think my review can be con-
strued to “start from the premise 
that only a conservative can be a 
great man,” or that I think “liber-
als are a shabby tribe of deluded, 
unpatriotic, over-privileged, and 
hypocritical millionaires.” To the 
contrary, I perceive, as I think 
Moynihan perceived, that today’s 
liberals differ markedly from the 
1950s liberals Hodgson describes 
as “patriotic social democrats, 
who called themselves liberals 
because they were afraid of at-
tack, not from the Left, but from 
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the McCarthyite Right,” and 
who, like Moynihan, adhered to 
a liberalism that “grew out of his 
New Deal reverence for what he 
called…the ‘dignity, enterprise, 
vigor and stability of the Federal 
government.’” I’ll add that those 
liberals were much more strongly 
anti-Communist than today’s, 
and much less hesitant about 

“American exceptionalism” than 
Hodgson is (see his latest book, 
The Myth of American Exception-
alism). Hodgson, like Moynihan 
to some degree, allows his dis-
agreement with conservatism to 
keep him from standing up to the 
rotten boroughs of contemporary 
liberalism.

Islam’s Problems

I am most appreciative of Hil-
lel Fradkin’s review of my book 
The Closing of the Muslim Mind 
(“God of War and Will,” Win-
ter 2010-Spring 2011) because I 
greatly admire, and have learned 
from, his profound scholarship in 

a field in which I regard myself as 
a student. He speaks of my book 
as having been written in a “gen-
erous spirit” and that is how I re-
gard his thoughtful review.

Let me respond to a few issues 
that he raises. Fradkin takes me 
to task for not providing a po-
litical context for the theological 
struggles of the 8th and 9th cen-
turies. I do only glancingly refer 
to them. But to say that I “do 
not say or even ask” why those 
debates occurred under the Ab-
basid dynasty is mistaken. They 
occurred, as I try to make clear, 
because the absorption of large 
parts of the Byzantine Empire 
and the entire Sassanid Empire 
confronted Muslims with the 
claims of Greek philosophy. In 
other words, the challenge came 
from outside Islam. Fradkin sug-
gests that it is better understood 
as emanating politically from 
within the Muslim world, per-
haps in the very justification the 
Abbasids sought for their rule, as 
against the Umayyads. 

Certainly, there is an element 
of this, and I point to it, but I 

wonder if it works “backwards 
from political and moral issues 
raised by intra-Muslim wars,” 
because the discourse was en-
tirely new to Islam. The struggle 
was over whether Greek thought 
could be assimilated or not, and 
on what terms. This is not to 
deny Fradkin’s point that there 
were enormous political interests 
at stake in the answers, only that 
the questions themselves were 
not primarily political ones. Re-
gardless, the answers given were 
fraught with consequences that 
have been devastating.

In respect to his remark that 
“contemporary natural sciences 
would seem to have more in 
common formally with Asharite 
atomism than Thomistic Aristo-
telianism,” I would contend that 
modern science could not have 
arisen without Thomas’s realist 
metaphysics; and that science was 
stillborn in Islam when Asharite 
atomism—which held that natu-
ral laws do not and cannot exist—
prevailed. Aquinas provided for 
the integrity of created reality; 
the Asharites fatally undermined 

that integrity by denying cause 
and effect in the natural world, 
so that God could be the one and 
only cause. Unfortunately, even 
Ibn Khaldun fell under the influ-
ence of Asharism in his own de-
nial of causality. 

Because of what he calls the 
“essentially political-theological 
character of Islam,” Fradkin 
thinks that it is more likely that 
political reflections will lead to a 
reopening of the Muslim mind 
than “narrowly theological ones.” 
But it is, I think, precisely the in-
ability of Sunni Islam to extricate 
the theological from the political 
that is its paralyzing problem. A 
deformed theology—a God of 
pure will and power—requires a 
reformed theology. 

In any case, I think Fradkin 
and I agree on the nature of the 
challenge that is before Islam in 
achieving a synthesis of reason 
and faith, and on the enormous 
difficulty in meeting that chal-
lenge. I have simply tried to spell 
out the terms in which it would 
intellectually have to appear. If 
that effort is more likely to be 
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of modernity including modern 
natural science. But this leads me 
to reaffirm my contention that 
the emergence of modernity had 
as much to do with a theological-
political debate within Western 
Christendom as with a strictly 
theological one.

This leads me to the theolog-
ical-political issue within Islam 
and the reservations or objections 
Reilly raises. Reilly is correct that 
he and I “agree on the nature of 
the challenge that is before Islam...
and on the enormous difficulty in 
meeting that challenge.” But he 
believes that theological reflec-
tion is more likely to bear fruit 
than theological-political reflec-
tion since the “inability of Sunni 
Islam to extricate the theological 
from the political is its paralyz-
ing problem.” Moreover, he sees 
little sign today of such politi-
cal reflection—even in the Arab 
spring. Reilly is correct about 
the problem, and about the state 
of contemporary Muslim politi-
cal reflection. But if not robust it 
does still exist, whereas the theo-
logical path Reilly outlines is al-
most literally non-existent. One 
might add that, precisely if the 
theological-political problem is 
the problem—albeit a paralyzing 
one—it can only be resolved if it 
is addressed head on. Reilly’s al-
ternative seems to involve a flank-
ing maneuver—but even flanking 
maneuvers require some troops 
and at present none are avail-
able absent a possible wholesale 
departure from Muslim tradi-
tion and thought. The main, if 
not sole, entry point for modern 
Muslim reflection—weak, fruit-
less, and even feckless as it may 
be—remains a concern with 
worldly political success and glory, 
concerns which are problematic 
for Christian thought.

This is hardly surprising 
for reasons having to do with 
both the founding of Islam and 
its early development, which I 
discussed in my review. Reilly 
doesn’t disagree but thinks that 
it is also historically significant 
that “the absorption of large parts 
of the Byzantine Empire and 
the entire Sassanid Empire con-
fronted Muslims with the claims 

of Greek philosophy.” This has 
some relevance but not quite what 
Reilly seems to think. Surely the 
conquest of the Byzantine Em-
pire—though not the Sassani-
an—provided an opportunity for 
the entry of Greek thought into 
Muslim lands, but emphatically 
not early and only perhaps for 
small groups. These small groups 
initially thought Greek rhetoric, 
dialectic, and logic might be use-
ful instruments in polemics with 
Christians. In other words, politi-
cal factors remained paramount. 
This leads me back to the current 
state of affairs. Reilly believes that 
Muslims—and others—would 
profit from an extrication of the-
ology from politics or from the 
embrace of liberal democracy. So 
do I. But the main driver of mod-
ern Muslim reflection and action 
has been the traditional concern 
with political success and glory, 
coupled with the manifest experi-
ence of political failure and shame, 
including the shame of tyrannical 
rule. The so-called Arab Spring 
is the latest expression. In some 
places, especially Egypt, one of its 
components inclines to a “liberal” 
politics. But another has its roots 
in an orientation which is “illib-
eral,” and a powerful debate will 
no doubt ensue. 

Given Muslim sensibilities 
each will claim—each will want 
to claim—that it offers a “solu-
tion” to Muslim political failure. 

“Liberals” may point to the mani-
fest worldly success of liberal de-
mocracy. But for the same reason 
and given Muslim tradition, a 
key term of that debate may be 

“ justice,” the dominant criterion 
of traditional Muslim political 
discourse. The Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood has already staked 
such a claim by naming its new 
party the Justice and Freedom 
party. No doubt their rivals will 
have to respond in these terms as 
well. Which of these tendencies 
will prevail remains a very open 
question. But at all events the 
debate will operate in a “politi-
cal medium” broadly understood. 
But if the debate lasts long enough 
it may lead to a serious reconsid-
eration of early Muslim politics 
and thought and an authentically 

Muslim recovery of the issue of 
freedom and, ultimately, its theo-
logical implications. Muslims 
may then see the great need for 

“theological reform” and pursue it 
with vigor. In that event, people 
would—and I very much hope 
may—profit from Reilly’s reflec-
tions on the subject.

American 
Citizenship

Angelo Codevilla is exact-
ly right that “true citizenship” 
means that immigrants become, 
in Lincoln’s words, “blood of the 
blood and the flesh of the flesh” 
with the American Founders 
(“Our Borders, Ourselves,” Win-
ter 2010-Spring 2011). As a long 
time admirer of Codevilla’s tren-
chant writing on American elites, 
however, I am puzzled by a bi-
zarre undercurrent in his work: 
when examining U.S.-Mexican 
relations, the astute analyst be-
comes a starry-eyed utopian, giv-
en to blaming America first. 

Official Mexican policy con-
siders people of Mexican descent 
(including American citizens), as 

“Mexicans who live north of the 
border.” The “conservative” Mexi-
can government today maintains 
that citizenship is based on race or 
ethnicity, a view entirely at odds 
with the sentiments expressed by 
Lincoln in his “flesh of the flesh” 
speech. 

Mexican policy expresses con-
tempt for the oath new citizens 
take to the U.S. Constitution (of-
ficially called the Oath of Renun-
ciation and Allegiance), in which 
they formally renounce previous 
allegiance to their birth coun-
try. Furthermore, it is at odds 
with American national inter-
ests in patriotically assimilating 
newcomers into our republic. As 
a student of regimes, Codevilla 
should recognize the centrality of 
exclusive political loyalty for an 
immigrant-friendly, multiethnic 
democracy such as ours. 

A newcomer who has taken the 
oath has left his previous people 
(in a political sense) and become 
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inspired by political reflection, 
as Fradkin believes, there is un-
fortunately little sign of such a 
reflection yet—even in the Arab 
spring. If anyone spots it com-
ing, however, it will no doubt be 
Fradkin himself in his diligent 
work on intellectual trends in the 
Islamic world. 

 
Robert R. Reilly

Vienna, VA

Hillel Fradkin replies:

Let me begin by expressing my 
appreciation for the graciousness 
and thoughtfulness of Robert 
Reilly’s response to my review of 
his book. It almost goes without 
saying that I cannot here respond 
adequately, especially to his views 
regarding the role of Thomistic 
philosophy in the birth of modern 
science, not to mention the pres-
ent and developed character of 
natural science. As I indicated in 
my review, I regard this as a most 
complicated subject involving—
as I may add now—veritable 
paradoxes in the character of con-
temporary natural science, and 
especially physics, complications 
which do not lend themselves to 
the discussion possible here. But 
I might note that Thomas’s great 
intellectual enterprise contrib-
uted not only “realist metaphysics” 
but the elaboration of natural law. 
One may readily say that the dis-
cussion and debate about natural 
law was crucial to the emergence 
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a direct descendant of the Found-
ing Fathers. He should not be 
voting in Mexico. It is no doubt 
true that American elites are 
mainly responsible for weakening 
assimilation. But this does not 
mean that Mexican challenges to 
our citizenship principles should 
go unanswered. 

If Codevilla is serious about 
citizenship and assimilation, will 
he oppose both Mexican and 
American elites, and join those 
of us who seek to: (1) end im-
migrant dual citizenship voting 
in foreign countries, (2) cut off 
federal funds for schools that 
use Mexican curricula to teach 
American students, (3) cut off 
federal funds for bilingual and 
multicultural education, (4) 
eliminate all multilingual ballots 
in the U.S., and (5) expel those 
Mexican consuls (there are many) 
who are interfering in American 
domestic politics? 

John Fonte
Hudson Institute
Washington, D.C.

Angelo M. Codevilla replies:

Since I have always agreed 
with John Fonte’s five points, I 
don’t understand how he can see 

“a bizzarre undercurrent” of star-
ry-eyed utopianism in my writing.

Teaching in Mexico, I devel-
oped contempt for its traditional 
(PRI) ruling class—corrupt par-
asites on their people, who sub-
stitute anti-Americanism for pa-
triotism. The better folks among 
Mexico’s elites have steep moun-
tains to climb. I’m afraid that if 
the PRI “dinosaurs” take over 
again, as seems likely, they may 
well contribute to unprecedent-
ed challenges to our domestic 
politics. But those challenges are 
rooted here in America, specifi-
cally in the Democratic Party.

The Democratic Party’s grand 
scheme has been to lure Hispan-
ics in general and Mexicans in 
particular to vote Democrat, us-
ing as bait welfare-state services 
and racist propaganda. Were the 
Mexican government to campaign 
to induce Mexican-Americans 

to vote Democrat, that scheme 
would receive a powerful boost 
and would poison American poli-
tics as never before. 

Mexico regards its citizens who 
live in the U.S. as forever Mexican 
because the sacrifices they make 
on their families’ behalf make 
them national heroes. That is 
their business. Ours is to insist on 
our understanding of citizenship: 
exclusive political loyalty. This we 
have not done, and are in danger 
of abandoning totally. 

Theodore Roosevelt was right: 
the notion that any man can 
love two countries equally is like 
claiming he can love two wives 
equally. Congress should legislate 
an end to dual citizenship and 
dual passports, and ban voting in 
foreign elections. Although there 
can be no bar to anyone in Amer-
ica studying what he likes (think 
of the networks of French, Chi-
nese, and Hebrew private schools) 
there is no reason why the public’s 
money should be spent to educate 
Americans in anything other than 
American curricula.

My opposition to so-called 
multicultural education is also 
personal: when I arrived in junior 
high school not speaking a word 
of English, any opportunity to 
use Italian would have been ir-
resistible and would have kept me 
from mastering English as I did. 
Total immersion, sink or swim, 
is hard but best. English is the 
United States’s common currency. 
To print ballots in any other lan-
guage is to acknowledge that the 
privilege of voting has been given 
to persons who cannot under-
stand what is at stake in elections. 
Such people are cannon fodder for 
political machines. Hence multi-
lingual ballots mock democracy. I 
am not aware of Mexican consuls 
who interfere in American poli-
tics, but any consul of any nation 
who does such things defines “per-
sona non grata.”

Our general reluctance to 
uphold our own standards is a 
serious enough problem. Much 
more subversive of American 
politics would be the Democratic 
Party and the Mexican PRI join-
ing forces to turn our growing 
Hispanic population into an ag-

grieved group, as a way of enhanc-
ing the two parties’ own domestic 
political fortunes. 

True Friendship

This message is written to 
Professor Schaub in friendship, 
though she and I have never met.  

In her essay, she lays a great 
many social calamities at the 
feet of Facebook (“Unfriending 
Friendship,” Winter 2010-Spring 
2011). She charges that today’s 
friendship is “primarily a route 
to narcissistic self-display and ab-
sorption in the moody minutiae 
of daily life.” There is something 
to be said for that, but it leaves out 
an awful lot. Here is just an ex-
ample from a week on Facebook: 
new mothers who post photos of 
their newborns, engaged couples 
who celebrate a marriage soon-
to-come, friends—the real sort—
who celebrate the accomplish-
ments of one another or share, 
from afar, each other’s misery. 

Schaub’s critique is the same 
sort of argument we heard against 
the telegraph, the telephone, and 
television—anything that ren-
dered that which is far, close and 
almost intimate. To be sure, this 
intimacy often appears not quite 
the genuine article, though it’s not 
as cheap as Shaub would have us 
believe. She is right to say that this 
is a problem as old as the Greeks—
something Mark Zuckerberg, Fa-
cebook’s founder, should know 
well.  He attended Phillips Exeter 
Academy where he won awards for 
his study of the classics. The an-
cient Greeks knew no division be-
tween private and civic life, and the 
modern division between real life 
and a virtual one is something that 
Zuckerberg decries. He thinks 
that in order to be “authentic,” we 
ought to be the same person in all 
aspects of our life.

Of course “real life” is not digi-
tal life, and we do not live in the 
Greek polis. We live in a globalized 
world, where thanks to circum-
stance or happenstance, we find 
ourselves spread about the globe. 

Facebook allows us to keep in 
touch and even if  we cannot touch 

what we have lost, our friends—
imaginary though they might 
be—can, at times, be touching.

Charles Johnson
New York, NY

Diana Schaub replies:

I thank Charles Johnson for 
his friendly reply. He is at pains 
to point out the benefits of Face-
book. I don’t doubt that there are 
some but, as he himself admits, 
the intimacy on offer through 
social networks “often appears 
not quite the genuine article.” 
He seems to suggest that we just 
have to make the best of living in 

“a globalized world” with what-
ever simulacra of nearness we 
can find. I prefer to hold out as 
long as I can for the genuine ar-
ticle. To the extent that we must 
accept mediated contact with 
others, it is worthwhile to weigh 
the effects of the various forms 
of media and choose those that 
are least distorting.
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Before authorities could arraign 
Jared Loughner on criminal charges for 
shooting Representative Gabrielle Gif-

fords and 18 other people, six fatally, liberal 
journalists had already delivered a guilty ver-
dict on the political charges. There’s no place 
in a democracy for “eliminationist” rhetoric, 
Paul Krugman of the New York Times wrote 
the day after the Tucson attacks. Its “satura-
tion of our political discourse—and especially 
our airwaves” lies behind a “rising tide of vio-
lence.” The “toxic rhetoric,” he contended, is 
coming “overwhelmingly, from the right,” and 
has acquired strength and legitimacy because 

“the purveyors of hate have been treated with 
respect, even deference, by the G.O.P. estab-
lishment.” 

George Packer of the New Yorker reached 
the same conclusion. For the past two years, 
he wrote, “many conservative leaders, activ-
ists, and media figures” have done “everything 
possible to turn [their political opponents] 
into enemies of the country and cast them 
out beyond the pale.” The core problem, again, 
is that the “relentlessly hostile rhetoric…has 
gone almost entirely uncriticized by Republi-
can leaders.”

Conservatives objected that many zealots 
on the Left had behaved as irresponsibly as 
those on the Right, without receiving so much 
as a speeding ticket from the rhetoric police. 
Two days after the Tucson shootings a former 

Democratic congressman from Pennsylva-
nia, Paul Kanjorski, wrote a New York Times 
op-ed urging “all Americans to create an at-
mosphere of civility and respect in which po-
litical discourse can flow freely, without fear 
of violent confrontation.” It turned out that 
Kanjorski, three months prior to this appeal, 
had called Florida’s Republican gubernatorial 
candidate, Rick Scott, a “damn crook” and 
told a reporter Floridians should, “Put him 
against the wall and shoot him.” The atmo-
sphere of civility and respect during George 
W. Bush’s presidency was such that New 
York’s comptroller, Alan Hevesi, could deliver 
a college commencement address praising a 
fellow New York Democrat, Senator Charles 
Schumer, as someone who would “put a bul-
let between the president’s eyes if he could get 
away with it.”

Liberal writers insisted the excesses on 
the Left were nothing more than random 
incidents, while those on the Right formed 
a sinister pattern. “In fact,” Packer declared, 

“there is no balance—none whatsoever.” Con-
servatives alone are guilty of sins that include 
making “the rhetoric of armed revolt against 
an oppressive tyranny the guiding spirit of its 
grassroots movement,” and filling “the AM 
waves with rage and incendiary falsehoods.” 

This reaction to the Tucson shooting was 
consistent because it was well prepared: liber-
als had been warning about the Right’s dis-

course since Barack Obama was elected presi-
dent. In April 2010, for example, Newsweek ’s 
Ellis Cose condemned conservative rhetoric 
by putting it in historical perspective. Rep-
resentative Barney Frank, a Massachusetts 
Democrat, told him that to find American 
political speech as raw as that employed by 
modern conservatives, “I think you have to go 
back to the ’60s, early ’70s.”

The crazy talk then, [Frank] noted, was 
from the radical left, the likes of [Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society]. But 
at least in that era, respectable liberals 
denounced the radical fringe. Now the 
Republican establishment quietly ac-
quiesces. And the right-wing media egg 
it on.

Which respectable liberals, and which de-
nunciations, were Cose and Frank referring 
to? The article didn’t elaborate, and inquiries 
to Cose and Congressman Frank’s press office 
elicited no replies.

Having it Both Ways

More than debating points about 
who started what and who behaved 
worse are at stake. Throughout the 

20th century many politicians and scholars 
considered the ideological heterogeneity of 
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America’s two main political parties both of-
fensive and absurd. Franklin Roosevelt tried 
and failed to purge conservative Democratic 
incumbents in 1938’s primary elections, hop-
ing to replace them with ardent New Deal-
ers. In 1950 the American Political Science 
Association’s Committee on Political Parties 
issued a widely discussed report, “Toward 
a More Responsible Two-Party System.” It 
called for parties that “provide the electorate 
with a proper range of choice between alter-
natives of action.” Doing so will help voters 

“keep the parties apart,” and help politicians 
“consolidate public attitudes” toward distinct 
“work plans of government.”

The central feature of the FDR and APSA 
vision has now been realized: ideological over-
lap between our two major political parties 
has dwindled to nothing. The rankings by the 
Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), for 
example, showed that the most conservative 
Democrat in the U.S. Senate in 2010, Ben 
Nelson of Nebraska, was more liberal than 
the two most liberal Republicans, Susan Col-
lins and Olympia Snowe of Maine. As recent-
ly as 1994, the second year of another newly 
elected Democratic president’s term, the two 
most liberal Republican senators, Jim Jeffords 
of Vermont and Mark Hatfield of Oregon, 
ranked higher on the ADA scorecard than 20 
of the 56 Democratic senators.

For better or worse, then, we have arrived 
at a clear dichotomy between a liberal party 
and a conservative one. Historical, regional, or 
ethnic factors have been subordinated to ideo-
logical commitments as the basis for partisan 
affiliation. A two-party system in a nation as 
big and diverse as modern America neces-
sarily means, however, that these parties are 
still going to be coalitions. Thus, the Senate 
Democrats range from Ben Nelson to sena-
tors who received perfect scores from ADA in 
2010, such as Tom Harkin of Iowa and Pat-
rick Leahy of Vermont, while the Republican 
coalition included Collins and Snowe as well 
as James Inhofe of Oklahoma and James De-
Mint of South Carolina, who receive very low 
marks from ADA and very high ones from 
its counterpart, the American Conservative 
Union. 

There is, however, an important asymme-
try between the two parties, according to the 
arguments made by Krugman, Packer, and 
other writers and politicians after Tucson: 
the Democrats are a Center-Left coalition, in 
which the large majority committed to sub-
stantive incrementalism and democratic at-
titudes and processes marginalizes the small 
minority of extremists. The Republicans, it is 
alleged, are a Right-Center one, in which rad-
icals who demand dramatic policy changes 

and have no scruples about asserting that lib-
erals constitute a disloyal opposition call the 
shots and dominate the shrinking number of 
centrists. 

Moreover, according to the argument made 
by Cose and the many people who agree with 
him, this difference between liberalism and 
conservatism is long-standing and fundamen-
tal. The test that conservatives are now fail-
ing, by acceding to Tea Party and talk-radio 
extremists, is one that liberals passed. We are 
told that when, 40 years ago, radical leftists 
resorted to violent words and deeds to protest 
the Vietnam War, institutionalized racism, 
and the wickedness of “Amerika” in general—
respectable liberals met the challenge, and 
did what decency and democracy require by 
sternly rebuking the zealots.

Did they? The record is more interesting 
and equivocal than Cose suggests. It shows 
that neither then, when it would have count-
ed, nor later, when it would have clarified, did 
most mainstream liberals offer up anything 
as direct and definitive as a stern, unqualified 
denunciation of the New Left, black national-
ists, or other activists inspired by them. The 
more common response was to try to have 
it both ways, to suggest that the radicals be-
haved regrettably, at worst, but that the social 
evils they opposed explained and to some de-
gree justified their conduct. As the years went 
by, having it both ways meant that this am-
bivalent response to the radical fringe would 
be collectively remembered as having been a 
principled, unyielding one.

Back to the ’60s 

Consider the protests that shut 
down many American colleges in the 
late 1960s. In one of the most noto-

rious episodes students belonging to Cornell 
University’s Afro-American Society (AAS), 
armed with loaded rifles, occupied the stu-
dent union building in April 1969, protesting 
campus disciplinary procedures and the fund-
ing and governance of a new black studies pro-
gram. University administrators negotiated 
an end to the takeover, promising amnesty 
to the students who were in the building and 
nullification of previous rulings against some 
AAS members by the campus judicial system.

When the faculty refused to ratify the set-
tlement because its leniency towards the stu-
dents had been compelled at gunpoint, one of 
the AAS leaders who had been among those 
who exited the student union with a firearm 
held defiantly high gave an interview to an 
Ithaca radio station. That student, Thomas 
Jones, set the gold standard for elimination-
ist rhetoric, naming four administrators and 

three faculty members as racists, saying of 
each, “And as racists they will be dealt with.” 
He went on to say, “Before this is over James 
Perkins [the university president], Allan Sin-
dler, and Clinton Rossiter [political science 
professors] are going to die in the gutter like 
dogs.”

When the interviewer asked if there was 
anything Cornell could do, Jones replied, “I 
would suggest that the faculty have an emer-
gency meeting tonight and, if they can do so 
by nine o’clock, nullify this decision. After 
nine o’clock it’s going to be too late…. Cornell 
University has three hours to live.”

Cornell missed Jones’s deadline by a few 
hours, but otherwise complied with his de-
mands. Between the broadcast threats and 
the possibility other students would take over 
other campus buildings, the faculty capitulat-
ed, reversing its earlier decision and ratifying 
the administration’s original deal with AAS. 
Within six weeks unfavorable publicity about 
the crisis at Cornell, and some professors’ in-
sistence that academic freedom there had be-
come a farce, caused the president to resign.

Did respectable liberals denounce Cornell’s 
radical fringe? Some did at first, but quickly 
came to their senses. Two days after the rifle-
toting students left the Cornell student union 
in triumph, a New York Times editorial called 
their action “an intolerable display of coer-
cion.” “If agreements extorted under duress 
are to be honored by campus authorities,” the 
Times warned, “the American university is 
embarked on a course of self-destruction, not 
self-government.”

By the time the Cornell drama had played 
out, however, the Times editorial page had 
taken a decidedly neutral stand. The resigna-
tion of President Perkins, it declared, was “a 
triumph for extremists of all varieties.” This 

“tragic” result was caused by his efforts to 
avert a “disaster” brought on “by militancy on 
the one hand and insensitivity on the other.” 
The editorial circumspectly noted the “com-
promises in disciplinary procedures,” which 
Cornell’s “administration, perhaps mistak-
enly, felt it necessary to make in order to avert 
open warfare.” In other words, the Times had 
retreated in a matter of weeks from saying 
that agreements extorted under duress would 
destroy the American university to the new 
position that honoring such an agreement 
might have been inadvisable—but then again 
it might not. 

Only “blindness to the lessons of history,” 
the Times had asserted at the start of the crisis, 
could account for the failure to perceive the fun-
damental similarity between the armed Cor-
nell militants and “ jackbooted students with 
daggers and sidearms” who trampled academic 
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freedom at German universities in the 1930s. 
Within weeks, however, the paper had reverted 
to the comfortable, familiar position of careful-
ly calibrated moral equivalence, lamenting that 
Perkins, a “genuine liberal,” was “trapped in a 
crossfire…sniped at by radicals and conserva-
tives among faculty and students alike.” 

The New Republic sped immediately to the 
equivocal position that the Times needed some 
weeks to fashion. Yes, the magazine allowed 
archly in an unsigned editorial, “One may say 
that sacred canons and immortal institutions 
are being undermined,” and that harsh words 
like “appeasement” and “capitulation” fairly de-
scribe the Cornell administration’s response to 
the campus militants. A more cheerful inter-
pretation was at least equally plausible, however. 
Perhaps an incident like Cornell’s is “a creative 
development in our democratic experiment, 
one characterized by sharp collisions, and in 
which contending interests test themselves and 
each other, discovering in the process what can 
be done to reconcile their differences.”

After all, the editorial continued, “the 
black students at Cornell, or at least some 
of them, had their reasons for thinking they 
might need to defend themselves against vio-
lent attack.” Moreover, their motivation was 

“not so much a demand for a larger piece of the 
pie, as a hand on the knife that cuts the pie.” 
Since blacks “are fed up being a servant class,” 
it is only natural for them to “want the self-
knowledge that they have won more authority, 
not through the charitable beneficence of the 
whites, but through their own militance.”

The New York Times columnist Tom Wick-
er was more solicitous of the student militants 
than either the New Republic or his own pa-
per’s editorialists. Wicker’s column right after 
the takeover of the student union contended 
that the incident demonstrated “a final be-
lief on the part of blacks that they must arm 
themselves in order to improve their lot—
perhaps even to survive—in America.” That 
belief might be mistaken, Wicker argued, but 

“if blacks think the situation is hopeless, then 
it might as well be so.” In his view, the Cornell 
upheaval proved it was urgent “to make clear 
and unmistakable, to blacks as well as whites, 
an imperative national commitment to bridge 
this dark and yawning gulf that divides and 
threatens us.” Setting up a framework that 
ruled out the possibility of ever criticizing any 
political acts by any disaffected blacks, Wick-
er concluded, “If that commitment exists, not 
enough blacks can believe it. And the burden 
of proof is not on them.”

Wicker never abandoned this doleful view 
of American race relations. In 1992, as he re-
tired from the Times, he told the paper’s in-
terviewer that “fear and animosity” between 

the races was greater than at the time of the 
Brown school desegregation decision in 1954. 
“In the approach to legal segregation and dis-
crimination problems, we’ve done rather well. 
In the greater problem of reconciling people 
and causing them to live peacefully together 
and to accord respect to each other, we’ve not 
done so well.”

The Chain of History 

It’s worth mentioning in this connec-
tion that Thomas Jones, the black under-
graduate who led the effort to cleanse Cor-

nell’s racism, by blood if necessary, somehow 
managed to flourish in a bigoted society. He 
stayed at Cornell to complete his bachelor’s 
degree and then a master’s degree in regional 
planning, before earning an MBA from Bos-
ton University. Jones feared, however, that the 
legacy of 1969 had made him a “marked man” 
with no future, as he told the Wall Street Jour-
nal in 1997. 

actions. No such contrition was demanded 
from Jones, either by the businesses he 
worked for or Cornell. Rather, the student 
union takeover had been an event “that made 
that chain of history that led directly to Ba-
rack Obama being elected,” Jones told the 
Cornell student paper in 2009. Did the take-
over compromise academic freedom at Cor-
nell? He didn’t see what the one thing had to 
do with the other:

I’m not quite sure what the direct threat 
to academic freedom would have been 
because there was nothing in the take-
over that was directed at any specific 
threat to any professor or any specific 
textbook or any specific teaching. It was 
more about what wasn’t being taught.... 
I’m not quite clear how trying to get new 
information, new subject matter into 
use, abridges anyone’s academic free-
dom.... We were simply saying that the 
full story needs to be told and Cornell is 
not telling the full story.

When asked if he had any regrets about his 
actions 40 years earlier, Jones had a carefully 
limited answer:

My only regret is the personal toll. I 
regret those black students who didn’t 
finish their degrees. And I regret those 
professors who quit in anger. And I re-
gret Pres. Perkins losing his job, losing 
the presidency. But I don’t regret being 
one of those who stood up for the fight 
that we fought that we thought we had 
to engage in.... The only place I ever 
achieved the real selfless satisfaction of 
being part of something so much bigger 
than me was at Cornell. So I don’t have 
any regrets about that.

The unapologetic apology, expressing atmo-
spheric remorse while taking pride in specific 
deeds that were necessary and laudable, has 
become the dominant retrospective mode for 
graying radicals. “I don’t regret setting bombs,” 
the former Weather Underground leader Bill 
Ayers said in a story the New York Times hap-
pened to run on September 11, 2001. “I feel 
we didn’t do enough.” After the day’s slaughter 
of nearly 3,000 Americans by fanatics made it 
hard for some readers to appreciate the nobili-
ty of the actions Ayers had once taken and still 
defended, he tried to clarify things in a letter 
to the editor. “I had a thousand regrets,” it said, 

“but no regrets for opposing the war [in Viet-
nam] with every ounce of my strength.” Yes, he 
allowed, he had made “complex, sometimes ex-
treme and despairing choices…in those terri-

He was marked only to glide from one 
triumph to the next, however, going to work 
for the accounting firm Arthur Young, then 
switching to the John Hancock insurance 
company, where he rose to become senior vice 
president and treasurer. After seven years 
Jones left Hancock for the Teachers Insur-
ance and Annuity Association College Re-
tirement Equities Fund, becoming its presi-
dent and CEO in 1993, which was also the 
year he joined the board of…Cornell Univer-
sity. Upon becoming a trustee he endowed the 
school’s James A. Perkins Prize for Interracial 
Understanding and Harmony, named in hon-
or of the white college president he had threat-
ened to murder.

If you saw a headline about a former lead-
er of Operation Rescue joining the board of 
Planned Parenthood, you would expect the 
accompanying article to be about the renun-
ciation of his prior anti-abortion beliefs and 

Liberals weren’t guilty 
of moral cowardice, 
exactly, since they 

didn’t compromise or 
abandon their beliefs. 

They just revealed that 
they never really be-
lieved their beliefs.
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ble times,” but all things considered, he and his 
comrades had shown “remarkable restraint.”

Ayers became an issue during the 2008 pres-
idential campaign, as people argued over the 
nature of his association with Barack Obama. 
Some respectable liberals did denounce him 
and what he stood for. They did so, however, 
on the narrow, self-serving grounds that ex-
treme leftists had embarrassed less-extreme 
leftists. Ayers and the Weather Underground 

“did real harm,” according to Michael Kins-
ley. “Their victims were liberals: the millions 
of people who…opposed the Vietnam War 
but didn’t hate their country.” As Katha Pol-
litt wrote in the Nation, “I wish Ayers would 
make a real apology for the harm he did to 
the antiwar movement and the left.... I’d like 
him to say he’s sorry…he helped Nixon make 
the antiwar movement look like the enemy of 
ordinary people.”

You can imagine, wrote Kinsley, “how in-
furiating it was to the organizers of the big 
marches on Washington—struggling to keep 
them peaceful—that there were people of 
the left effectively in cahoots with the Nixon 
Administration, determined to undermine 
all those efforts.” Recalling his work in the 
tamer precincts of the anti-war movement, 
Princeton political scientist Michael Walzer 
lamented in 2008, “Too many leftists in those 
years believed in the maxim of ‘No enemies 
to the left!’” Walzer’s wing of the movement 

“didn’t spell America with a ‘k’ and we didn’t 
wave Viet Cong flags, but some of our allies 
did, and we never figured out how to distance 
ourselves from them.” 

We Get What We Want 

But what was there, exactly, to fig-
ure out? The generation that came up 
with the slogan “Do it!” could have 

grasped, had it cared to, that the way to re-
buke haters and crazies who called for the 
murder of college presidents and the victory 
of the Viet Cong…was to rebuke haters and 
crazies who called for the murder of college 
presidents and the victory of the Viet Cong. 
If respectable liberals had emphatically de-
nounced the radical fringe, insisting that their 
violent rhetoric and actions were idiotic, odi-
ous, and indefensible, the citizens to whom 
the liberals were trying to appeal would have 
been able to make the necessary, un-esoteric 
distinctions.

Instead of condemnation, respectable liber-
als offered commiseration. The week after the 
Cornell crisis Tom Wicker wrote a column 
about campus protests in general. He took 
note of the opinion, expressed by the president 
of Harvard, Nathan Pusey, that “disruption 

and coercion have absolutely no place” in “the 
free and open university where the governing 
considerations must be reason and civility.” 
Wicker did so, however, only to refute Pusey 
and vindicate the disruptive and even coer-
cive students who believe “‘reason and civility’ 
merely cloak hypocrisy and cynicism.”

Student rhetoric suggests, for instance, 
how profoundly student movements 
have been affected by the undeclared 
and what many regard as an “immoral” 
war in Vietnam, and by the struggle for 
racial equality in America. In both cases, 
strong convictions have developed that 
the democratic processes of rational de-
bate and majority voting have not worked, 
at least not well or swiftly enough. 

Why not? Students everywhere 
volubly hold to the belief that an 

“Establishment”—political, social, eco-
nomic, military—manipulates society 
for its own ends, so that the popular 
rule of the people is a myth. The war 
goes on, racism continues, poverty re-
mains, despite the familiar American 
preachments of peace, democracy, pros-
perity and the rule of reason….

[If] the war in Vietnam is “immoral” 
and unreasonable and if ROTC pro-
vides a large share of the officers to fight 
that war, how can a university dedicated 
to reason and humanity sustain ROTC? 
Who really abandoned “reason and civil-
ity,” students asked—the students who 
seized a building to protest the Harvard 
Corporation’s retention of ROTC, or 
the administrators who called in police 
to evict the protesters with what was 
widely regarded as excessive violence? 
These are the kinds of questions the 
“honest generation” is asking, and the 
kinds of questions that feed its “war on 
hypocrisy.”
 
Wicker’s argument shows that for both 

the radical fringe and its respectable liberal 
apologists, “democracy” can be reduced to a 
single imperative: We get what we want. That 
is, “The democratic processes of rational de-
bate and majority voting have not worked, at 
least not well or swiftly enough,” is another 
way of saying, We haven’t gotten what we want. 
When elected executives and legislators don’t 
move fast or far enough to halt a war, redress 
racial inequality, or fulfill any other item on 
the Left’s agenda, the government’s policy 
never gets credit for having some measure of 
democratic legitimacy. If the war in Vietnam 
wasn’t ended, or Marshall Plans for the in-
ner cities weren’t enacted, this was proof that 
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democracy had been corrupted, thwarted, or 
hijacked. There was no room in this analytical 
framework for the possibilities that: people 
with opposing views had a right to them; that 
such people might sometimes on some ques-
tions constitute a majority; and that no mat-
ter how lofty or urgent the cause, it did not 
justify political actions beyond persuading 
enough of those people to change their minds 
in order to forge a new majority with different 
preferences.

A Higher Type of Life 

American liberalism, like leftist 
movements everywhere, has had a 
complicated and often disingenuous 

understanding of democracy’s requirements. 
Liberals are, at bottom, dissatisfied with “mere 

democracy” and its prosaic institutions of 
electing or removing representatives who de-
vise and implement public policy. Democracy 
should be, should mean, something more. 

In the Progressive manifesto, The Promise 
of American Life (1909), Herbert Croly argued 
that majority rule is “merely one means to an 
extremely difficult, remote, and complicated 
end,” and that the “bestowal and the exercise 
of political and civil rights are merely a meth-
od of organization.” To be legitimate, they 
must be “used in proper subordination to the 
ultimate democratic purpose,” which is “the 
gradual creation of a higher type of individual 
and associated life.” If not so enlisted, “the ac-
tions or decisions of a majority need not have 
any binding moral and national authority.” By 
the same token, civil and political rights are 

“details” of organizing a democracy, accord-

ing to Croly, meaning that to “cleave” to them 
“as the very essence of democracy is utterly to 
pervert the principle of national democratic 
Sovereignty.” 

Similarly, John Dewey’s sympathetic bi-
ographer Alan Ryan argued that Dewey be-
lieved democracy would not have fulfilled its 
potential if it were “ just a political system in 
which governments elected by majority vote 
made such decisions as they could.” As Dewey 
wrote in 1937: 

The political and governmental phase of 
democracy is a means, the best means 
so far found, for realizing ends that lie 
in the wide domain of human relation-
ships and the development of human 
personality.

Universal suffrage, recurring elec-
tions, responsibility of those who are 
in political power to the voters, and the 
other factors of democratic government 
are means that have been found expedi-
ent for realizing democracy as the truly 
human way of living. They are not a fi-
nal end and a final value. They are to be 
judged on the basis of their contribution 
to end [sic]. 

Croly and Dewey were right to say that 
majority rule is not a sufficient condition for 
democracy. Contending that true democracy 
also requires the emergence of new modes of 
human personality and social life, as opposed 
to republican virtues and habits arduously 
wrought over long centuries, was amorphous 
and even risible, but not inherently dangerous. 
Free people could take up the theoreticians’ 
challenge to fashion a higher type of life, and 
then leave the commune or cult on their own 
when they realized the project’s inanity.

Far more ominous was Croly and Dewey’s 
clear message that majority rule and civil 
rights aren’t even necessary conditions for 
democracy. If the mundane features of mere 
democracy fail, somehow, to secure the lofty 
attributes of true democracy, whatever that 
turns out to mean, it is the former that can be 
modified or jettisoned, not the latter that must 
be clarified. It’s no surprise that by 1927 Cro-
ly, the New Republic’s first editor, empathized 
with Mussolini’s Blackshirts in the same way 
that the magazine’s later editors would suc-
cor Cornell’s black militants. Whatever the 
dangers of fascism, Croly wrote, “it has at 
any rate substituted movement for stagnation, 
purposive behavior for drifting, and visions of 
great future [sic] for collective pettiness and 
discouragement.” 

Ideas like Croly and Dewey’s proved infi-
nitely useful throughout the 20th century for 
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those seeking a democratic excuse to strangle 
democracy. Despite the material and moral 
shabbiness of life in the German Democratic 
Republic, for example, and its pervasive cyni-
cism, there were committed Communists 
who sincerely believed it really was democratic 
and republican in ways essential to the pursuit 
of true democracy, thus permitting and ulti-
mately necessitating the Stasi’s depredations.

Participatory Democracy

The students for a democratic society 
(SDS) wasn’t undemocratic in quite the 
same way as the German Democratic 

Republic, but neither was democratic in the 
ways city council elections and meetings are. 
The SDS contribution to the effort to define 
true democracy was the concept of “participa-
tory democracy.” The idea, such as it was, held 
that elected representatives, set apart from 
the citizen-electors by virtue of being elected, 
ceased to be representative. True democracy 
could not withstand the attenuation caused 
by delegating authority, and needed to be kept 
close to the citizens trying to determine the 
contours of their lives and communities. 

Paul Berman, a writer who had been an 
SDS member, argued that those invested 
in the concept of participatory democracy 

“didn’t intend to get rid of representative de-
mocracy, or to abolish the idea of leadership, 
or to do away with any of the other normal 
requisites of a functioning organization. But 
soon enough they took their idea to mean 
those very things.” 

Internally, SDS was given over to mara-
thon meetings meant to achieve unanimous 
consent on every question because, as one 
member wrote in 1965, “[M]any of us regard 
voting as undemocratic.”  One SDS chapter, 
Berman recorded in a 1987 book review, “held 
a 24-hour meeting to decide whether to take 
a day off and go to the beach.” Ultimately, he 
writes, participatory democracy “became a 
formula for demagoguery and chaos.” 

Externally, the belief that voting was un-
democratic meant that policies enacted by 
politicians who had won elections had no 
particular democratic legitimacy, especially 
if those policies were ones SDS disliked. The 
notion of participatory democracy became 
the seedbed for what Berman describes as 
SDS’s “degeneration into violence and irratio-
nality,” and its “final embrace of totalitarian 
doctrines.”

The transitive properties of the “No en-
emies to the Left” rule meant that respectable 
liberals couldn’t bring themselves to criticize 
the tame activists, who couldn’t bring them-
selves to dissociate from the fierce ones. They 

were all so disposed because the historicism 
of American progressive thought provides 
no basis for drawing lines in the sand. The 
American republic had an unfolding destiny 
rather than an essence; progressivism’s raison 
d’être was to discern and build that destiny, to 
take us beyond our “political and governmen-
tal phase of democracy,” in Dewey’s words, 
to the next, higher phase of human and so-
cial development. Thus, liberals had always 
looked to radicals for their “vision” of “secular 
transcendence,” the leftist historian Michael 
Kazin wrote in Liberalism for a New Century 
(2007), a collection of essays. Having lost 
confidence in their own technocratic vision—
justifiably, since McGeorge Bundy and Rob-
ert McNamara personified it—the liberals of 
the 1960s could find no basis to reject the idea 
that the “idealistic” young had the surer grasp 
of America’s destiny, even when the idealism 
degenerated into irrationality and violence. It 
was only years later, after Radical Fringe came 
in dead last, that those who had wagered on 
him agreed to pretend that there had been a 
mix-up at the window, and all of them had al-
ways meant to put their money on a different 
horse.

The ’60s liberals in academia, journalism, 
and politics fawned over the New Left radi-
cals who delighted in tormenting them. This 
doesn’t mean that the liberals were guilty of 
moral cowardice, exactly, since they didn’t 
compromise or abandon their beliefs. They 
just revealed that they never really believed 
their beliefs. Allan Bloom, a refugee from 
the Cornell political science faculty in 1969, 
wrote later in The Closing of the American 
Mind (1987) that the “universities gave way 
under the pressure of mass movements, and 
did so in large measure because they thought 
those movements possessed a moral truth 
superior to any the university could provide.” 
The student radicals had discovered that the 
“pompous teachers who catechized them about 
academic freedom” did not, in fact, “really be-
lieve that freedom of thought was necessarily 
a good and useful thing.” 

Students and colleagues wanted to radi-
calize and politicize the university. To 
fulminate against Bible Belt preachers 
was one thing. In the world that count-
ed for these professors, this could only 
bring approval. But to be isolated in 
the university, to be called foul names 
by their students or their colleagues, all 
for the sake of an abstract idea, was too 
much for them. 

The corollary of the principle that there can 
be no enemies to the Left is that there are no 

allies to the Right. Since respectable liberals 
couldn’t or wouldn’t criticize the radical fringe 
directly, some tried to admonish it by invoking 
the threat of a common enemy. Tom Wicker 
did so apocalyptically, warning demonstrators 
that “the inevitable reaction” to campus disor-
der will be “even greater irrationality and dis-
order, leading finally to severe repression.” The 
New Republic did so strategically, arguing in 
1969 that campus unrest at Berkeley had ac-
complished little “for blacks or whites, or for 
teaching, or for the surrounding communities.” 
What it had done was “enhance the political 
fortunes of Ronald Reagan.” Because “a grow-
ing body of opinion is appalled by what it sees 
and hears” on campuses like Cornell, “student-
baiting may become as profitable to the politi-
cian on the make as red-baiting once was.”

Such forebodings about the electoral con-
sequences of the radical fringe’s conduct were 
not groundless. The explicit slogan of George 
McGovern’s 1972 presidential campaign was 

“Come Home, America,” but its implicit mes-
sage to the factions of the American Left, 
near and far, was, “Come home; all’s forgiven.” 
The Democrats’ enmity and disarray in 1968 
had proven anew that a house divided cannot 
stand: their presidential nominee received 
42.7% of the popular vote, far lower than the 
61.1% Lyndon Johnson had won in 1964. The 
1972 Democrats went on to demonstrate that 
an asylum united can’t stand, either: George 
McGovern won 37.5% of the popular vote. 

In Divided They Fell (1996) historian Ron-
ald Radosh recounts a meeting on the eve of 
the 1972 Democratic convention between 
Senator McGovern and 300 protestors, “many 
from the Maoist Progressive Labor Party” 
and others from SDS. The good news is that 
McGovern politely refused their demand that 
he back down from his promise to wives of 
American prisoners of war in North Vietnam 
to “retain a military capability in Southeast 
Asia until the POWs were released.” Fur-
thermore, he declined to add his name to the 
protestors’ petition “calling for life imprison-
ment for police who killed blacks in the ghet-
tos.” The bad news is that McGovern chose 
to meet—at all, in public, on television, and 
respectfully—with loons whom one of his 
third-tier campaign aides should have told to 
go commit a self-regarding but anatomically 
impossible act. 

A Great Country

Mcgovern, sds, cornell—it was a 
long time ago. We’re as many years 
removed from all that as those 

figures and events were from Hoovervilles, 
speakeasies, and Lucky Lindy. “How many 
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more elections can conservatives win by cam-
paigning against Abbie Hoffman and Bobby 
Seale?” David Frum asked before the 2008 
election. Barack Obama’s victory, in spite of 
his association with Bill Ayers and the Rev-
erend Jeremiah Wright, suggests the correct 
answer is, “Zero.”

Given what they did and didn’t write on it, 
liberals are even more eager to turn the page. 
The New Yorker’s David Remnick complained 
that Bill Ayers had been “a punching bag of the 
right wing” during the 2008 election. Thom-
as Frank, author of What’s the Matter With 
Kansas? (2004), was even more incensed. He 
wrote that the disparagement of Ayers, “a man 
who poses no conceivable threat to the coun-
try” and has “nothing to do with this year’s is-
sues,” was the Republicans’ “vilest hour.” Like 
the partisans who continued to seek votes by 

“waving the bloody shirt” decades after the end 
of the Civil War, the culture warriors who re-
fight the 1960s use “the familiar demagogic 
tactic of our own time,” Frank contended, as 
conservatives try to revive Americans’ “fading 
rancor” from that era by “building monstrous 
offenses out of the tiniest slights.”

But the determination to have it both ways 
remains, and remains poisonous. Remnick, 
for example, lets stand without comment or 
challenge Ayers’s assertion that the Weather-
men “killed no one and hurt no one. Three of 
our people killed themselves.” This makes it 
sound like they committed suicide, driven to 
despair by the Vietnam War and black studies 
programs’ meager budgets. In fact, the three 
died when the bombs packed with nails they 
were preparing to deliver and detonate during 
a dance at an army base blew up in their New 
York City townhouse. Ayers puts his associ-
ates’ technical ineptitude on the credit side of 
the moral ledger, theirs and his, and Remnick 
goes along.

Frank argues that the Republicans still 
making an issue of Ayers and the 1960s in 2008 
were as fatuous and cynical as the Republicans 
who, 31 years after Appomattox, campaigned 
against Democrats by asking voters to reject 

“anarchy and repudiation.” The thing about 
cynicism, though, is that even if people don’t 
believe what they’re saying—and whether they 
do or don’t really believe it is usually impossible 
for others to know—that doesn’t mean that 
what they’re saying is wrong. There’s no way to 
make sense of the Civil War without grasping 
that the South’s repudiation of the Constitu-
tion’s authority was anarchic. As Lincoln said 
in his First Inaugural Address:

Plainly the central idea of secession is 
the essence of anarchy. A majority held 
in restraint by constitutional checks 
and limitations, and always changing 
easily with deliberate changes of popu-
lar opinions and sentiments, is the only 
true sovereign of a free people. Whoever 
rejects it does of necessity fly to anarchy 
or to despotism. 

According to the 1896 Republican cam-
paign, many Democrats, members of the par-
ty that defended slavery before 1865 and Jim 
Crow after 1877, acknowledged that seces-
sionists had lost the war but refused to con-
cede they had lost the argument. That party, 
home to those who flouted the 14th and 15th 
amendments, differed from the Democrats of 
1861 only in the belief that while laws enacted 
by a majority held in restraint by constitu-
tional limitations could be legitimately defied, 
this defiance should be carried out shrewdly 
rather than valiantly. 

Barack Obama’s Democratic Party is as 
congenial a home for the 1960s’ rebels and 
their apologists as William Jennings Bryan’s 

Democratic Party was for the 1860s’ rebels 
and theirs. It looks non-judgmentally upon 
Bill Ayers’s demand, as lethal to constitu-
tionalism as Jefferson Davis’s, that those who 
deplore a policy enacted by a democratically 
elected government may rightfully seek to 
thwart it by asserting all the prerogatives of 
revolutionaries without surrendering any of 
the rights of citizens. When the government 
dropped criminal charges against him be-
cause some of its evidence had been obtained 
by illegal wiretaps, Ayers gloated, “Guilty as 
hell, and free as a bird. It’s a great country.”

The radical fringe wanted to live outside the 
law and also inside the law. Respectable liber-
als wanted to let them. They lent a hand by 
praising the radicals with faint damns, then 
quickly changing the subject to the extenuat-
ing circumstances that rendered the fringe’s 
deeds kinda-sorta understandable, acceptable, 
and even admirable. 

Thomas Frank thunders that attacking 
Ayers at this late date is “desperate and gro-
tesque.” But if the historical dangers Ayers 
posed have receded, the political dangers of 
Ayers-ism remain. No experiment in self-
government can accommodate the rule that 
those intensely committed to their own po-
litical ideals deserve extra-democratic pow-
ers to make the laws and extra-legal opportu-
nities to break them. One way to keep hope 
alive about our experiment is to believe that 
the earnest and explicit rejection of partici-
patory totalitarianism is a stronger, more du-
rable political force than the cavalier, implicit 
acceptance of it. America, after all, really is a 
great country.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author of Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State 
(Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Conrad Black

Still Fit to Print?
Gray Lady Down: What the Decline and Fall of the New York Times Means for America, 

by William McGowan. Encounter Books, 288 pages, $25.95
 

Gray lady down is a valuable and 
rigorous book, a recitation of the 
convincing evidence of the New York 

Times’s move to a countercultural and largely 
anti-American perspective across many fields, 
and of the deliberate destruction of numerous 
barriers between opinion and reporting in fur-
therance of that objective. This is an important 
development and it is impossible to deny that it 
is happening. Still, William McGowan’s title 
and subtitle are somewhat misleading. The 
Times isn’t exactly down, and the author, a for-
mer editor of the Washington Monthly and cur-
rent media fellow at the Social Philosophy and 
Policy Center, acknowledges that although a 
great many people are disillusioned with the 
paper, it remains influential and appears at 
the moment to be in a sustainable financial 
position. Although it has declined in circula-
tion, profitability, and influence, the Times has 
not endured what could be called a fall, and 
Gray Lady Down doesn’t much explore the 
consequences to the country as a whole of the 
changes at the newspaper anyway.

The author starts from the premise that 
the Abe Rosenthal era, 1977 to 1986, was 
a “golden age.” These years came after the 
demise of the Herald Tribune and before Ru-
pert Murdoch turned the Wall Street Journal 
into a general interest full-frontal competitor, 
and before the internet severely undermined 
the newspaper industry. As executive editor 
Rosenthal did his part to capitalize on these 
advantages. He maintained the distinction 
between opinion and facts, was a patriotic 

American with a conventional family life and 
tastes, and an honest, consistent, exacting, but 
very decent professional. 

Rosenthal imposed his integrity and that 
of the publisher, Arthur O. (Punch) Sulz-
berger, on the paper, and also started bring-
ing in new specialized sections and generally 
livening the Times up. There was, McGowan 
writes, “a ‘theology’ of gravitas and objectiv-
ity” at the Times, despite what he also calls 
the “shrill liberalism of the editorial page.” 
These were under the control of Sulzberger 
cousin John Oakes, a hard-line left-liberal 
who, among other things, supported outright 
U.S. capitulation in Vietnam from early on in 
that unhappy war. The author traces the in-
exorable devolution of almost all sections and 
departments of the Times as Rosenthal gave 
way to the much more leftish Max Frankel, 
and Punch Sulzberger handed over the posi-
tion of publisher to his abrasive son, Arthur, 
Jr. (Pinch). The younger Sulzberger took over 
in 1992 and set about hiring and promoting 
minorities and encouraging aggressive advo-
cacy by them. The power and influence of the 
Times was steadily put in the hands of bellicose 
advocates who were relieved of any obligation 
to distinguish between facts and opinions.

This movement reached flood tide with 
the engagement of Howell Raines as edito-
rial page editor. As McGowan notes, “Under 
Raines, the editorial page assumed a caustic, 
take-no-prisoners tone”; as Slate commenta-
tor Timothy Noah wrote, Raines “routinely 
attempt[s] to hide simpleminded logic behind 

lapidary prose and promiscuous contempt.” 
Opinion filled the news pages, as Sulzberger 
and Frankel encouraged columnists in their 
natural habit of “injecting their politics into 
reviews…, [increased] the amount of space 
devoted to news analysis and other forms of 
explanatory journalism; and [expanded] the 
importance of popular culture in the news 
mix.” Frankel later lamented that the “di-
versity training” seminars sponsored by the 
paper were often “delivered by shameless 
charlatans.” There were increasingly frequent 
disasters of false stories and breaches of integ-
rity. In the Jayson Blair affair in 2003, a star 
reporter was shown to have fabricated and 
plagiarized scores of articles. In what would 
become a familiar pattern, young Sulzberger 
stood by Raines for a time, and then acknowl-
edging that it was “a low point in the paper’s 
152-year history,” sacked Raines and the man-
aging editor, Gerald Boyd, the highest-rank-
ing African-American in the Times’s history. 

There were many similar fiascoes, 
including the Valerie Plame affair, in 
which reporter Judith Miller, who 

published supportive pieces about the admin-
istration’s claims of WMD in Iraq, was first 
staunchly defended as she went to prison rath-
er than reveal her source, and then abandoned. 
Late night comedian David Letterman said 
that the Times’s slogan, “All the news that’s fit 
to print” had been replaced by “We make it 
up.” The Times went an astoundingly long way 
pretending that members of the Duke Univer-
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sity lacrosse team were guilty beyond doubt of 
rape—a pre-trial media lynching—and then, 
with excruciating slowness and reluctance, ac-
knowledging that there were problems with 
the case (a complete fraud by the prosecutor 
up for reelection).

There were relentless agitations against 
what was deemed the institutional racism that 
was responsible for almost all problems involv-
ing members of minorities, and against racial 
profiling, as if there were any question that 
almost all terrorist acts in America had been 
committed by people who were, and appeared 
to be, Muslims. Said one editor: “You see it 
again and again, the way the Times lumbers 
into trouble,” by giving too much unsupervised 
liberty to reporters encouraged to put their 
own ideologies into their writings. Endless 
apologies were made for African-American 
leaders David Dinkins, Al Sharpton, Jeremi-
ah Wright, and Barack Obama. The Times’s 
description of Obama’s relationship with his 
friend, the terrorist Bill Ayers, observed one 
critic, was “less an investigation than ‘an in-
oculation.’” Columnist Charles Blow, who 
routinely confects polls that may reflect the 
opinions of the Times newsroom but no one 
else, objectively described the Tea Partiers as 
driven by “rabid bigotry.” Sanctuary laws, pro-
tecting illegal immigrants in municipalities 
where their numbers conferred political in-
fluence, were ignored or mocked in the Times, 
which constantly underestimates both the 
numbers and social costs of illegal immigrants. 
Responsible conservative views of immigra-
tion control were described as “pest control,” 
and Times columnist John Tierney rhetorical-
ly asked: “Are critics of [female circumcision], 
who call it female genital mutilation, justi-
fied in trying to outlaw it, or are they guilty 
of ignorance and cultural imperialism?” The 
Times went overboard supporting the Ground 
Zero mosque construction and has down-
played every prominent Muslim terrorist or 
clerical fraud incident, such as that of Fawaz 
Damra, the militant imam of Cleveland, who 
convinced the Times he was a patriotic and 
moderate American. The Times’s enthusiasm 
for the counterculture spectacularly favored 
gays; one whose marriage was publicized in 
the Times said, “The love that dared not speak 
its name is now broadcasting.”

The Times also has made it clear that it ap-
proves of almost nothing that has been done 
under the rubric of the War on Terror. After 
Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., apologized to a univer-
sity convocation on behalf of his generation 
for leading the country into the dubious war, 
the Wall Street Journal editorialized: “A news-
paper led by someone who speaks this way to 
college seniors has as a major goal not win-
ning the war on terror but obstructing it.” The 
war in Iraq, despite the excellent reporting of 

the military correspondents, shortly became a 
pretext for a severe debunking of the U.S. ef-
fort there, as McGowan writes,

all calculated to undercut the war’s le-
gitimacy, to make the United States 
seem incompetent and morally corrupt, 
to insist that Iraq was a quagmire simi-
lar to Vietnam, and to cast “the surge” 
of 2007 as a failure long after it was an 
acknowledged success. The Times has 
given short shrift to the heroism of our 
forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, and de-
famed their character by painting them 
mostly as killers of civilians and abusers 
of prisoners.

As McGowan explains, the Times’s “ jour-
nalistic lapses, failures and blunders...stem 
from a slavish devotion to the ideology of di-
versity, along with wishful thinking, naïvete, 
double standards, social distance, elite guilt, 
intellectual dishonesty, historical shallowness, 
and old-fashioned partisanship.” This is what 
eminent conservative scholar James Piereson 
calls “punitive liberalism.” 

The Times looks through a radical-chic 
lens, [writes McGowan,] affirming mar-
ginal causes and communities.... [It] 
has embraced postmodernism with a 
vengeance, along with a deconstruc-
tionist cultural agenda that has spread 
through the paper like a computer vi-
rus.... There’s also an element of curdled 
idealism in the perception that Ameri-
can society has been ungrateful for such 
things as the role of journalists in bring-
ing down Nixon, ending the Vietnam 
War and reining in the CIA.

These accumulated aperçus of the au-
thor are sharp and perceptive, though the 
New York Times does continue to report 

fairly and intelligently wherever its prejudices 
are not engaged, especially in foreign affairs, 
business, some cultural matters, and sports. 
And though it overindulges the counterculture, 
it cannot be said that its coverage of those ar-
eas where it does so is without merit. But apart 
from being annoying and disappointing to the 
average reasonable and moderate reader, the 
paper’s attitudes make for bad corporate strate-
gy. While sniffing and looking down its nose at 
Murdoch, News Corporation, Fox News, the 
New York Post, and now the Wall Street Journal, 
the Times is steadily boxing itself into a cor-
ner of unreliable and unrepresentative readers, 
whose loyalty would be useless anyway. Young 
Sulzberger was concerned to broaden the base 
of his readership by departing beyond the con-
fines of prosperous straight white males, but in 
rubbing the nose of prosperous straight white 

males in features that most such readers would 
find dull or offensive or both, it has alienated its 
backbone readers and advertisers.

This book only lightly touches on the out-
right financial disasters of the young Sulz-
berger regime, especially the acquisition of 
the Boston Globe for $1.1 billion, which now 
has been written off entirely, the bungled 
move into a $600 million new building, and 
the pell-mell run into the arms of Mexican 
billionaire Carlos Slim, peddling him over-
expensive junk bonds. The Times seems to be 
able to expand sales outside New York and to 
retain an upscale demographic, but is losing 
ground within greater New York and circula-
tion beyond the area of interest of New York 
retail and classified advertisers is horribly ex-
pensive and unprofitable. It is facing its first 
deadly competitor in Murdoch since the cur-
rent publisher’s great-grandfather raised the 
Times up to preeminence in the New York 
quality newspaper field a hundred years ago. It 
has surrendered almost as much of the main-
stream market to Murdoch as the original tri-
opoly of television networks did to Murdoch’s 
Fox News, and the Times has little defense 
against the depredations of the internet.

Yet it remains a great franchise, and wiser 
financial and editorial management would 
bring it through. The Times is correct to as-
sail Murdoch—but because of his cynicism 
and ethics and tabloid vulgarity, not because 
of his ideology or because he is socially intol-
erant (he isn’t). The Times is correct to be a 
reform newspaper, but not in a way that stri-
dently offends the reasonable traditionalist 
majority. It should attack the broken-down 
justice system, the failing education system, 
the corruption of the special interest system. 
It does little of that and instead whines about 
the fate of largely unsympathetic figures, of-
fends its natural clientele, and suffers from 
self-inflicted wounds.

But it is illustrative of its strength that it 
hasn’t capsized completely. If the Sulzbergers 
can’t find the way forward, someone else will, 
and will adapt the newspaper to technology 
and reacquaint it with its natural fold. Under 
no scenario has it actually fallen or is it down. 
The Times is beleaguered and diminished and 
even absurd in some respects. And there is the 
immense hypocrisy of its self-righteous plea-
sure in helping to destroy the Nixon Adminis-
tration and produce a Communist Indochina 
with the massacres, the Killing Fields, and the 
Boat People. But the Times is still there, and 
the impact on the country of increased com-
petition, albeit from Murdoch, is benign.

Conrad Black is the author of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt: Champion of Freedom (Public Af-
fairs) and Richard M. Nixon: A Life in Full 
(Public Affairs).
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Book Review by R. Shep Melnick

Equality Misunderstood
Winner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made the Rich Richer—And Turned Its Back on the Middle Class, 

by Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson. Simon and Schuster, 368 pages, $27 (cloth), $15 (paper)

Winner-take-all politics is des-
tined to become an influential book. 
In his New York Times column 

Frank Rich lauded it as a “devastating indict-
ment of both parties.” The glowing blurbs on 
the book’s back cover come from a who’s who 
of liberal pundits: James Fallows, E.J. Dionne, 
Robert Kuttner, Thomas Edsall. Winner-
Take-All Politics is a well-written and engag-
ing polemic designed to get the juices flowing 
on the Left. But unlike most such books, it 
makes a serious effort to rise above invective 
and to inject evidence into contemporary po-
litical debates. Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson 
are exceptional political scientists—at Yale 
and Berkeley, respectively—as well as parti-
san Democrats. CRB readers inclined to dis-
miss their arguments out of hand should take 
a closer look. Although the book has flaws, 
careful examination of its claims can illumi-
nate the excesses and blind spots of both the 
Left and the Right.

Hacker and Pierson make three arguments. 
First, they maintain that economic inequality 
in the U.S. has increased dramatically in re-
cent decades. On this there can be little dis-
agreement. They show that since 1979 only 
those at the top have seen their income rise 
significantly: since 1979, 36% of all after-tax 

gains went to the most affluent 1% of the pop-
ulation; over 20% of those gains went to the 
top thousandth (0.1%) of the income distribu-
tion. Economic inequality in the U.S. is now 
greater than at any time since the beginning 
of the Great Depression.

Second, they argue that this trend was not 
the result of changes in the world economy, 
as the conventional wisdom holds, but rather 
the product of public policy. The book’s cen-
tral theme is, “American politics did it.” Don’t 
blame globalization or America’s failing schools 
for the decline of the middle class—blame Re-
publican policies coming out of Washington.

Third, these inequality-producing policies 
were themselves the result of a fundamental 
change in American politics that began in the 
late 1970s. During the Carter Administra-
tion an “organizational revolution” took place 

“that would transform the rules of Washing-
ton seemingly overnight.” As a result, “Ameri-
can politics came to slam closed the long era 
of shared prosperity and usher in the win-
ner-take-all economy.” So profound was this 
transformation that it put “in jeopardy” our 

“fundamental principles of free government.” 
The United States is on the verge of becoming 
an oligarchy—a fate Hacker and Pierson are 
determined to prevent. 

The authors have not produced a 300-page 
attack on the Republican Party. They also 
scorn those triangulating Democrats who 
were drawn into this corrupt, pro-business 
vortex. Lured by hedge-fund campaign con-
tributions and forced to woo centrists in order 
to collect 60 votes in the Senate, their party 
morphed into “Mark Hanna Democrats.” 
Reviving American democracy therefore re-
quires reforming the Democratic Party, which 
means moving it to the left. Their target is as 
much the Democratic Leadership Council as 
the GOP.

By far the most convincing and 
disturbing chapters of Winner-Take-
All Politics are those that describe the 

stagnation of middle-class income and the 
phenomenal increase in the wealth of those 
at the very top. Since there are many ways to 
measure inequality, it is easy to quibble with 
some parts of their analysis. For example, they 
ignore immigration. The period in which in-
equality fell substantially—1929 through the 
early 1970s— was also one of low immigra-
tion. In 1970 less than 5% of those living in 
the U.S were born abroad. Today that figure 
is over 11%. These new immigrants tend to 
be relatively unskilled, not just in compari-
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son with native-born Americans, but also in 
comparison with pre-1970 immigrants. Their 
presence not only adds a large number of low-
pay workers to the economy, but depresses 
wages for native-born Americans with few 
skills. Yet these immigrants come to America 
because they can earn far more here than in 
their country of origin. As Gary Burtless and 
Ron Haskins of the Brookings Institution 
have noted, “America’s current immigration 
policy probably reduces global inequality at 
the same time it increases inequality within 
the United States.” 

At the other end of the spectrum, allegedly 
egalitarian countries such as Sweden make 
their income distribution figures look bet-
ter by encouraging their wealthiest families 
to escape to tax havens, a move that is much 
more difficult for American billionaires. In 
his fascinating recent book The Narcissism 
of Minor Differences (2009, reviewed in the 
Spring 2010 CRB), UCLA’s Peter Baldwin 
has estimated that if we take into account the 
wealth of such tax exiles, “the overall share 
of wealth held by those in the top Swedish 
percentile” would be “twice as intense a con-
centration of wealth as is found in America.” 
This method of “reducing” inequality hardly 
seems worthy of emulation.

Nonetheless, the problem of growing in-
equality is undeniable and alarming. Toc-
queville noted that Americans profess a 

“profound scorn for the theory of permanent 
equality of goods,” but that “fortunes turn 
there with incredible rapidity and experience 
teaches that it is rare to see two generations 
collect its favors.” Polling data shows that 
Americans accept substantial inequality be-
cause they believe their children can strike it 
rich. But as Hacker and Pierson show, inter-
generational mobility has declined in the U.S. 
over the past several decades, and is now lower 
for native-born Americans than for citizens of 
many other advanced industrial democracies. 
Burtless and Haskins conclude that those 
born in the U.S. no longer “enjoy exceptional 
opportunities for upward mobility…. Particu-
larly at the bottom end of the income distribu-
tion, American institutions are less successful 
than those in other rich countries in equal-
izing the opportunities available to children.” 
For a nation that has always prided itself on 
being a land of opportunity, this development 
is profoundly disturbing.

What happened? The conventional argu-
ment focuses on the shift to a global, skill-
based economy. Our troubled educational 
system has not provided our children with the 
advanced skills they need to compete in this 

new economic world. Just as importantly, in-
creased competition and declining transaction 
costs have multiplied the rewards that flow to 
the most talented competitors, whether they 
are baseball pitchers, singers, novelists, tort 
lawyers, software engineers, or hedge fund 
managers. The title of Hacker and Pierson’s 
book alludes to Robert Frank and Phillip 
Cook’s The Winner-Take-All Society (1996), 
which develops at length this explanation for 
changes at the top of the income distribution. 
Hacker and Pierson never really refute such 
arguments, but nonetheless claim they are 
wrong. It wasn’t the economy, stupid; it was 
politics. Their central claim is that good poli-
cies could have counteracted these troubling 
economic trends, but the federal government 
refused to enact them.

Unlike most writers who pro-
mote policies to counteract grow-
ing inequality, Hacker and Pier-

son have nothing to say about the troubled 
state of American public education or about 

“The first important point to make, then, is 
that public policy is not straightforwardly re-
sponsible for the general rise in economic in-
equality in recent decades.” One of the three 
authors of this section of the report was Jacob 
Hacker. In other words, at least before 2005, 
tax policy didn’t do it.

Hacker and Pierson make two further ar-
guments about how policy changes encour-
aged inequality. The first, deregulation of the 
financial sector, has real bite. The second, on 
labor regulation, is more of a stretch. They ar-
gue, often convincingly, that excessive deregu-
lation of banking and securities trading over 
the past three decades led to the financial de-
bacle of 2008, pointing to the many warning 
signs ignored by policymakers, sometimes as 
a result of political pressures exerted by well-
connected financiers. Those who have read the 
many journalistic accounts of the events lead-
ing up to the 2008 crisis will have no trouble 
coming up with dramatic examples. It is also 
hard to deny that some people became amaz-
ingly wealthy while doing serious harm to the 
American economy. Influence peddling by 
the infamous “well-heeled interests” certainly 
contributed to this problem. 

But it was not the sole cause. Ideology 
mattered—some deregulators were like the 
boy who knew how to spell Mississippi, but 
just didn’t know when to stop. So did the 
ease with which capital can now flow from 
one country to another. So did the complex-
ity of the financial instruments created by 
Wall Street whiz kids who, it turns out, did 
not always understand what they were doing. 
So did Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, “quasi-
governmental” enterprises strongly supported 
by liberal Democrats who believed, cyni-
cally or naïvely, these were a risk-free way to 
expand home ownership. To paraphrase the 
title of one recent account, all the devils were 
there. Of course, the housing bubble has also 
wreaked havoc with financial institutions in 
many countries whose politics the authors 
implicitly praise. Creating a regulatory sys-
tem that can promote the accumulation and 
efficient allocation of capital while staying one 
step ahead of extremely clever financial man-
agers is not easy.

Hacker and Pierson also argue that ad-
ministrative rulings by the National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB) are responsible for 
the decline of the American labor movement. 
NLRB “placed few real limits on increasing-
ly vigorous antiunion activities.” They show 
that in the U.S. the unionized portion of 
the workforce has dropped steadily from the 
1960s to the present. Why NLRB would be so 

changes in family structure. They focus al-
most exclusively on taxation, financial regula-
tion, and labor relations at the national level. 
Their bête noire is the tax-cutting policy of 
the Reagan and George W. Bush adminis-
trations. While recognizing that the extent 
to which the U.S. could have increased the 
progressivity of the tax code and tax rev-
enues without dampening economic growth 
is a complex and controversial topic, I am in-
clined to agree with them that the Bush cuts 
went far beyond what was necessary to pro-
mote economic growth. 

The elephant in the room for their “politics 
did it” argument, however, is that the pre-tax 
income of those at the top ballooned during 
the period they examine. A 2005 report of 
the American Political Science Association 
noted that during the 1980s and ’90s increas-
ing inequality “appears to be largely the result 
of shifts in pre-tax and -transfer income; the 
amount by which taxes and transfers reduce 
inequality has not markedly changed, though 
it has also certainly not increased.” It added, 

Hacker and Pierson 
reject such centrism 
and triangulation. 
No Sister Souljah 
moment for them.  
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anti-union under Democratic presidents and 
Democratic Congresses remains something 
of a mystery. At times Hacker and Pierson 
accuse Democrats of abandoning unions. But 
they have hardly turned their back on public-
sector unions, whose influence has grown 
steadily over the past several decades. The au-
thors’ real complaint is that Democrats failed 
to pass legislation such as common-sites pick-
eting and card-check that would have given 
unions more weapons in labor-management 
disputes. But as the late University of Chi-
cago political scientist J. David Greenstone 
pointed out many years ago, the AFL-CIO 
was always much better at winning victories 
for its political allies (e.g. the Civil Rights 
Act and Social Security expansion) than for 
its own members. Is it so surprising that as 
private-sector unions shrank—and many of 
their members deserted the Democratic Par-
ty—they would have a hard time adding to 
their legal authority? The Economist recently 
reported that since 1979 unions’ share of 
the private sector work force has fallen from 
about 33% to 7% in America and 44% to 15% 
in Britain. In France, only 5% of the private 
sector workforce is unionized. If 13 years of 
British Labour government could not revive 
unions there, it is hard to see what NLRB 
could have done here. 

The heart of hacker and pierson’s 
policy argument is not that any par-
ticular policy caused inequality to grow, 

but rather that inequality has been the prod-
uct of “policy drift,” that is, the government’s 
failure to “master” economic change. They in-
voke Walter Lippmann’s 1914 book Drift and 
Mastery to decry “the failure of government 
to respond to new economic realities.” Part of 
the problem, they contend, is the American 
Constitution, which makes concerted action 
difficult. But unlike many of their fellow pro-
gressives, they do not call for constitutional 
change. Rather, they define the problem as 
our leaders’ “deliberate failures to act in the 
face of rapid economic and social change.” 

“Intentional inaction” is a phrase that recurs 
throughout the book.

Lippmann could perhaps be excused for 
seriously overestimating the capacity of gov-
ernment to reshape the economy. But if po-
litical science has taught us anything over the 
past 50 years (a very big “if,” I realize), it is 
that the type of governmental “mastery” that 
Lippmann, Hacker, and Pierson crave is ex-
traordinarily difficult to realize. A central 
irony of the book is that some of the most im-
portant work explaining the severe limits on 

www.beaufortbooks.com

such governmental mastery has been done by 
Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson. Both have ex-
plained why it is so difficult for governments 
to diverge from the paths they chose to go 
down decades before. No one has done more 
to help us understand such “path dependency” 
than Pierson.

It is often tempting to ignore the harsh 
constraints previous programs place on poli-
cymaking. But those who wish to achieve 

“mastery” do so at their own peril. Liberals 
have criticized the Obama Administration 
for making peace with private insurance com-
panies and for abandoning the single-payer 
system. But given the fact that we have relied 
on private insurers for decades, did the presi-
dent really have any choice but to work within 
that framework? Conservatives have attacked 
the individual mandate in Obamacare. But 
once we demand that private insurers enroll 
those with pre-existing conditions, can we 
allow the healthy to free-ride until they get 
sick? As Donald Rumsfeld might say, you go 
into the reform business with the health care 
system you have, not the one you would like 
to have.

Obviously, the fact that Republicans have 
held the presidency for 20 of the past 30 
years and at least one house of Congress for 

18 dramatically reduced the chances that the 
federal government would provide the sort of 
energetic response to economic change that 
Hacker and Pierson champion. But their em-
phasis is not on Republican electoral victories. 
One does not find here the standard liberal 
argument that Republicans have won tainted 
electoral victories by scaring people (i.e., re-
minding them that we’re living in a danger-
ous international world), by appealing to 
downwardly mobile voters who cling to their 
guns and their religion (i.e., emphasizing the 

“social” issues), by making thinly veiled racial 
appeals (i.e., opposing busing and affirmative 
action and promoting welfare reform), and by 
nominating actors who are good at reading 
their lines (i.e., Ronald Reagan, who left office 
nearly a quarter of a century ago). 

They maintain, instead, that elections are 
political “spectacles” that have less effect on 
public policy than we usually assume. Far 
more important, they claim, is the “organiza-
tional combat” that takes place between elec-
tions and often behind closed doors. And it is 
here—in the Gucci-filled lobbies of Congress 
and the vast, bewildering halls of the bureau-
cracy—that conservative victories have been 
most profound. What they describe as “the 
Unseen Revolution of the 1970s” gave busi-
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ness groups so great an organizational advan-
tage that the U.S. can no longer be described 
as a representative democracy.

A number of the arguments Hacker and 
Pierson offer to support this ambitious and de-
pressing argument have merit: as the admin-
istrative state grew, and divided government 
made legislative agreement difficult, many 
key policy decisions were made by unelected 
administrators and (to raise a topic they gen-
erally ignore) judges. In these subterranean 
battles organization and expertise matter, so 
in the late 1970s business began an organiza-
tional counterattack—significantly increasing 
its presence in Washington and gradually so-
lidifying its ties with the GOP—designed to 
scale back escalating federal regulation. Busi-
ness organizations also courted Democrats, 
some of whom urged the party to move to the 

center and avoid appearing hostile to business. 
Politicians in both parties engaged in a cam-
paign finance arms race to pay for TV ads in 
an increasingly contentious and uncertain po-
litical environment. 

While run-of-the-mill polemicists 
rely on unsubstantiated assertions 
and extreme examples, Hacker 

and Pierson often rely on high-quality politi-
cal science research. The problem is that they 
are so selective in their use of these studies. 
For example, they laud David Vogel’s Fluc-
tuating Fortunes (1989) as “one of the best 
books on the political role of business,” and 
rely on his finding that business launched 
an aggressive and often successful organiz-
ing campaign in the second half of the 1970s. 
They note in passing that Vogel viewed this 

counterattack as a response to events of the 
preceding decade, when “virtually the entire 
business community experienced a series of 
political setbacks without parallel in the post-
war period,” but ignore the fact that despite 
Reagan’s election business failed to roll back 
the health, safety, or environmental rules 
that had sparked this so-called “revolt against 
regulation.” Nor do they mention Vogel’s 
arguments that business influence proved to 
be counter-cyclical—high in bad economic 
times, low in good—or that compared to oth-
er advanced industrial democracies the U.S. 
is particularly good at representing dispersed, 
unorganized interests—precisely those that 
Hacker and Pierson claim are now ignored 
by our government. 

Similarly, they cite a “recent comprehen-
sive study” of interest-group influence by 
Frank Baumgartner, Jeffrey Berry, and their 
co-authors to buttress the claim that the poor 
and working class have few lobbyists work-
ing on their behalf. This is, like Vogel’s work, 
high-quality social science. But it, too, calls 
into question Hacker and Pierson’s basic ar-
gument about business dominance. 

Yes, business groups are more numerous 
than other types of organizations that seek 
to influence public policy, and they clearly de-
vote more resources to this task. But Baum-
gartner, Berry, et al. found “virtually no link-
age between resources and outcomes.” Their 

“surprising” finding is “that money, size, and 
prestige may be quite overrated in the lobby-
ing game.” Most important among the several 
explanations they offer for this phenomenon 
is that, as James Madison predicted, business 
groups are usually on both sides of important 
issues. In almost all the 98 issues they stud-
ied, the heterogeneity of coalitions was “strik-
ing.” Public-interest groups “were often part 
of coalitions with wealthier organizations.” 
For example, “large corporations sometimes 
worked with representatives of ethnic minori-
ties,” and  “pharmaceutical companies sought 
out patients’ rights groups or others who have 
a more favorable public image.” 

Furthermore, Baumgartner and Barry’s 
work showed that public-interest groups 
seeking to increase regulation of business 
consistently punched above their weight 
as measured by financial resources. Tufts 
political scientist Jeffrey Berry has de-
veloped this theme in several important 
studies, including The New Liberalism: 
The Rising Power of Citizen Groups (1999). 
Finally, Baumgartner, Berry, et al. discover 
one “kind of resource that does seem to mat-
ter: support of an allied government official 
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As soon as one of the 
parties gains control, it 
institutes policies that 

contribute to its rejection 
in the next election cycle. 
That’s life in a democracy 

with polarized parties. 

who is actively involved in the cause.” The 
Environmental Protection Agency, Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration, 
National Highway Traffic Safety Admin-
istration, Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, Justice Department, Social 
Security Administration, Office for Civil 
Rights, and many, many other agencies com-
mitted to defending and expanding the gov-
ernment’s role in regulating the economy and 
protecting citizens against corporate abuse, 
both real and imagined, neither disappeared 
suddenly in the late 1970s, nor acquiesced 
quietly to the wishes of Republican adminis-
trations. To ignore the political significance 
of the federal bureaucracy or assume the 
White House can easily dominate it, is to 
overlook one of the most important changes 
in American politics of the past half-century.

To be sure, Hacker and Pierson describe a 
number of instances in which lower-level ad-
ministrative action was used to water down 
or undermine policies they consider progres-
sive. Many important policy battles have 
been waged in the administrative and judi-
cial arenas over the past 30 years, and busi-
ness groups have won more than a few. But 
their claim that the overwhelming majority 
of such disputes have been won by business 
or conservatives flies in the face of the ex-
tensive political science research Hacker and 
Pierson themselves invoke. 

For example, they tell the story of the Bu-
shAdministration’s ultimately unsuccessful 
efforts to reduce demands on major sources of 
air pollution through the rulemaking process 
without mentioning that it was a response to 
the Clinton Administration’s prior effort to 
increase regulation of polluters through the 
very same process. Nor do they point out 
that the Obama Administration is current-
ly writing regulations to limit emissions of 
greenhouse gases, perhaps the largest regula-
tory initiative in American history to proceed 
without legislative authorization. EPA is do-
ing this because the Supreme Court ordered 
it to do so. A great deal of business’s political 
energy is devoted to playing defense—stop-
ping initiatives of administrative agencies, 
courts, and state and local governments. The 
fact that such responses are necessary argues 
that business is far from the juggernaut that 
Hacker and Pierson portray.

Nothing infuriates them more than the 
Republicans’ continuing advocacy of tax cuts 
for the wealthy in light of the phenomenal 
gains made by those at the top and growing 
budget deficits. They imply—without much 
supporting data—that most Americans dis-

agree with this policy. Though I share their 
distaste for the Bush tax cuts, I am less in-
clined to assume that a majority of voters 
agrees with me on this. Even if we assume, 
for the sake of the argument, they’re correct, 
does this prove that conservatives who will-
fully and successfully ignore public prefer-
ences have hijacked American government?  
Consider affirmative action in this context. 
I don’t think anyone would deny that racial 
preferences used by employers and college 
admissions offices are wildly unpopular. In 
writing the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Congress 
forbade the use of racial preferences by em-
ployers and in public school assignments. Yet 
use of such preferences has survived, if some-
times under a different name and under the 
radar screen. Why? The short answer is that 
well-organized constituencies within the 

Winner-take-all politics is a se-
quel to Hacker and Pierson’s 2005 
book, Off Center: The Republican 

Revolution and the Erosion of American Democ-
racy. In that work they criticized the GOP’s 
manipulation of congressional rules to enact 
legislation with razor-thin legislative majori-
ties. This was a fair criticism; but, of course, 
the Democrats did much the same when they 
came to power. Just consider the use of budget 
reconciliation rules to pass health care reform 
after opinion polls and Scott Brown’s senato-
rial victory in Massachusetts clearly indicated 
the public’s misgivings. 

Six years ago Hacker and Pierson argued 
that Republicans had so cleverly designed 
their programs to disguise their detrimental 
effects that the GOP would never be pun-
ished for their unpopular and unwise poli-
cies. They coined the term “backlash insur-
ance” to describe “an assortment of strategies 
and procedures that party leaders use to 
keep quavering moderates in line and shield 
party loyalists against political retaliation by 
moderate voters.” As a result, they declared, 
the GOP could lurch to the right to please its 
base without being punished for its refusal to 
move to the center, where the famous median 
voter resides. 

Off Center came out just in time for its 
central argument to be refuted by the 2006 
and 2008 elections. Voters punished the Re-
publican Party for abandoning the center and 
for mismanaging the economy, two wars, and 
the federal response to Katrina. By 2009 lib-
eral Democrats had captured the presidency 
and large majorities in the House and Sen-
ate—despite the fact that significantly more 
Americans consider themselves conservatives 
than liberals. Apparently the Republicans 
purchased their “backlash insurance” from 
AIG. 

The 2010 election was no kinder to Win-
ner-Take-All Politics than the 2006 and 2008 
elections were to Off Center. Published before 
the Democrats’ 2010 “shellacking,” Winner-
Take-All Politics argues for an aggressive gov-
ernment attack on the sources of inequality. 
They praise President Obama’s “genuinely 
impressive record” on healthcare, the stimu-
lus, financial regulation, and education. They 
call for the type of grassroots mobilization 
that the Obama campaign achieved in 2008. 
They wish to change the terms of debate 
within American politics, and in President 
Obama they found one of the most eloquent 
leaders in American history. Unfortunately, 
the 2010 election was a national referendum 
on the Obama Administration’s record, and 

Democratic Party are intensely committed to 
affirmative action. They have worked assidu-
ously with strategically placed actors within 
the federal bureaucracy, the federal judiciary, 
and the non-profit sector first to develop affir-
mative action programs and then to block any 
retrenchment, seldom hesitating to call racist 
anyone who advocates a color-blind reading 
of the 14th Amendment or anti-discrimina-
tion laws. 

Does this mean the left has hijacked Ameri-
can democracy, as many conservatives believe? 
No. But it does mean that when a crucial con-
stituency of a major party is intensely com-
mitted to a policy, that policy can survive or 
even thrive despite unfavorable public opinion 
polls. In politics, intensity counts. As Hacker 
and Pierson show, the Republican base cares 
intensely about tax cuts, and is willing to 
take political risks to defend them. Demo-
cratic groups have no similarly intense desire 
to raise taxes—at least so long as this doesn’t 
mean cutting benefits. This is not the end of 
American democracy, but the way democracy 
works in an era of partisan polarization.
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the result was an overwhelming rejection of 
the policy positions that Hacker and Pierson 
claim represent the political center. 

Does this mean, as Republicans are now 
wont to believe, that those independents and 
swing voters who decide elections agree with 
them? They shouldn’t put their money on it, 
and in light of the debacle of 1995 probably 
won’t. It is all too likely that these crucial vot-
ers want to have it both ways—more govern-
ment protections, more government benefits, 
more public action to stimulate the economy, 
but less taxation and regulation. Maybe we 
are currently getting what Jimmy Carter 
promised: a government as good—and incon-
sistent—as its people. 

What would Hacker and Pierson have us 
do to “reclaim democratic governance”? Their 
book, they argue in the conclusion, “reveals 
where in our politics the central problems lie: 
in the fierce realities of organized combat.” 
Therefore, “the foremost obstacle to sustain-
able reform is the enormous imbalance in 
organizational resources.” Thus, progressives 
must “encourage the development of groups 
that can provide a continuing, organized ca-
pacity to mobilize middle-class voters and 
monitor government and politics on their 
behalf.” 

A central paradox of the book is that the 
Democratic Party does have powerful orga-
nizational allies, but the authors view this 
part of the party’s base with considerable 
suspicion:

As organized labor declined in clout, 
the growing bevy of advocacy groups 
formed a powerful new liberal force—
for a certain kind of liberalism. These 

groups proved skilled lobbyists on the 
issues they cared about, such as envi-
ronmentalism, women’s rights, and civil 
liberties. And yet, they almost never fo-
cused their attention on the economic 
issues that most powerfully affected 
the working and middle classes. The 
result was a boon for the postmaterial-
ist causes of more affluent liberals, but 
it left traditional material causes with 
only a handful of energetic backers.

They want to shift the balance of power 
within the party back to those organizations 
that focus on bread-and-butter issues, namely 
unions. At the same time, they recognize the 
difficulty of doing this, noting that “desper-
ate to regain its membership,” the labor move-
ment “increasingly focused on the one place it 
continued to have strong success—the public 
sector.” As a result, “the labor movement came 
to look more and more like just another inter-
est group,” rather than like “champions of the 
broad middle class.” 

Their argument that unions suffer from a 
public relations problem hardly does justice 
to the enormity of the Democrats’ challenge. 
Democrats have become increasingly behold-
en to public-sector unions that have reliably 
opposed educational reforms that promise to 
increase social mobility, while saddling state 
and local governments with unfunded pen-
sion liabilities that threaten to drive them into 
bankruptcy. Strengthening those constitu-
ency groups promises not to revive the party, 
but to send it over the cliff. Bill Clinton rec-
ognized this and made an effort to distance 
himself from the party’s organizational base. 
This is how he managed to become the only 

two-term Democratic president since FDR. 
Yet Hacker and Pierson reject such centrism 
and triangulation. No Sister Souljah moment 
for them.

In the end, the authors face the same 
problem that bedevils almost all political 
coalition-builders in democratic coun-

tries: the need to appease their base while 
reaching out to unattached, usually centrist 
voters. They might think that “post-material” 
organizations put the wrong items on the 
party’s agenda and that public service unions 
besmirch its reputation. But they can’t do 
without them, any more than Republicans 
can do without unyielding anti-abortion and 
anti-gay marriage groups that frequently 
cause them problems on the two coasts, or 
the Tea Party zealots who want to abolish 
the Federal Reserve Board and Social Secu-
rity, or the hard-core tax cutters who reject 
making increases on the wealthy part of the 
discussion on how to reduce dangerous tril-
lion-dollar deficits. 

In recent decades the base of both parties 
has become stronger, which helps explain our 
rapid political oscillations: as soon as one of 
the parties gains control it institutes policies 
that contribute to its rejection in the next elec-
tion cycle. That’s life in a democracy with po-
larized parties. Those of us who still consider 
ourselves Democrats must hope that Presi-
dent Obama, like President Clinton before 
him, understands his predicament and will 
unambiguously reject the strategy Winner-
Take-All Politics endorses.

R. Shep Melnick is the Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., 
Professor of American Politics at Boston College.
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Book Review by Bruce Cole

Lives of Johnson
Brief Lives: An intimate and very personal portrait of the Twentieth Century, 

by Paul Johnson. Hutchinson, 304 pages, £20 (cloth), £8.99 (paper)

The most enduring 
historians—Tacitus, 
Edward Gibbon, Jacob 

Burckhardt, Francis Parkman, 
to name a few—transport 
their readers back into a liv-
ing, breathing past: they ex-
plain, illuminate, amuse, and 
amaze. Regrettably, this kind 
of writing is rare in the groves 
of academia where most his-
torians dwell. Professors now 
pen history for a narrow au-
dience of their colleagues who 
concentrate on subsets of 
the past. If you don’t believe 
this, spend a few hours at a 
scholarly conference listening 
to hyper-specialized, jargon-
filled, sometimes immaterial, 
and usually soporific papers 
of interest only to the small audience of initi-
ates. Not all academic historians should be 
writing for a larger audience (a handful still 
do a good job of it), but more should be ex-
tending their scholarship, and their enthusi-
asm, to an audience beyond the ivory tower. 
There are, unfortunately, few incentives and 
many impediments to such behavior in our 
universities. Accordingly, the writing of pop-
ular history, once done so well by academical-
ly based authors, is now the bailiwick of su-
perb storytellers such as David McCullough, 
Walter Isaacson, and Ron Chernow, former 
journalists who know how to write, research, 
and convey their story in arresting prose to 
millions of readers.

Paul Johnson is a successful practitioner 
of this art, a polymath whose interests en-
compass a huge swath of Western cultural 
history from Ancient Egypt to the present. 
He’s written big books—a superlative Histo-
ry of the American People (1998), Art: A New 
History (2003; Johnson is a talented painter 
and watercolorist), a scorching volume on 
Intellectuals (1990), and his most acclaimed 
tome, Modern Times (1983). Recently he’s 
concentrated on smaller books: biographies 
of popes, Napoleon, Washington, Churchill, 

and volumes of essays on humor, heroes, and 
creativity. Long or short, all Johnson’s books 
are original, filled with challenging, provoca-
tive ideas and brilliant insights and inter-
pretations. He’s a fierce enemy of cant and 
indolent thinking, which he attacks with 
palpable glee.

Now, inspired by John Aubrey’s Brief 
Lives, he has turned his hand to a series of 
250 mini-sketches of people whom he has 
encountered in his long life. Arranged al-
phabetically, the lives range from just several 
paragraphs to several pages (an index would 
have made the book more useful). Some of 
Johnson’s subjects will be unfamiliar to many 
Americans—Lady Pamela Berry, Leonard 
Hutton, Jock Murray, John Sparrow; but 
many more will be well-known—George 
H.W. Bush, Katherine Graham, Pablo Pica-
sso, Elizabeth Taylor.

Johnson is a fan of the epigram and 
some of his best are found in the opening 
sentences of the sketches:

 Lyndon B. Johnson (1908–73) was, in 
my view, a bad man with some good 
qualities. 

Pablo Picasso (1915–2006) 
was probably the most evil 
man I ever actually came 
across.

Johnson is always amusing but 
most so when he is being critical, 
gossipy, and just a bit naughty, as 
in his iconoclastic destruction of 
Picasso: 

He was the richest painter 
who ever lived, and he did 
more harm to art than all 
the Goths and Vandals, the 
Puritan iconoclasts and the 
totalitarian thugs combined.

Johnson skewers sacred cows 
like Lillian Hellman and Mary 
McCarthy. “McCarthy,” he 

writes, “did take to task the awful Lillian 
Hellman. She wrote: ‘Every word Hellman 
writes is a lie, including the “ands,” and the 

“buts”.’ This was true, of course, but Hellman 
sued, and the thing would have gone to court 
had not the old witch suddenly expired.” 

There are sympathetic portraits of Pinochet, 
the Reverend Sun Myung Moon, and Nixon, 
as well as affectionate sketches of J.B. Priestly 
and Stephen Spender. Longer sections are ded-
icated to Churchill, Harold Macmillan, Mar-
garet Thatcher, and Tony Blair, each filled with 
remarkable insights into these world-renowned 
figures. Just as fascinating are those of lesser 
known or forgotten figures who intersected 
Johnson’s life: Maurice Cowling, Arnold Ben-
nett, and Helena Rubinstein, for example.

This is the sort of book you put down dis-
appointed that you’ve run out of pages. Maybe 
Johnson will give us another volume of lives 
or, better still, the fascinating one he’s said he 
won’t write: his own. 

Bruce Cole is the president and CEO of the 
American Revolution Center. He served as the 
chairman of the National Endowment for the 
Humanities from 2001 to 2009, and is a senior 
fellow at the Hudson Institute.
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Essay by Scott Yenor

All the Progressives ’  Men

The publication begun in 2002 of 
the American Presidents Series by 
Times Books is an important event. 

Well-known historians, often authors of au-
thoritative biographies on their subjects, have 
produced treatments both readable and brief, 
usually 150 to 175 pages long, distilling the 
most important aspects of each president’s 
formative experiences, political rise, term in 
office, and post-presidential years. Mostly un-
adorned by footnotes and unconcerned with 
the minutiae that occupy so many of today’s 
biographers, the American Presidents Series 
gets to the heart of the matter for a popular 
readership.

The aspiration of the series is to provide 
an “easy education in American history,” as 
the late Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., the series 
editor, wrote in a note that forms the preface 
to each volume. Teaching American history 
through biography has advantages, bringing 
figures both heroic and unheroic alive. What’s 
more, American politicians don’t ascend to 
the presidency by being unrepresentative. Ac-
cordingly, the way presidents engage political 
controversies illuminates what Americans 
wanted during those years. This clarification 
of context is indispensable to understanding 
what is distinctive about the American politi-
cal order as it has been revealed through our 
history.

The trouble with viewing political his-
tory merely through the prism of presidents’ 
biographies, however, is that policy debates 
can appear to be grounded in nothing deeper 

than the people’s changing needs and the gov-
ernment’s changing capacities. This approach 
reflects the conviction, integral to progressive 
politics and scholarship, that American de-
mocracy has a history but not really any prin-
ciples, at least not any permanent or essential 
ones that might constrain and direct the re-
lation between government and the citizens. 
The American Presidents Series presents, in 
short, a narrative of the inexorable growth of 
the state that makes limited government and 
constitutionalism increasingly irrelevant. 

As Woodrow Wilson put it, “governments 
have their natural evolution and are one thing 
in one age, another in another.” “Governments 
are what politicians make them,” he argued, 
and so “it is easier to write of the President 
than of the presidency.” Easier, but not better. 
Which is why it’s surprising that, in spite of it-
self, the American Presidents Series provides 
a basis for challenging two central aspects of 
the progressive narrative. 

Chronicles and Olympian Historians

When schlesinger died in 2007, 
Princeton historian Sean Wilentz 
became editor of the Series. He has 

yet to select authors for volumes on Ronald 
Reagan, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and 
Barack Obama. (And the volumes on John 
Kennedy, William Henry Harrison, and 
William Howard Taft are not available, yet.) 
Some pairings of biographer to subject are 
natural fits, such as Robert Remini’s John 

Quincy Adams, Wilentz’s Andrew Jackson, the 
late Roy Jenkins’s Franklin Roosevelt, and H.W. 
Brands’s Woodrow Wilson. Some are emphati-
cally not, like George McGovern’s Abraham 
Lincoln. The volumes on the presidents since 
FDR are more concerned with settling parti-
san scores than fulfilling the Series’s central 
mission. Tom Wicker’s Dwight Eisenhower 
and Elizabeth Drew’s Richard Nixon don’t 
even pretend to be fair. 

History, of course, is more than a chronicle 
of “one damn thing after another.” Honest 
chronicling is an indispensable preparation to 
writing history, which brings, however, a criti-
cal perspective to the record and endows events 
with meaning. By explicating principles or ten-
sions that define the human condition, histori-
ans connect isolated events to one another, and 
to larger contexts that reveal their import. 

For example, Lincoln’s great Peoria speech 
in 1854 chronicled the American govern-
ment’s measures touching on slavery, with the 
aim of showing that the founders put slavery 
on a course toward its ultimate extinction. 
Lincoln’s history is controversial, especially in 
light of the late historian Donald Fehrenbach-
er’s claim that the functioning Constitution 
had effectively rendered America a “slavehold-
ing republic.” Yet Lincoln’s speech assimilated 
evidence into a historical narrative arguing 
persuasively that the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
was a radical departure from our constitu-
tional order’s essence. Franklin Roosevelt pro-
vides another enduring, powerful story—the 
progressive narrative that many of the Series’s 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2011 
Page 32

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

historians embrace and even take for granted. 
In his “Commonwealth Club Address” during 
the 1932 campaign, FDR portrayed American 
history as the rise and fall of economic oppor-
tunity. For centuries, according to FDR, ruth-
less kings forged strong, central states “able to 
keep the peace” but eventually went too far, 
giving rise to popular movements, such as the 
American Revolution, committed to natural 
rights and limited government. Individualism 
thrived as long as labor was scarce and land 
plentiful. 

The Industrial Revolution and the closing 
of the frontier imperiled these happy condi-
tions. By the 1930s, FDR claimed, “equality 
of opportunity as we have known it no lon-
ger exist[ed],” as evidenced by the precarious 
lives endured by many Americans. He called 
for a “re-appraisal of values,” culminating in 
an understanding that “financial Titans,” like 
the feudal kings before them, had made their 
contribution to historical progress by building 
out the modern industrial plant. Now, “the 
day of enlightened administration has come,” 
in which the job of government will be “modi-
fying and controlling our economic units” by 
re-working the Bill of Rights to include eco-
nomic or social rights. 

Many writers in the American Presidents 
Series adopt and elaborate FDR’s story, mak-
ing the central drama of American history 
the interplay between “the people” and “the 
powerful.” In the early republic, runs this 
account, government succored the powerful 
through such policies as John Adams’s Alien 
and Sedition Acts, Nicholas Biddle’s Bank of 
the United States, and the Whigs’ American 
System. The people needed their champions, 
finding them in Thomas Jefferson and An-
drew Jackson. After the Civil War, the bad 
guys were greedy businessmen like FDR’s 

“economic royalists.” The good guys respond-
ed by empowering government. This formula 
allows former Clinton advisor Ted Widmer 
to call FDR, who expanded government, an 

“ideological descendant” of Martin Van Buren, 
who constrained it. When writing about the 
1830s, Widmer and Wilentz are constantly 
thinking about the 1930s. The moral is clear 
and simple. Presidents who failed to augment 
government’s capacity to regulate or redis-
tribute wealth were prisoners of their times. 
Those who succeeded at expanding govern-
ment were farsighted statesmen who helped 
lay the groundwork for the New Deal. 

Examples are plentiful. Though James 
Ceaser has shown convincingly that Van Bu-
ren founded the modern party system mostly 
to fulfill the founders’ goal of restraining pop-
ular leadership, the eighth president emerges 
in Widmer’s account as someone who found-

ed political parties to increase the institution-
al capacity of extra-constitutional national 
institutions. Rutherford B. Hayes recognized 
the growing gap between rich and poor, which 
makes him “an early progressive,” in Hans. L. 
Trefousse’s view, though Hayes was merely a 
“child of his age” when he failed to intervene 
on behalf of fledgling labor unions. For Zach-
ary Karabell, Chester Arthur’s signing of the 
Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act reflects 
the “impulses that would coalesce in the early 
twentieth century to create the Progressive 
movement.” William McKinley emerges from 
class-warrior Kevin Phillips’s volume as a 

“surprisingly modern” president who believed 
in positive government—and may have grown 
further in office had he lived. Even the most 
conservative president of that time, Grover 
Cleveland, “foreshadowed the antitrust fervor,” 
according to Henry F. Graff’s interpretation.

These judgments reflect the complacent as-
sumption that any measure requiring stron-
ger government must be interpreted as an-
ticipating and advancing the progressive cause, 
rather than as reflecting the application of 
America’s constitutional principles to chang-
ing realities. Similarly, the authors insist that 
any concern with economic inequality points 
forward to progressive policies of redistribu-
tion. Civil service reform is an early echo of 
the omnipotent administrative state, instead 
of a sensible limitation on a spoils system that, 
taken to its extreme, upsets executive energy. 
Trust-busting appears as something that can 
be justified only on progressive grounds. 

The volumes on the 19th-century presi-
dents generate great anticipation for Wil-
son and FDR. What emerges from Brands’s 
Woodrow Wilson and Jenkins’s Franklin Dela-
no Roosevelt is therefore a bit of a letdown: the 
New Freedom and the New Deal are nothing 
revolutionary or even programmatic, but a 
series of unconnected attempts to solve soci-
ety’s problems. Brands’s Wilson is someone 
whose actions speak louder than his words, 
even though Wilson’s writings were his most 
fundamental actions. Brands sees progres-
sivism merely as a “congeries of reform which 
encompassed all manner of worthy causes, 
from conservation and corporate regulation 
to consumer protection and immigration re-
striction, from prohibition and workmen’s 
compensation to women’s suffrage and pri-
mary elections.” For his part, Jenkins sees nei-
ther the well of ideas from which FDR drew 
nor the objectives toward which he was head-
ing, though he does admit that FDR would 
not have ranked among the great presidents 
absent World War II, since Roosevelt only 

“semisuccessfully” pulled “America out of 
the Great Depression.” In truth, Brands and 
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pages of the Schlesinger series show, despite 
themselves, that presidential leadership si-
multaneously vigorous and based on a sure 
grasp of all the relevant facts and theories is by 
far the exception, not the rule. The idea that 
the legislative branch is the part of the system 
thwarting a dynamic presidency is also refut-
ed by the stories told in these volumes. Henry 
Clay forged the Missouri Compromise with 
behind-the-scenes help from James Mon-
roe. Chester Arthur was a spectator as Con-
gress passed the Pendleton Civil Service Act. 
Franklin Pierce signed the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act after Stephen Douglas provided decisive 
political leadership from Capitol Hill. Con-
gress passed Reconstruction legislation over 
Andrew Johnson’s vetoes. Clearly, the other 
end of Pennsylvania Avenue can also be the 

“vital center” of action and innovation. 

Nuggets of Narrative

None of my complaints about the 
biographies as history should gainsay 
their excellence as chronicles. Nearly 

every volume contains a fact one appreciates 
learning. Widmer shows how the term “OK” 
emerged from Van Buren’s re-election cam-
paign of 1840, when “Old Kinderhook” added 
the letters to his signature to conjure up mem-
ories of “Old Hickory.” John S.D. Eisenhower 
relates in Zachary Taylor that “Old Rough 
and Ready” is considered by some eminent 
historians to be the only man who might have 
averted the Civil War, and Eisenhower makes 
that seemingly far-fetched statement almost 
plausible. Franklin Pierce was, as Michael 
Holt writes, “the most handsome man ever to 
serve as president of the United States.” 

Remini’s John Quincy Adams and Josiah 
Bunting III’s Ulysses S. Grant are two of the 
best volumes, each rehabilitating its subject’s 
reputation. Remini portrays a nagging, con-
trolling Abigail Adams, the only American 
until Barbara Bush who was one president’s 
wife and a second one’s mother. Abigail’s abil-
ity to make her children’s lives miserable ap-
pears to have been a significant factor in her 
son’s decision to volunteer for several foreign 
diplomatic missions. (His less fortunate sib-
lings met early deaths that Remini connects to 
their mother’s meddling). This domineering 
Abigail contrasts with the sweet, ironic one 
seen in David McCullough’s bestselling bi-
ography of John Adams. By afflicting her son, 
Abigail helped America gain a skilled diplo-
mat and visionary statesman. Though Remini 
lends credence to the conventional view that 
John Quincy was an apolitical, nationalist 
president ill-suited to the Jacksonian Zeit-
geist, the author shows how Adams effectively 

Jenkins don’t care enough about Wilson and 
Roosevelt’s ideas to understand, really, these 
presidents’ sweeping ambitions. 

Progressive Expectations

Schlesinger’s editor’s note contains 
a typically progressive critique of the 
constitutional system. “The tripartite 

separation of powers has an inherent tenden-
cy toward inertia and stalemate,” he declared, 
and only the executive is “structurally capable 
of taking that initiative” to resist the gridlock. 
This makes the presidency the vital place of 
leadership, as presidents possess and are pos-
sessed by “a vision of an ideal America.” How 
presidents come to have such a vision is vitally 
important, so an investigation of their back-
ground and experiences seems in order. 

“I remain to this day a New Dealer,” Schle-
singer wrote in his memoirs, A Life in the 20th 
Century, published in 2000, “unreconstructed 
and unrepentant.” In his scholarship as much 
as his politics, to whatever extent the two are 
distinguishable, Schlesinger was always mind-
ful of FDR, believing presidents informed by 
the best social science (or at least social scien-
tists) of the day can be expected to know the 
best answers to the public policy controversies 
they confront. These assumptions about the 
crucial role of executive leadership are woven 
into the book series. Government must be 
designed to bring the right sort of leaders to 
the presidency, and provide for a president’s 
ability to impose his views on Congress and 
the nation. 

Yet the biographies in Schlesinger’s series 
do not bear out this theory of the presidency. 
In fact, the biographers commendably, if un-
wittingly, do more to vindicate the founders’ 
vision of a flexible system than to prove the 
need for Schlesinger’s progressive Consti-
tution. Often it appears that public policy 
problems simply cannot be solved by vesting 
the president with sufficient power to work 
his magic. 

Between Wilentz, who catalogues the 
economic folly of Andrew Jackson’s effort to 
destroy the Bank of the United States, and 
Widmer who describes Van Buren’s uncom-
prehending reaction to the Panic of 1837, one 
must recognize that flawed policies some-
times emerge because flawed leaders cannot 
ascertain wiser policies. Like many recent 
treatments of the New Deal, Roy Jenkins’s 
volume shows that FDR’s plan did not revive 
the economy, and that the president had no 
real idea how to do so. Blaming the consti-
tutional separation of powers for problems 
actually caused by insufficient knowledge is 
typical of the progressive worldview, but the 

Rutherford B. Hayes, by 
Hans L. Trefousse. 192 pages, $23

James A. Garfield, by 
Ira Rutkow. 208 pages, $22

Chester Alan Arthur, by 
Zachary Karabell. 192 pages, $22

Grover Cleveland, by 
Henry F. Graff. 176 pages, $22

Benjamin Harrison, by 
Charles W. Calhoun. 224 pages, $23

William McKinley, by 
Kevin Phillips. 208 pages, $22

Theodore Roosevelt, by 
Louis Auchincloss. 176 pages, $22

Woodrow Wilson, by 
H.W. Brands. 169 pages, $23

Warren G. Harding, by
 John W. Dean. 224 pages, $23

Calvin Coolidge, by 
David Greenberg. 224 pages, $22

Herbert Hoover, by William E. 
Leuchtenburg. 208 pages, $22

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, by 
Roy Jenkins. 208 pages, $22

Harry S. Truman, by 
Robert Dallek. 208 pages, $23

Dwight D. Eisenhower, by 
Tom Wicker. 176 pages, $23

Lyndon B. Johnson, by 
Charles Peters. 224 pages, $23

Richard M. Nixon, by 
Elizabeth Drew. 208 pages, $22

Gerald R. Ford, by 
Douglas Brinkley. 224 pages, $20

Jimmy Carter, by 
Julian E. Zelizer. 208 pages, $23

George H.W. Bush, by 
Timothy Naftali. 224 pages, $22



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2011 
Page 34

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

guided American foreign policy from 1800 
to 1828, always with an emphasis on contain-
ing slavery while expanding the geographical 
ambit of freedom. Gary Hart’s surprisingly 
subtle James Monroe corroborates this view, 
arguing that the Monroe-Adams partnership 
was crucial to America’s “self-definition” as an 
anti-imperial, expansionist power. 

Bunting’s Grant faces a sterner challenge, 
for Grant’s presidential reputation is one of 
corruption, incompetence, and vacillation 
on the important issues of the day. Bunting’s 
slender volume gives full scope to the difficul-
ties Grant faced as president and his earnest 
public-spiritedness in dealing with them. He 
came to office facing “a set of political chal-
lenges together more severe than those that 
have greeted all American presidents save 
only two”—Lincoln and FDR. Grant sought 
to “protect the freedmen” and “conciliate the 
South” at a time when the facts on the ground 
rendered these goals utterly incompatible. 
The protection of civil rights depended on ex-
ecutive enforcement as the means of preserv-
ing “the legacy of the terrible war that [Grant] 
had fought under the leadership of Abraham 
Lincoln.” Enforcement of civil rights would 
require, in effect, long-term occupation of the 
South. When the army retreated the South-
erners reverted to their old ways. Yes, Grant 

“vacillated,” applying and relinquishing the 
pressure as exigencies demanded. What alter-
native did he have? Prevailing histories have 
been quietly pro-Southern in their inability 
to recognize this “almost insoluble” dilemma 
that Grant tried, yet failed, to overcome. 

Two of the oddest choices in the series 
are former Senator George McGovern to 
write Abraham Lincoln (a volume originally 
assigned to E.L. Doctorow), and Ira Rutkow, 
M.D., to write James A. Garfield. The choice 
of McGovern, a strident Democratic partisan 
who earned a Ph.D. in History from North-
western University, is immediately suspect, 

though it appears Larry Mansch, author of 
a fine book on the months between Lincoln’s 
election and his inauguration, ghostwrote the 
volume. (McGovern admits his own limits as 
a writer and thanks Mansch “for his assis-
tance in both the research and the composi-
tion of the book.”) What emerges, however, 
is a genuine achievement—a well-told, even 
beautiful account of Lincoln’s rise to the presi-
dency, moderate constitutionalism, steely ad-
herence to the Declaration of Independence, 
and shrewd wartime leadership. McGovern 
depicts a president dedicated to natural rights 
and a proponent of equal opportunity, not a 
simple precursor of FDR or Wilson. The story 
of Lincoln’s assassination is told with uncom-
mon pathos and drama. 

Rutkow’s biography of Garfield emphasiz-
es the medical aspects of the 20th president’s 
assassination and death. Garfield, the fourth 
of six presidents who had served as an officer 
during the Civil War, achieved the rank of 
brigadier general. Upon entering Congress 
he joined the Radical Republicans in pushing 
Lincoln toward a more exacting policy toward 
the defeated Confederacy. As Northern op-
position to radical Reconstruction mounted 
after Grant’s election, Garfield moderated 
and supported pulling federal troops out of 
the South and a less vigorous enforcement of 
the civil rights bill. To say, as Rutkow does, 
that Garfield’s opinions on the military’s role 
in Reconstruction “never varied” is incorrect, 
and the story of how Garfield changed his 
mind is an interesting, revealing part of Re-
construction. Such subtleties would distract 
Rutkow, who concentrates on the medical 
mishaps leading to Garfield’s sad, avoidable 
demise 200 days after his inauguration. The 
president’s attending doctor, Willard Bliss, 
was a Civil War surgeon whose old methods, 
distrust of then-current medical research 
into antisepsis, bacteria, and sterilization, 
and insistence on complete control of Gar-

field’s recovery, led to the president’s infec-
tion and death. The emphasis on the odd 
circumstances of Garfield’s death is a missed 
opportunity in a series otherwise focused on 
political history. 

Toward a Constitutional History

The failings of the american presi-
dents Series are instructive, remind-
ing us of the need for a constitutional 

history of the United States premised upon 
the importance of first principles. Essential 
elements of such a history would include an 
awareness of the limits of human understand-
ing and an appreciation for the context of 
statesmanship. Too often the Series’s authors 
assume our presidents’ fundamental task is to 
expand the state and liberate humans from 
the permanent problems and tensions of po-
litical life. 

In reality, administration is seldom as en-
lightened as it needs to be and certainly far 
less enlightened than progressive historians 
assume it can be. Aware of the problems of 
monopoly, favoritism, and corruption, the 
American Founders advocated limited gov-
ernment, knowing full well there would be 
controversies about constitutional boundaries. 
The superior political history we need would 
treat, seriously and respectfully, the problem 
of deciding where to establish these boundar-
ies in concrete cases, rather than proceeding 
from the hoary assumption that every poli-
tician’s effort to expand government hastens 
the arrival, in Schlesinger’s words, of “an ideal 
America.”

Scott Yenor is associate professor of political sci-
ence and director of the American Founding 
Initiative at Boise State University, and author 
of Family Politics: The Idea of Marriage in 
Modern Political Thought (Baylor University 
Press). 
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Essay by James L. Buckley

Restoring Federalism

When i ran for re-election to 
the United States Senate from 
New York in 1976, it was my mis-

fortune to have Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
for an opponent. (He won handily.) During 
our first encounter, Pat told the audience 
that although I was a fine fellow, I was stuck 
in the 18th century. I confessed that I was 
guilty as charged and acknowledged my to-
tal commitment to the principles embedded 
in the Declaration of Independence and the 
Constitution. The crucial question, of course, 
is whether those 18th-century principles re-
main relevant to the vastly changed world we 
live in now. They were realists who under-
stood that the human drive to accumulate 
power had been the historic enemy of free-
dom. They therefore incorporated two safe-
guards into the Constitution—its system 
of checks and balances, and the principle of 
federalism. Describing the latter in The Fed-
eralist, James Madison explained: 

The powers delegated by the proposed 
Constitution to the federal government, 
are few and defined.... [T]he powers re-
served to the several States will extend 
to all the objects which, in the ordinary 
course of affairs, concern the lives, liber-
ties, and properties of the people, and 
the internal order, improvement, and 
prosperity of the State.

This division of labor accords with the ven-
erable principle of subsidiarity, which allocates 
governmental responsibilities to the lowest 
levels able to exercise them. The effect is to en-
sure that governmental decisions most imme-
diately affecting people’s lives will be made by 
officials who are the closest to them and have 
the most intimate knowledge of the relevant 
facts and conditions. This design served us so 
well during the first 150 years of our national 
existence that the eminent British historian 
Lord Acton, declared that our constitutional 
development of federalism “has produced a 
community more powerful, more prosperous, 
more intelligent, and more free than any oth-
er which the world has seen.” Over the years, 
however, our federal government has engaged 
in massive raids on the constitutional preroga-
tives of the states. Today there is virtually no 
governmental responsibility beyond the reach 
of federal authority. As a consequence, our na-
tion has been converted into an administra-
tive state overseen by unelected officials who 
issue regulations that reach into every corner 
of American life. Few appreciate the extent of 
this transformation. In 1935, at the outset of 
the New Deal, the United States Code con-
sisted of a single volume containing 2,275 pag-
es of statutes. Today, it comprises 30 volumes 
of statutory law. When I was in law school, Ti-
tle 42, which contains the federal laws relating 
to public health and welfare, consisted of just 

128 pages. Today it contains over 6,200 pages, 
more than twice as many as the entire body of 
federal law at the beginning of the New Deal. 

Bureaus and agencies issue endless march-
ing orders to administer those federal statutes. 
By 2010, the Code of Federal Regulations 
contained over 166,000 pages of detailed, fine-
print regulations that have the force of law and 
affect virtually every aspect of American life.

Of particular concern are federal intru-
sions on the responsibilities of the states 
through proliferating grant-in-aid programs. 
As a consequence of these initiatives, federal 
regulations guide transportation, housing, 
education, social services—everything, in 
other words, that Madison had anticipated 
the state governments would manage. Wash-
ington has been able to impose a drinking age 
of 21 and a 55-mile per hour speed limit by 
conditioning highway construction grants on 
a state’s enactment of those limitations. Over 
the years, we have seen the states reduced to 
administrating federal policies rather than 
enacting their own.

Capacity to Govern

The question is whether the federal 
government’s conversion into an all-
encompassing administrative state will 

lead to a better life for most Americans. Con-
sider, first, whether the federal government is 
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competent to handle responsibilities beyond 
the core assigned by the Constitution. Wash-
ington, D.C., is immune to the disciplines of 
a competitive marketplace that promotes ef-
ficiency and weeds out failures. Once a federal 
law and its attendant regulations are in place, 
they are very difficult to change. This is so 
because of the laborious processes that bring 
them into being and because even the worst of 
them are apt to be protected by an “iron trian-
gle,” consisting of the legislators who brought 
them into being, the bureaucrats who oversee 
them, and those who benefit from the status 
quo, however flawed. 

Misguided political decisions are to be 
found in state governments, of course, but one 
of the virtues of federalism is that the states are 
able to test a variety of approaches to common 
problems. Successes can be emulated and fail-
ures avoided. Furthermore, while Washing-
ton must issue one-size-fits-all regulations to 
states as diverse as Massachusetts and Utah, 
state governments are able to tailor their di-
rectives to their own specific conditions.

The second reason for reducing the scope 
of Washington’s concerns is financial. The 
states have limited borrowing powers, and so 
they are ultimately restrained by the willing-
ness of their citizens to be taxed. The federal 
government, however, has a virtually limitless 
ability to borrow. It follows, therefore, that re-
ducing the scope of federal responsibilities to 
those that are beyond the competence of the 
states will reduce the occasions for fiscal ir-
responsibility.

Finally, there is the cost to Congress and 
the quality of government itself. Once upon a 
time, the Senate was referred to, with reason, 
as the world’s greatest deliberative body. But 
that was long, long ago, when Congress was 
in session no more than six or seven months 
a year and its members had the time to study 
the bills under consideration and hear the 
merits debated. They could do so because 
Congress limited itself to the half-dozen 
areas of responsibility assigned to it by the 
Constitution. 

Who Does What? 

Congress today is a radically differ-
ent institution. In early 1971, when I 
first arrived in Washington, a con-

temporaneous study of the inner workings 
of Congress concluded that the workload of 
the average congressional office had doubled 
every five years since 1935. I can certify that 
during my own six years in office, I witnessed 
both a sharp increase in the Senate’s already 
frenetic pace as well as an equally sharp de-
cline in its ability to get very much done that 
could honestly be labeled thoughtful. The 
House suffered the same decline. 

This is no reflection on the quality of cur-
rent members of Congress. The simple fact is 
that their days are so fractured by competing 
claims on finite time that they have too often 
found themselves incapable of handling even 
their most fundamental obligations. Last year, 
Congress failed to adopt a single appropria-
tions bill, thereby requiring the current Con-
gress to wrestle with the continuing spending 
resolutions needed to enable the federal gov-
ernment to pay its bills. Admittedly, Congress 
did manage to enact a monumental piece of 
healthcare legislation. But whether one agrees 
with its specific objectives or not, the manner 
in which it was written and passed illustrates 
everything that has gone wrong with Con-
gress in recent years. There was no thought-
ful examination or debate of the myriad pro-
visions within its 2,700 pages, because they 
weren’t available in final form until hours be-
fore its members were pressured into voting it 
into law. 

Congress’s erratic performance is in large 
degree the result of a workload that has grown 
too great to permit either reflection or atten-
tion to detail. It reflects the fact that at the na-
tional level we are rapidly losing our capacity 
for government in which politically difficult 
decisions can still be made, problems thought 
through to ultimate solutions, and long-term 
commitments undertaken in the confidence 
that they will be honored.

There are no doubt many causes for the 
increasing quantity and diminishing qual-
ity of federal regulations and laws, but the 
most significant of these has been the virtual 
abandonment of the principle of federalism. 
Accordingly, I believe the surest road to true 
reform is to reduce the scope of federal re-
sponsibilities to manageable, constitutional 
size.

It is neither possible nor even desirable 
to replicate the division between state and 
federal authority that once obtained in this 
country, and that until relatively recently 
was thought to be constitutionally man-
dated. Too many fundamental changes have 
occurred in American life. What I do urge 
is the reaffirmation of the original constitu-
tional design in which only those functions 
that are deemed essential to the effective 
conduct of truly national business are as-
signed to the federal government, while all 
others are reserved as the exclusive province 
of the states. We should then determine, in 
the light of today’s conditions, which level of 
government should be doing what. 

A return to federalism, however, will be 
anything but easy. If those who gravitate to 
Washington don’t like the way the citizens 
of Illinois, or Hawaii, or Arkansas choose 
to manage their own affairs, they will have 
to suppress the impulse to impose enlight-
enment on them. In the fullness of time, 
Washington could learn to set aside the as-
sumption that the citizens of the several 
states cannot be trusted to govern them-
selves. Perhaps it is not altogether romantic 
to hope that necessity, if not philosophy, will 
lead us to rediscover the robust federalism 
that in times past has provided this nation 
with such extraordinary strength, opportu-
nity, and freedom.

 
James L. Buckley served in the federal govern-
ment as a senator, an undersecretary of state, 
and as a circuit court judge. He is the author of 
Freedom at Risk: Reflections on Politics, Lib-
erty, and the State (Encounter Books).
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Book Review by John Zvesper

Moderation in Pursuit of Democracy
The Conservative Foundations of the Liberal Order:  Defending Democracy against Its Modern Enemies 

and Immoderate Friends, by Daniel J. Mahoney.  ISI Books, 240 pages, $26.95

This brief, approachable book, in-
tended by its author “to be a learned 
essay that is accessible to citizens as 

such,” contains sharp historical insights and 
intelligent comments and interesting bio-
graphical details on the writers it discusses. 
Its basic argument is that modern, liberal de-
mocracy cannot survive without “pre-liberal” 
and “extra-liberal” political and cultural tradi-
tions, which are under siege. A liberal democ-
racy without these “conservative foundations 
of the liberal order” would not be a durable 

“order,” for liberty without its “conservative” 
foundations—which means respectable and 
respected hierarchies that withstand the urge 
to democratize everything—is (by definition, 
I suppose) bound to fail. 

In the preface, Daniel Mahoney, a profes-
sor of political science at Assumption College 
and CRB contributor, summarizes his central 
concern: 

Democracy is prone to corruption when 
its principle—the liberty and equality of 
human beings—becomes an unreflective 
dogma eroding the traditions, authorita-
tive institutions, and spiritual presuppo-
sitions that allow human beings to live 
free, civilized, and decent lives.

He states this concern more bluntly and clear-
ly in a recent interview about his book in The 
University Bookman (Winter 2011): 

It is a great illusion to think that liberty 
is identical with unencumbered choice 
and a reckless disregard for the wisdom 
of the past. The book is a reminder that 
democratic liberty can only flourish 
when it freely acknowledges the “conti-
nuity” of civilization—the debt of liber-
ty in the modern world to classical and 
Christian presuppositions that we are 
increasingly tempted to disregard. I am 
in no way an enemy of the liberal order. 
But I hope to make my contemporaries 
more aware of the dependence of what 
is most valuable in liberal democracy on 

“conservative foundations” that it doesn’t 
sufficiently acknowledge and sometimes 
actively undermines.

Mahoney defends liberal democracy 
against its modern totalitarian enemies on 
the Left and the Right, but also—and more 
urgently and passionately—against its wrong-
headed friends: those who unwisely try to 
undermine modern democracy’s foundations 
in Western political and cultural (particularly 

religious) traditions. These more insidious 
enemies are dedicated to freeing us from the 
constraints of those traditions, and are all the 
more dangerous because they can plausibly 
present themselves as democracy’s more con-
sistent defenders. In fact, Mahoney himself 
accepts that they are indeed more consistent.

These “immoderate” (and false) friends de-
fine democracy and democratization as the 
maximum increase in individual emancipa-
tion and autonomy, and they apply this ab-
stract theory of democracy in a destructively 
demanding way. Although Mahoney sees this 
destructive theory flourishing throughout the 
West since the cultural revolution that began 
in the 1960s, he also finds an unhealthy ab-
straction from political and cultural inheri-
tances in liberal thinkers going back as far as 
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. (For Ma-
honey, as for Edmund Burke, abstract theory 
is generally bad theory.)

Part one of the book—its “theoreti-
cal core”—is called “The Art of Lov-
ing Democracy Moderately.” To love 

democracy “moderately” is the contemporary 
French political thinker Pierre Manent’s char-
acterization of Alexis de Tocqueville’s advice 
to liberal democrats. Those who love liberty 
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passionately (that seems to be permitted) but 
wisely will love democracy only moderately. 
They will be “chastened liberals.” Mahoney 
follows Tocqueville’s (and Manent’s) advice 
to adopt “a sober and qualified appreciation 
of democracy.” This means recognizing “the 
threats that unbridled democracy” poses 
to “the freedom and integrity of human be-
ings”; “never losing sight of the fact that the 
recognition of the equality of human beings 
can never substitute for the cultivation of the 
‘grandeur,’ ‘independence,’ and ‘quality’ of the 
human soul”; and being deeply concerned 
with the maintenance of the “pre- or extralib-
eral traditions and habits” that are essential 
to the health of liberal democracy, but are 
endangered by the mistaken belief in the self-
sufficiency and self-sovereignty of individu-
als, a belief that democracies are irresistibly 
tempted to adopt.

It is from this position that Mahoney 
would have us confront the destructive “radi-
cal” or “abstract” theory of democracy that is 
currently advocated by many intellectuals (up 
to now, more effectively in Europe than in the 
U.S.), who succumb to what Mahoney calls 
in part three of his book “The False Allure of 
‘Pure Democracy.’” This “corruption or radi-
calization of democracy” became prominent 
in the 1960s with the New Left’s challenges 
to liberal democracy sensibly understood. To-
day’s partisans of “pure democracy” (another 
expression that Mahoney takes from Manent) 
are the “immoderate friends” (actually the 

“worst enemies”) of democracy. 
The defining moment for these advocates 

of “pure democracy” was 1968. Yet this mo-
ment did not coincide with the widespread 
protests against liberal democracies’ unjust 
hierarchies and political actions, for these 

protests had little deep practical impact at the 
time, and some well-founded objections to 
and corrections of the rigidities of the tradi-
tional social order had appeared before 1968.
The real turning point in 1968 arose from the 
excessive and paradoxically authoritarian way 
these objections and corrections were pursued 
thereafter, and in the radicalization of demo-
cratic theory that justified these practical ex-
cesses. “Nineteen sixty-eight was the moment 
when democracy became self-consciously hu-
manitarian and postpolitical and therefore 
broke with the continuity of Western civiliza-
tion.” The civic equality that is “at the heart 
of democratic political life” has become “the 
unchallenged model for all human relations.” 
Moreover, “a laudable respect for the accom-
plishments of different cultures has given way 
to an absolute relativism that denies the very 
idea of universal moral judgments and a uni-
versal human nature.” 

Before 1968, the new and old dispensa-
tions—liberal democracy and “older moral 
traditions and affirmations”—had “coexisted 
without too much (practical) difficulty.” But 
a profound theoretical conflict existed none-
theless, papered over by a temporary alliance 
of liberals and conservatives. Opposition to 
20th-century totalitarianisms had enlarged 
the common ground of liberals (who “redis-
covered the moral law at the heart of Western 
civilization”) and conservatives (“churchmen 
discovered the virtues of liberal constitutional-
ism”). But “1968 shattered this anti-totalitar-
ian consensus and gave birth to “postmodern 
democracy.” More precisely: “Nineteen sixty-
eight played a central role, as both cause and 
effect,” in the “reduction of a capacious tradi-
tion of liberty to an idea of democracy com-
mitted to a single principle: the maximization 
of individual autonomy and consent.” Mahon-
ey concludes from this that one important les-
son of 1968 is that “the idea of democracy is 
never sufficient unto itself,” and that as “pure 
abstraction or ideology, democracy risks be-
coming a deadly enemy of self-government,…
human liberty and dignity.” 

Mahoney calls on many european 
thinkers and statesmen and a few 
American ones to help him define, 

and defend, modern liberal democracy. The 
book’s front cover features portraits of four 
of his heroes: Burke, Winston S. Churchill, 
Alexis de Tocqueville, and Aleksandr Sol-
zhenitsyn. Between the book’s covers we 
encounter Burke’s “defense of tradition and 
practical reason” against ideological abstrac-
tions, Churchill’s thoughts on democracy’s 
limitations and the dangers of mass soci-
ety, Solzhenitsyn on the fragility of the En-
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lightenment principles of modern liberalism 
and the shortcomings of “anthropocentric 
humanism,” Michael Burleigh on terrorism, 
Raymond Aron on totalitarianism and con-
servatism, and of course Tocqueville on prac-
tically everything.

When Mahoney briefly discusses the Amer-
ican Founders (in fewer than three pages), it is 
mainly to argue that they “built better than 
they knew,” for their thinking “presupposed 
a ‘hodge-podge anthropology’ [Mahoney is 
quoting Walker Percy] that drew unevenly 
upon classical and Christian wisdom, on the 
one hand, and Enlightenment propositions, 
on the other.” Although this was a “fruitful 
tension,” it was “also an unstable mixture that 
was likely to decay as time went on.” It is not 
clear why.

He therefore argues that “the founders’ 
practical achievement was in decisive respects 
better than their theory.” Therefore, par-
ticularly when it comes to opposing “willful 
claims on behalf of human autonomy,” Ma-
honey suggests we should “remain faithful 
to the ‘genius’ of the founding while moving 
beyond the founders’ somewhat constricted 
theoretical horizon.” He complains that their 
endorsement of social-contract theory was 
inferior to Tocqueville’s more historical-soci-
ological approach, and conspicuously lacked 
the Frenchman’s appreciation of the danger 
that this abstract theory would be harmfully 
applied to “every aspect of human life.”

For Mahoney, the genius of the founders 
lay not so much in their political theory as in 
the practical wisdom that led them (unlike 
some of the French revolutionary leaders) to 
avoid starting from scratch, and to respect as a 
historical given “America’s unwritten or ‘prov-
idential’ constitution,” i.e., “the habits and 
mores of the American people so eloquently 
described by John Jay in Federalist 2.” So 
much for Publius’s improved science of poli-
tics! Therefore—with help from Tocqueville 
and others—“it is up to us today to theorize 
[the founders’] practical wisdom and thus 
transcend the limits of some of their theoreti-
cal assumptions and presuppositions.” 

Why does Mahoney not find the founders’ 
mixture of ancient and modern a commend-
able instance of the continuity of Western 
civilization, rather than an unstable hodge-
podge? Perhaps it is because he fails fully to 
take into account the deep differences be-
tween radical, nihilistic moderns (with Hob-
bes, Rousseau, and Hegel at the cutting edge), 
and moderate moderns (e.g., Locke, Montes-
quieu, James Madison, and John Stuart Mill), 
who see far less opposition than radical mod-
erns do between nature and good human lives. 
(For example, unlike the founders, Mahoney 

often refers to the political theories of Hob-
bes and Locke as if they taught fundamentally 
the same things.) And though Mahoney does 
notice that the Enlightenment was “more 
variegated” than Solzhenitsyn suggests—

“not all of its currents succumbed to athe-
istic fanaticism”—the author’s odd example 
of a “radical commitment to ‘liberation’” is 
Jefferson’s denunciation of the “monkish ig-
norance and superstition” (Jefferson’s words) 
that had been used to support oppressive 
governments. Or perhaps Mahoney does see 
the depth and importance of the distinction 
between radical and moderate moderns, but 
simply fears that the moderates are less vi-
able than the radicals, and hence we need to 
boost the influence of traditional culture and 
religion, which to Mahoney means Christi-
anity, in order to combat the power of the 
radicals’ appeal.

However that may be, the down-
sides of democracy were hardly un-
known to the founders, whose writ-

ings are full of warnings about them. Nor did 
recognition of the social and intellectual ex-
cesses of democracy—such as those referred 
to in Plato’s dialogues and Aristophanes’ 
plays—have to wait for Tocqueville’s brilliant 
analyses. 

As good moderate moderns, the founders 
would surely have agreed with Mahoney’s fine 
statement about the most fundamental issue 
of liberal democratic politics: “The law cannot 
be fully ‘neutral’ about the good life—about 
the ends and purposes of human life—with-
out eventually subverting the idea of human 
nobility and the moral foundations of liberty 
itself.” And the founding generation—and 
later generations even more—found in the 
modern emphasis on natural human equal-
ity (even though it is, as Abraham Lincoln 
observed, “an abstract truth”) the basis of an 
ethics that respects respectable hierarchies, 
without needing so much recourse to the pre- 
or extra-liberal inheritances that Mahoney 
insists upon. That may help explain why, as 
he notices, hyper-democratization has affect-
ed Europe more than the United States—in 
spite of Europe having more old-regime sur-
vivals. Why should trying to boost pre-lib-
eral or extra-democratic forces here at home 
be more effective than cultivating Americans’ 
liberal democratic ethics, in theory and in 
practice?

John Zvesper, an American political scientist 
who lives and works in France and England, is a 
fellow of the Claremont Institute and the author 
of several books, including Nature and Liberty 
(Routledge).

Looking ahead to the 
Fall 2011 CRB…

featuring 

Angelo M. Codevilla and
Mark Helprin on

9/11: Ten Years Later

Hadley Arkes on 
The Necessity of 

Natural Law Jurisprudence

William Voegeli on
Public Education

Charles Murray on
David Brooks’s 

The Social Animal

and

Ross Douthat on
Irving Kristol’s 

The Neoconservative Persuasion

Algis Valiunas on
American Architecture

and more!

Subscribe today. 

www.claremont.org/crb 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2011 
Page 40

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

Book Review by John C. Eastman

Writ of Error
The Conservative Assault on the Constitution, by Erwin Chemerinsky. 

Simon & Schuster, 336 pages, $27

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said 
in rather a scornful tone, “it means just what I 
choose it to mean—neither more nor less.” 

— Lewis Carroll 
Through The Looking Glass

Although we have hardly returned 
to the original understanding of the 
Constitution, conservative scholarship 

has had a profound effect in the legal academy 
and, increasingly, in the courts of law. Nowa-
days, almost everyone is an originalist, or at 
least purports to be. Rare is the judge who will 
argue that the original meaning does not mat-
ter to constitutional interpretation. In cases 
such as Seminole Tribe of Florida v. Florida 
(1996), for example, Justice David Souter fa-
mously countered the originalist claims of the 
Rehnquist Court majority in a series of cases in-
volving state sovereign immunity and the 11th 
Amendment with an alternative (and quite 
frankly more accurate) account of the Consti-
tution’s original understanding. More recently, 
Justice John Paul Stevens dissented from the 
high Court’s landmark Second Amendment 
decision in District of Columbia v. Heller (2008), 
not by arguing that our society and our Consti-
tution had evolved beyond the Second Amend-
ment (as might have been the argument in the 
1960s or ’70s), but that Justice Antonin Scalia’s 

opinion for the Court was wrong on original-
ist grounds. Although Stevens’s account was 
much less persuasive than Scalia’s, one has to 
appreciate how profoundly important it is that 
both sides on the Court now believe they need 
to ground their opinions in the original under-
standing of the Constitution.

A similar shift has occurred in the legal 
academy. A spate of recent books has tried 
to make the case for a living, evolving Con-
stitution by arguing not that we have grown 
beyond the old constitutional norms, but that 
the founders themselves intended the docu-
ment to be infinitely malleable, clay in the 
hands of a wise judiciary, to be formed to meet 
evolving standards of decency or to confront 
circumstances that the founders could not 
have imagined. The titles themselves convey 
the message: Keeping Faith with the Constitu-
tion (by Goodwin Liu, Pamela S. Karlan, and 
Christopher H. Schroeder, 2010); It is a Con-
stitution We Are Expounding (by the American 
Constitution Society, 2009); and The Consti-
tution in 2020 (by Jack M. Balkin and Reva 
B. Siegel, 2009). If you are having trouble dis-
cerning how the arguments advanced in these 
books differ from the original living constitu-
tionalists’ explicit repudiation of the Consti-
tution, you are not alone. According to their 
authors, the “living constitution,” crafted in 
the days of the Warren Court, was what the 

founders had intended all along. Apparently, 
the wise fathers of our nation intended noth-
ing in our written Constitution to be binding 
except that nothing be binding. An interesting 
mix of fiction and psychoanalysis, to be sure, 
but hardly consistent with the evidence, as is 
clear to anyone who has spent even brief time 
toiling in the fields of the founders’ writings 
and debates.

The most recent submission in this 
genre of psychological fiction, The Con-
servative Assault on the Constitution, 

comes from Erwin Chemerinsky, one of the 
deans of the living Constitution movement 
and actual Dean of the University of Cali-
fornia, Irvine, School of Law. Chemerinsky’s 
premise is obvious from the book’s title, its 
cover depiction of the Constitution’s “We 
the People” in the familiar calligraphy, and 
the book jacket’s blurbs about the need to 

“reclaim the Constitution” and preserve “our 
constitutional birthright.” His tactic is clever: 
each leftward evolution of the Constitution’s 
meaning becomes a new fixed baseline of con-
stitutional law, and any move to return to the 
original meaning amounts to a repudiation 
not of the wayward interpretation but of the 
Constitution itself. A nice exercise in intellec-
tual jujitsu for the living Constitution crowd, 
if he can get away with it. 
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Happily, he doesn’t even come close. In-
deed, anyone looking for a nuanced academic 
argument in defense of the living Constitu-
tion, whether naked or dressed up in the 
sheep’s clothing of originalism, will be sorely 
disappointed. The book is a partisan political 
diatribe, with all the spin one normally hears 
from politicians rather than serious scholars, 
complete with Orwellian doublespeak, gross 
hyperbole, and outright falsehood.

In Chemerinsky’s view, the Constitution 
began in the 1930s when the Supreme Court 
finally acceded to the radical expansion in 
federal power pushed by President Franklin 
Roosevelt and his New Deal, and has remained 
a one-way ratchet ever since. The Court’s re-
cent, though relatively limited, efforts to rein 
in the federal leviathan by restoring the limits 
on government found in the original Consti-
tution is therefore, in his mind, not an “assault” 
on the New Deal but on the Constitution it-
self. Humpty Dumpty would be proud.

Chemerinsky begins with a personal narra-
tive about the loss the Supreme Court handed 
him in his challenge to the constitutionality of 
California’s Three Strikes law, first adopted by 
the California legislature in March 1994 and 
then overwhelmingly readopted by the voters 
in November of that same year. His former cli-
ent, Leandro Andrade, “is serving a sentence 
of life in prison with no possibility of parole 
for fifty years for stealing $153 worth of video-
tapes from Kmart stores in Southern Califor-
nia,” Chemerinsky tells us in the book’s open-
ing sentence—without informing the reader 
until several pages later that Andrade had a 
string of prior convictions, including multiple 
residential burglaries. Instead of acknowledg-
ing that this was the very kind of repeat crimi-
nal activity the Three Strikes law aimed to 
prevent, Chemerinsky claims “there is no in-
dication that California’s voters realized” that 
the initiative “could be applied when the third 
strike was a minor offense such as shoplifting 
or possession of a small amount of drugs.” 

This is false. The official ballot statement, 
which is mailed to every single voter in Cali-
fornia and read by a good many of them, was 
quite explicit: “If the person has two or more 
previous serious or violent felony convictions, 
the mandatory sentence for any new felony 
conviction (not just a serious or violent felony) 
is life imprisonment” with a long minimum 
term before parole eligibility. The argument 
against the initiative contained in the official 
ballot statement and repeated extensively in 
the campaign’s advertising highlighted pre-
cisely this aspect of the proposed law: “The 
third strike does not have to be violent or 
serious—it can be any felony at all.” Indeed, 
the example used by the opponents of the ini-

tiative is strikingly similar to Andrade’s own 
case: “A 50-year-old man who twice stole a 
bicycle from a garage as a teenager, and who 
now writes a bad check, will get a life sen-
tence under” the law. Contrary to Chemerin-
sky’s assertion, the people of California were 
told exactly what the law would do, and by a 
72% to 28% margin voted overwhelmingly to 
approve it.

Chemerinsky’s legal arguments are 
just as dubious. He notes, for example, 
that he headed into oral argument be-

fore the Supreme Court thinking he was on 
“very strong ground” in the Andrade case, and 
ready to argue that his client’s sentence was 
excessive. He claims that he had precedent 
on his side dating back a century, providing 

“well-established criteria” for determining that 
a sentence was “grossly disproportionate and 
thus cruel and unusual punishment” in viola-
tion of the Constitution’s Eighth Amendment. 
But the century-old case he cites held nothing 
of the kind. The long-standing rule was that 

“the length of sentence is a matter of legisla-
tive prerogative”—just the opposite of what 
Chemerinsky claims. His argument against 
lengthy sentences for third-strike offenders 
did find precedent in a single 1983 case, Solem 
v. Helm, which overruled the long-standing 
rule, but was repudiated by the Court eight 
years later in very strong terms: “Solem was 
simply wrong. The Eighth Amendment con-
tains no proportionality guarantee,” the Court 
held in Harmelin v. Michigan (1991) a dozen 
years before Chemerinsky argued Andrade’s 
case. This is not exactly “very strong ground” 
for Chemerinsky’s position, but his willful 
blindness is telling. According to his meth-
odology, every precedent, however short-lived, 
that pushes the Constitution’s meaning in the 
preferred direction, i.e., leftward, becomes the 
new benchmark for what the Constitution it-
self says, while any precedent to the contrary 
is simply an “assault.”

Chemerinsky concludes the doleful narra-
tive of his defeat in the case—“I literally was 
in tears,” he says—by admitting that he was 

“at a loss to think of anything” that might be 
done to overturn such “draconian” sentences 
because “there is no appeal from a Supreme 
Court decision.” This is an interesting window 
into the living constitutionalist psyche, which 
views the courts as the sole arbiter of all things 
good and just, so much so that no alternative 
even comes to mind. As anyone even vaguely 
familiar with California’s Constitution and 
criminal justice system knows, there are sev-
eral ways to address sentences, draconian or 
otherwise. The governor may issue a pardon if 
circumstances warrant. The people can repeal 
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the Three Strikes law if they think it is lead-
ing to unjust sentences. Prosecutors can (and 
often do) find a way not to charge a crime as a 
third strike when the sentence would seem un-
duly harsh. Judges, too, can (and often do) find 
ways, such as reassessing a prior conviction, to 
avoid a third-strike sentence for truly inconse-
quential crimes. And of course Chemerinsky 
should remember the words of the sage Baret-
ta (before Robert Blake, the actor who played 
the part, squandered his legacy), don’t do the 
crime if you can’t do the time. 

This is just one example of the hand-
wringing hyperbole and misinforma-
tion found throughout the book. Pres-

ident Reagan mounted “the most concerted 
effort in American history to remake the 
federal courts,” we are told, with Chemer-
insky adding the caveat, “in a conservative 
direction,” so that he avoids having to com-
pare it to FDR’s outrageous Court-packing 
scheme. Similarly, Chemerinsky asserts 
that President Bush’s defense of the nation 
against terrorism took “claims of unchecked 
presidential power to unprecedented heights,” 
even though he later concedes that Bush was 
following the precedents set by other war-
time presidents, including Abraham Lincoln, 
Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and 
Harry Truman. He claims that Bush ignored 
the basic constitutional premise that two 
branches should be involved in all major gov-
ernmental actions, forgetting (or worse) that 
Congress authorized the use of “all necessary 
force” against the terrorists who attacked 
us on 9/11, and that it was the Court that 
took the unprecedented step of interfering 
with the detention of enemy combatants in 
wartime. He asserts that “the phrase, ‘enemy 
combatant,’” is not part of either interna-
tional or American law. It is, or at least the 
idea of it is. American law dating to the Civil 
War, and international law dating at least to 
the Hague Convention of 1907 and repeated 
in the Geneva Convention of 1949, spell out 
the distinctions between combatants (lawful 

and unlawful) and civilians. He claims that 
during the 2000 presidential election contro-
versy, the Florida Supreme Court “ordered 
the immediate counting of any uncounted 
ballots across the state,” neglecting to mention 
that recounts were ordered in only four heav-
ily Democratic counties. 

His false legal claims are equally numerous. 
“The Fourth Amendment says that searches, 
including government wiretapping and elec-
tronic surveillance, require a judicially approved 
warrant,” we are told (emphasis added), even 
though 73 pages later he acknowledges “there 
must be ‘probable cause’” for police to conduct 
a search, and that only “generally.” Contrary 
to his earlier claim, the Fourth Amendment’s 
text does not “require a judicially approved 
warrant,” but specifies that searches must be 

“reasonable,” a standard that can be met in 
many circumstances without a warrant, as the 
courts have repeatedly confirmed. And on the 
issue raised by the recent controversy involv-
ing the Bush Administration’s warrantless 
surveillance of communications between ter-
rorists abroad and their collaborators in the 
United States, the Supreme Court decision 
cited by Chemerinsky dealt with wholly do-
mestic investigations, specifically noting that 
it was expressing “no opinion as to the issues 
which may be involved with respect to activi-
ties of foreign powers or their agents” because 
of the vastly different scope of presidential 
powers in the latter context.

Chemerinsky heartily embraces Jus-
tice Harry Blackmun’s view that the Eighth 
Amendment’s prohibition on “cruel and un-
usual punishment” renders the death penalty 
unconstitutional in all its applications. That 
position, which has been rejected by the Su-
preme Court itself, simply cannot be squared 
either with the history surrounding the adop-
tion of the Eighth Amendment or the text of 
the Fifth Amendment, which specifically rec-
ognizes “capital” crimes, that is, offenses that 
put one in “ jeopardy of life.” The ability to 
manipulate the Constitution’s text to arrive at 
new and radically different conclusions than 

originally intended is the hallmark of the “liv-
ing constitution” enterprise. Opposition to 
the enterprise may be an “assault” on the liv-
ing constitution methodology, but hardly one 
on the Constitution, as the author claims.

These errors and many more warrant 
a more complete rebuttal than can be 
made here. But it would be wrong to 

ignore a particularly troubling but brutally 
forthright claim that Chemerinsky makes in 
his discussion of the Supreme Court’s abor-
tion jurisprudence. The key question in the 
abortion cases, he says, is “who should decide 
whether the fetus before viability is a human 
person: each woman for herself or the state 
legislature.” I have never seen the Left’s posi-
tion on abortion phrased quite so starkly, but 
it should put to rest the myth that the “pro-
gressive” view in support of a “living Consti-
tution” is designed to advance human dignity. 
That anyone, individual or legislature, gets to 
determine the human personhood of another 
human being is a notion that I had thought 
we had buried in the ashes of the Civil War. 
It bears an uncanny resemblance to the claim 
made by slave-owners that it was their mor-
al prerogative to determine whether blacks 
should be treated as property or as human be-
ings. If “the conservative assault on the Con-
stitution” is an assault on that proposition, 
then count me among the assaulters in chief. 
Happily, we do not need to assault the Con-
stitution to assault that ignominious proposi-
tion; we just need to restore the Constitution 
to its rightful and original meaning, as a form 
of government designed to secure to every 
American, in the words of the Declaration of 
Independence, the unalienable rights to life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness given to 
us by our Creator.

John C. Eastman is the Henry Salvatori Profes-
sor of Law and Community Service, and former 
Dean, at Chapman University School of Law. He 
is also the founding director of the Claremont In-
stitute’s Center for Constitutional Jurisprudence.
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Book Review by Akhil Amar

The Great Debate
Ratification: The People Debate the Constitution, 1787–1788, by Pauline Maier.

Simon & Schuster, 608 pages, $30

Pauline maier’s new book, ratifica-
tion: The People Debate the Constitu-
tion, 1787–1788, may be her best yet—

and that is saying something. A professor 
of American History at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Maier has written 
three previous books on late 18th-century 
American politics, each a classic in its own 
right: From Resistance to Revolution: Colonial 
Radicals and the Development of American 
Opposition to Britain, 1765–1776 (1972), The 
Old Revolutionaries: Political Lives in the Age 
of Samuel Adams (1980), and American Scrip-
ture: Making the Declaration of Independence 
(1997). Ratification is the product of a mature 
historian’s mind steeped in the history and 
historiography of its period. Perhaps not all 
historians improve with age, but increased 
experience and expertise do help many de-
velop deeper, broader, and subtler insights 
into both human nature generally and the 
particular facts of their fields of study.

More importantly, Ratification is not mere-
ly a book about its topic. It is the book. There 
is no single-authored work of scholarly heft—
none—on the Great American Debate of 
1787–88. The Constitution is one of the most 
important texts in world history, yet until now 
we did not have a unified narrative history of 

the actual day-by-day process by which it be-
came the supreme law of the land. 

True, we have had many—too many—
books about how the Constitution was draft-
ed behind closed doors in the Philadelphia 
Convention that met during the summer of 
1787. What happened behind closed doors 
was that a mere proposal was drafted for the 
consideration of the American people. What 
happened in the following year—Maier’s 
year—is that for the first time in world his-
tory a vast continental populace got to debate 
and decide by a peaceful vote how they and 
their posterity would be governed.

This was a giant leap forward from the pol-
itics of the 1760s and 1770s, the period at the 
heart of Maier’s earlier books. In that period, 
patriots moved from resistance to revolution 
to war. Thus, one of the most gripping recent 
accounts of the American Revolution—Da-
vid McCullough’s 1776 (2005)—is entirely 
a military history, disregarding the political 
and intellectual events of that fateful year. 
The Declaration of Independence was not put 
to any sort of special popular vote. Many who 
vigorously opposed independence in 1776 
permanently exiled themselves to Britain or 
its North American colonies. The revolution’s 
opponents who chose to stay on American soil 

were, politically, internal exiles. With very few 
exceptions—typically involving those who 
recanted and joined the patriots before war’s 
end—no arch-loyalist ever went on to any po-
sition of political significance in independent 
America.

By contrast, in the Great American De-
bate that Maier’s new book brings back to life, 
the losers were not cast out into the political 
darkness. Several vigorous opponents of rati-
fying the Constitution went on to the highest 
echelons of public trust and political honor, in-
cluding James Monroe, who became the fifth 
president; George Clinton and Elbridge Ger-
ry, future vice presidents; and Samuel Chase, 
elevated to the Supreme Court by President 
Washington in 1796.

After ratification’s year, which fea-
tured an extraordinary series of ratifi-
cation conventions and popular votes 

across an entire continent, the world was nev-
er the same. The possibilities of democracy 
on a vast scale were on display for all to see—
across the globe and through the centuries. A 
democratic people could think hard, debate 
fiercely, vote (pretty) fairly, and accomplish 
something. The losers could graciously accept 
this defeat rather than resort to bullets. The 
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winners could graciously admit that their plan 
could be improved by an ambitious modifica-
tion. (Today we call this renovation “the Bill 
of Rights.”) 

Happier still, what was accomplished in 
that year ended up enduring, providing an in-
spirational model for later Americans and for 
other peoples around the world. In 1786, de-
mocracy existed in very few places on planet 
earth, and had never before been a dominant 
form of government. Today, democracy reigns 
over half the planet and is on the march in the 
other half. Seen from this angle, the story of 
Maier’s new book is the hinge of human his-
tory, the year that changed everything not just 
in America but beyond. From resistance to 
revolution to…ratification!

To her credit, maier is analytical 
rather than triumphalist about democ-
racy in America. Lawyers, judges, and 

law professors are prone to “winner’s history,” 
since the winners generally end up writing the 
laws. Historians by instinct and training work 
hard to understand both sides—indeed, to 
understand that there are usually more than 
two sides. 

Thus she generally eschews the term “An-
ti-Federalist” because this was an epithet—
imposed on those who opposed the Consti-
tution by the other side of the debate, the 
self-described “Federalists”—not the self-
description chosen by most ratification oppo-
nents themselves. She also believes that the 
label oversimplifies, masking important dif-
ferences among the Constitution’s skeptics 
and blurring similarities between moderate 
opponents and lukewarm proponents. She 
emphasizes that many of those who opposed 
the document were not entirely “Anti.” Many 
skeptics admitted that the Philadelphia pro-
posal might be somewhat better than the im-
potent Articles of Confederation, but these 
skeptics thought that a still-better and safer 
system should be crafted—a series of amend-
ments to and revisions of the Philadelphia 
plan should be agreed to—before any Consti-
tution was formally adopted. In Maier’s view, 
dividing the world into two tidy camps, as do 
the conventional labels of “Federalist” and 

“Anti-Federalist,” obscures strong similarities 
among various men who ultimately ended up 
on different sides of the final vote—includ-
ing “old revolutionaries” such as Sam Ad-
ams, who voted yes despite misgivings, and 

George Mason, who voted no despite having 
supported earlier drafts of the Constitution 
at Philadelphia. 

Unlike Maier, who is generous to a fault to 
the side that lost in 1787–88, I am inclined to 
side more openly with the Federalists’ vision 
and even to accept their labels as the legiti-
mate spoils of victory. The legalist in me says 
that that compared to the plan on the table 
in 1787 any alternative requiring the conven-
tion’s proposal to be amended or revised be-
fore it was ratified would have doomed the 
whole enterprise of replacing the Articles of 
Confederation with a viable constitutional 
framework. Realistically, it was yes or no, up 
or down. 

This is often how law and legislation work. 
Not that the final vote is ever really final in a 
truly democratic society. Tomorrow is anoth-
er day, and we are free to repeal and replace. 
But had the Constitution been voted down—
had the Anti-Federalists (my harsher word) 
actually prevailed, the amendment rules of 
the Articles of Confederation, which required 
state unanimity, would have been utterly un-
workable. Anarchy loomed as the alternative; 
and the “Antis” had no clear realistic program. 
In many cases, these naysayers were rebels 
(or old revolutionaries, if you prefer) without 
a clue. The most decisive reason to favor the 
Constitution was precisely that, once ratified 
in a clean yes vote, this document would be 
infinitely easier to amend in a straightforward 
way than would the Articles of Confedera-
tion. 

It remains to ask the obvious questions: 
If Maier’s topic is indeed so important, 
why has no previous single-authored book 

ever tackled this topic? Why have so many in-
dividual authors focused instead on the Phila-
delphia convention? What does Maier’s nar-
rative add to the multi-authored collections 
on the ratification process that do exist? 

I suggest that Philadelphia stories generally 
abound simply because they are easy to write. 
A century ago, Max Farrand collated in three 
handy volumes the core primary sources—
the official Philadelphia convention journal, 
Madison’s copious notes, and various papers 
from other delegates. Thus much of the pri-
mary source material that must be summa-
rized and analyzed is within easy reach of any 
would-be author. And there are precious few 
relevant newspaper pieces or private letters 

to be hunted down and parsed, because the 
Philadelphia deliberations were secret. 

By contrast, Maier’s project required her 
to range across the continent and to wade 
through an enormous pile of public and pri-
vate sources—a far more difficult endeavor, 
and one made doable only (as she graciously 
acknowledges) because of the recent colla-
tion and publication of a vast array of primary 
sources in the 23-and-still-growing volumes 
of the “Documentary History of the Ratifica-
tion of the Constitution” (DHRC) project. But 
DHRC and not Farrand is the right place to 
start, if we care about the Constitution as law. 
What matters for proper legal interpretation 
today is not what was said behind closed doors 
at Philadelphia, but what was said by and to or-
dinary citizens pondering whether they should, 
say, embrace the proposal that emerged from 
Philadelphia. (Of course, the secret drafting 
history might still be invaluable for nonlegal 
scholarly purposes; and even legal interpreters 
might find the Philadelphia debates of indirect 
evidentiary importance, containing various ar-
guments that may well have been made pub-
licly during ratification, but in conversations 
for which no reliable transcript survives.) 

Before Maier, at least two prominent multi-
authored books did try to give readers a sense 
of each of the relevant ratification conventions: 
The Constitution and the States, edited by Pat-
rick T. Conley and John P. Kaminski (1988), 
and Ratifying the Constitution, edited by Mi-
chael Allen Gillespie and Michael Lienesch 
(1989). But the gains of specialization, with 
each chapter written by an expert in the legal 
history of a given state, were counterbalanced 
by a loss of narrative cohesion. How did the 
debates early on in Pennsylvania affect later 
deliberations? To what extent did various ar-
guments and counterarguments evolve as the 
year of ratification unfolded? These and many 
other related questions fall between the cracks 
of the multi-authored volumes, but are central 
threads of Maier’s detailed narrative. Com-
pared to these other scholarly works, Ratifica-
tion offers a far more satisfying account of the 
year that Americans ratified the Constitution, 
a year that changed the world even more than 
1776 did.

Akhil Amar is Sterling Professor of Law and Po-
litical Science at Yale University and the author 
most recently of America’s Constitution: A Bi-
ography (Random House).
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Book Review by David K. Nichols

Conceived in Liberty?
A Slaveholders’ Union: Slavery, Politics, and the Constitution in the Early American Republic, 

by George William Van Cleve. University of Chicago Press, 408 pages, $39

The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery, by Eric Foner.
W.W. Norton & Co., 448 pages, $29.95

Political theorists and historians 
have always had an uneasy relation-
ship. When theorists develop elegant 

explanations of the American Founding or 
the American Civil War, for example, the his-
torians rebuke them for getting crucial things 
wrong by failing to immerse themselves in the 
historical details where the true understand-
ing of events can be found. George William 
Van Cleve and Eric Foner are both eager to 
correct mistaken theories and theorists. Their 
new books do indeed provide us with a wealth 
of facts that are crucial for a full understand-
ing of the place of slavery in the thought of 
the American Founders and in the mind of 
Abraham Lincoln. In the end, however, they 
also engage in the suspect activity of political 
theorizing, and their theories do not always fit 
the facts they themselves have revealed. 

Van Cleve, a legal scholar and historian 
who teaches at the University of Seattle Law 
School and in the University of Virginia his-
tory department, presents in A Slaveholders’ 
Union a mountain of facts to show that the 
issue of slavery was never far from the found-
ers’ minds. Indeed, he argues, at key points 
in the founding period the issue of slavery 
decisively shaped the outcome of events. He 
believes both North and South feared an 

end to slavery, and each was complicit in es-
tablishing institutional arrangements that 
would not only perpetuate it, but also en-
courage its massive expansion. As he points 
out, “By early 1820…there were ten states 
with substantial slave populations, double 
the number of such states at the time of the 
Revolution. There were more than two and a 
half times as many slaves in America as there 
had been when the Revolution began.” More-
over, “slavery emerged from the Revolution 
stronger as a political institution than it had 
been within the British Empire just prior to 
the Revolution.”

According to Van Cleve, the 1772 deci-
sion of the King’s Court in Somerset’s Case 
that declared slavery to be illegal in Britain 
placed slavery on the road to ultimate ex-
tinction. Although the decision left slavery 
in place in the colonies, it created ever-in-
creasing pressure for abolition throughout 
the empire. Once the American colonies 
separated from Britain, however, there was 
no central authority capable of attacking 
slavery. The central government under the 
Articles of Confederation posed no threat to 
the institution, and actually supported it by 
leaving authority over the practice of slavery 
with the states. 

The heart of his analysis, however, 
focuses on the treatment of slavery at 
the Constitutional Convention. Begin-

ning with the convention’s decision to allow 
one vote per state during its deliberations, the 
slave interests won on most key issues, he con-
tends. The delegates’ embrace of the Connect-
icut Compromise, including a Senate where 
each state was equally represented regardless 
of population, guaranteed the subsequent, 
and notorious, “three-fifths” compromise to 
augment Southern power in the House of 
Representatives. Van Cleve acknowledges 
that there was no attempt to provide a con-
stitutional guarantee to protect slavery in per-
petuity, but argues that none was necessary. 
The South had such an advantage because of 
the configuration of the Senate and House 
that parchment guarantees protecting slavery 
would have been gratuitous. 

Moreover, the convention never seriously 
considered the idea that slaves were persons 
whose rights might be protected by the Con-
stitution. The only question it debated, ac-
cording to Van Cleve, was whether or not 
slave property would be taxed. Even though 
the convention eventually decided to allow 
a taxation scheme based on the three-fifths 
compromise, he argues that the decision was 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2011 
Page 46

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

irrelevant because there was never any inten-
tion of implementing such a tax. 

What’s more, by allowing the slave trade to 
continue for 20 years after the Constitution’s 
ratification, the framers insured an adequate 
supply of slaves for generations to come. The 
debate over the slave trade was primarily be-
tween states such as Virginia, that had a sur-
plus of slaves and thus wanted to limit foreign 
importation sooner, and states such as South 
Carolina, seeking to bring in more slaves as 
cheaply as possible. Finally, the fugitive slave 
clause, the Constitution’s only major provi-
sion to support federal intervention in domes-
tic slavery, committed even Northern states to 
protect the property rights of slaveholders. 

The conclusion that the founders defended 
and extended the slaveholding republic is in-
escapable for Van Cleve, and he prosecutes 
the case ably. Like most prosecutors, however, 
his interest in competing theories begins and 
ends with his desire to discredit them. He is 
not above choosing his facts selectively, point-
ing to the rapid growth of the slave population 
after the Revolution, for example, without 
mentioning that the relative size of the white 
and black populations in America remained 
constant between 1790 and 1820, or that the 
percent of free blacks actually doubled in this 
period. Though he notes that the number of 
states with substantial slave populations dou-
bled between 1790 and 1820, he fails, again, 
to place that fact in context—a context that 
would, at the very least, complicate his argu-
ment. In reality, the number of free states 
went from five to twelve during those 30 years, 
whereas the number of states that allowed 
slavery increased by only four. 

Van Cleve does his best to diminish the im-
portance of abolition in the Northern states, 
concentrating on the racist attitudes of many 
Northern whites, the limited rights of free 
blacks already living in those states, and the 
legal barriers against free blacks attempting 
to migrate into them. This is the truth, but 
not the whole truth. Van Cleve’s argument 
certainly does not settle the case that Amer-
ica was moving to make slavery permanent 
and ineradicable in the first three decades 
under the Constitution. However halting or 
incomplete the abolition movements in those 
dozen free states, they were a clear sign that a 
growing portion of the citizenry was turning 
against slavery. 

The author’s interpretation of the 
1787 debates inside Independence Hall 
is even more tendentious. From his per-

spective there are no mixed motives, only self-
ish ones. Thus, support for free labor reveals 
only the bigotry of Northern white workers. 

Restrictions on the slave trade and the refusal 
to provide an explicit constitutional sanction 
for slavery are cynical or empty gestures. The 
republican guarantee clause is meant only to 
quash slave rebellions. The argument for equal 
representation of the states in the Senate has 
no other purpose but to protect slavery. The 
three-fifths compromise is a complete victory 
for the South. Anti-slavery arguments are al-
ways disingenuous or irrelevant, but any argu-
ment linking the Constitution to bigotry or 
self-interest always turns out to be the “most 
likely” explanation. 

In spite of all the details, then, Van Cleve 
manages to create a flat and simplistic portrait 
of the founding. He doesn’t reduce the world 
to good guys and bad guys; in his view there 
are no good guys. No American at the dawn 
of the republic is moved or even troubled by 
the evil of slavery. 

Van Cleve is so eager to explain the Con-
stitution’s concessions to slavery in terms of 
defending the property rights of slavehold-
ers that he ignores the fact that each of these 
provisions speak of slaves as “persons.” Slave-
holders would eventually find it necessary to 
repudiate this claim, but it could not so easily 
be struck out of the American Constitution 
or the American mind. The recognition of 
the fact that slaves were persons was at least 
in part responsible for the growing number 
of free states, the increasing number of free 
blacks, and the growing pressure against slav-
ery that ultimately led to the Civil War and 
emancipation. 

Eric foner, a columbia university 
historian, has more sympathy for 
Abraham Lincoln than Van Cleve has 

for the founders. As a result, his Fiery Trial, 
which won the Pulitzer Prize in history ear-
lier this year, provides a more sophisticated 
and accurate treatment of its subject than 
Slaveholders’ Union. Foner’s Lincoln is a good 
if flawed individual, indispensable to the po-
litical processes that culminated in the aboli-
tion of slavery. He praises Lincoln’s ability to 
learn over time, and argues that by the end 
of his life Lincoln had overcome many of his 
early prejudices. Unlike Van Cleve’s found-
ers, who possess only base motives, Foner sees 
Lincoln as a mixture of considerable virtues 
and a few vices. Nonetheless, he is unable to 
hide a slight impatience with Lincoln’s delay 
in recognizing the full truth of human equal-
ity and developing a political program that 
would fulfill that vision. 

Foner rejects the notion that Lincoln was 
“a man with no deep convictions of his own, 
whose shifting policies and outlook arose 
entirely from forces outside his control.” In-
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stead, he suggests, “Much of Lincoln’s career 
can fruitfully be seen as a search for a recon-
ciliation of means and ends, an attempt to 
identify a viable mode of antislavery action 
in a political and constitutional system that 
erected seemingly impregnable barriers to ef-
fective steps toward abolition.” Foner traces 
Lincoln’s opposition to slavery back to his 
days in the Illinois legislature, noting, “When 
Lincoln criticized slavery as unwise and un-
just, abolitionism could not have been weaker 
or more unpopular in Illinois.” As late as the 
1850s, Foner argues, it required great cour-
age to defend the proposition that slaves had 
rights, but Lincoln “would not retreat from 
his insistence that the principles enunciated 
in the Declaration of Independence applied 
to every human being.” 

Lincoln’s principled arguments also 
had an important practical dimension. 
As Foner explains, Lincoln believed 

that American government ultimately rested 
on the ground of public opinion. The success 
of Lincoln and the Republicans therefore 
depended upon their ability to shape public 
opinion. “Republicans, he insisted, adhered 
to the idea, which, as always, he traced back 
to the revolutionary generation, of ‘the equal-
ity of men.’ Democrats sought to ‘discard that 
central idea’ and substitute ‘the opposite idea 
that slavery is right’ and therefore ought to be 

perpetuated and extended.” Lincoln under-
stood that political victory would ultimately 
go to the victor in the battle between these 
competing ideas.

The Republican coalition was a fragile one. 
Lincoln was constantly faced with the problem 
of “mediating disputes between former Demo-
crats and former Whigs, nativists and immi-
grants, conservatives, moderates, and radicals.” 
His solution, according to Foner, was to find 
the “lowest common denominator of Repub-
lican opinion”—opposition to the expansion 
of slavery—and focus “single-mindedly” on 
that issue. This focus provided the founda-
tion upon which Lincoln built and maintained 
the Republican Party. Yet Foner claims that it 
would be a mistake “simply to anoint him as ‘a 
model of greatness for succeeding generations 
to follow.’ …If Lincoln achieved greatness, he 
grew into it.” Rejecting the view that Lincoln 
was “born with a pen in his hand ready to sign 
the Emancipation Proclamation or [entered] 
the White House with a fixed determina-
tion to preside over the end of slavery,” Foner 
claims that in his youth Lincoln was formed in 
part by the racist attitudes of his community. 
This is why, according to Fiery Trial, Lincoln 
defended colonization as the answer to the 
problem of slavery until late in his career. It is 
also why he distanced himself from the aboli-
tionists. For most of his life he did not believe 
that freed slaves could live in the United States 

as full political equals. Foner concludes, “Had 
[Lincoln] died early in 1862, it would be quite 
easy to argue today that Lincoln would never 
have issued a proclamation of emancipation, 
enrolled black soldiers in the Union army, or 
advocated allowing some black men to vote.” 
For Foner, only the post-1862 Lincoln has a 
claim to greatness. 

His evidence of Lincoln’s early racial at-
titudes, however, is only circumstantial. He 
provides evidence of what others in Lincoln’s 
childhood community thought, and assumes 
that Lincoln must have thought likewise. He 
asserts that Lincoln adopted abolition as a 
goal only after 1862, but he has no way of 
knowing the extent to which Lincoln’s pub-
lic statements were the product of his most 
deeply held beliefs or the political prudence 
of which he provides such ample evidence. 
Foner complains that “we too often tend to 
read Lincoln’s growth backward, as an un-
problematic trajectory toward a predeter-
mined end.” Foner himself, however, may be 
guilty of a similar offense. He reads history 
backwards in order to vindicate the abolition-
ists, thus denying the possibility that Lincoln 
had a superior understanding of how the 
principles of the Declaration of Independence 
could be given political effect. 

David K. Nichols is associate professor of politi-
cal science at Baylor University.
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Book Review by Peter C. Myers

After Racism
Disintegration: The Splintering of Black America, by Eugene Robinson. 

Doubleday, 272 pages, $24.95

Freedom Is Not Enough: The Moynihan Report and America’s Struggle over Black Family Life—from LBJ to Obama,
by James T. Patterson. Basic Books, 288 pages, $26.95

Race, Wrongs, and Remedies: Group Justice in the 21st Century, by Amy L. Wax.
Rowman & Littlefield, 200 pages, $29.95

In a provocative 2008 essay, the novel-
ist Charles Johnson declared “the end of 
the black American narrative.” This nar-

rative, Johnson remarked, “is quietly in the 
background of every conversation we have 
about black people…. It is our starting point, 
our agreed-upon premise, our most impor-
tant presupposition for dialogues about black 
America.” But this old narrative, at the center 
of which is “the experience of victimization,” 
is now, at long last, obsolete. “In the 21st cen-
tury, we need new and better stories.”

A story held so broadly and deeply could 
hardly fade away quietly. The old narrative 
persists, Johnson observed, “as doggedly as 
the Ptolemaic vision before Copernicus.” It 
persists most stubbornly among scholars and 
pundits on the Left, who work endless varia-
tions on the narrative’s theme of promise and 
betrayal. In the current versions, the hopes 
for equality raised by Martin Luther King, Jr., 
and the civil rights movement were dashed by 
a conservative backlash, the same fate that met 
the kindred hopes raised during the American 
Revolution and Civil War. Decades after the 
civil rights era, the nation that once seemed 

poised to secure equal rights and liberty for 
all has defaulted yet again. American racism,  
devilishly adept at strategic retreat and self-
concealment, remains alive and well.

Readers familiar with the updates of the 
old narrative might be forgiven for approach-
ing Eugene Robinson’s new book with certain 
preconceptions. One might expect Robin-
son, the reliably liberal MSNBC commenta-
tor and Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist for 
the Washington Post, to provide a popularized 
reworking of this tale of backlash and disil-
lusionment. Instead, he produced something 
genuinely interesting. Viewed in light of 
Charles Johnson’s suggestion, Disintegration is 
divided between the old and the new—a book 
that goes far toward answering the call for 

“new and better stories” about black Ameri-
cans, although it recurs, at a crucial point, to 
the traditional narrative.

Robinson’s book is divided between old and 
new because black America itself is so divided. 
The disintegration in his arresting title reflects 
his main thesis: there no longer exists a single, 
unified black America. Instead, there are now 
four distinct categories of black Americans, 

characterized by very different experiences, 
conditions, and prospects relative to one an-
other. Assessing this development, Robinson 
cautions against nostalgia. What sustained 
a bygone sentiment of racial solidarity was 
an experience of injury shared by nearly all 
black Americans. What makes the present 
differentiation possible is the abatement of 
those injuries. In short, what is disintegrating 
black America is the integration of America, 
as more and more blacks make good on hard-
won opportunities to differentiate themselves 
by their individual talents and efforts.

For three of the four categories that Rob-
inson identifies—to which the large majority 
of black Americans now belong—white rac-
ism or its legacy no longer imposes any seri-
ous encumbrance. The most numerous group 
he calls the Mainstream, the relatively unno-
ticed middle-class majority whose heroic rise 
he celebrates as “truly a great American suc-
cess story—arguably, the greatest of all.” But 
the most spectacular success belongs to the 
Transcendent, the tiny elite whose enormous 
wealth and power places them far above ordi-
nary Americans of any color. For the first time, 
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black Americans mingle among the genuine 
Masters of the Universe; Robinson notes with 
bemused pride that “two African Americans 
[Fannie Mae CEO Franklin Raines and Mer-
rill Lynch CEO Stanley O’Neal] had become 
big enough players in the financial world to 
have major roles—I should say allegedly—in 
triggering a global economic crisis.”

The most intriguing group in Robinson’s 
quartet, the Emergent, is itself divided into 
two subgroups. It includes, first, those lately 
arrived in the largest wave of black immigra-
tion since 1808. He characterizes these immi-
grant-Emergents as America’s newest model-
minority—highly educated relative to native-
born Americans of any color, industrious, en-
terprising, and animated by a strong belief in 
America as a land of freedom and opportunity. 
The second Emergent group comprises the ra-
cially mixed offspring of black and white par-
ents, whose rapid growth in numbers elicits 
the author’s confident prediction: “I have seen 
the future, and it is beige.” For Robinson this, 
too, is a good thing. He expects that members 
of this subgroup will naturally gravitate to in-
corporation in rather than estrangement from 
the American mainstream. 

Inspiring much less hope, however, is the fi-
nal group in Robinson’s classification scheme, 
the Abandoned, the underclass minority ex-
periencing their own, distinctly negative forms 
of disintegration. The troubles frequently 
ascribed to black America as a whole are, in 
reality, concentrated among the Abandoned: 
the demise of marriage and two-parent fami-
lies; the failure to persist in or benefit from the 
educational system; and the subsequent un-
employment, poverty, and crime. This group’s 
prospects are as bleak as the rising black ma-
jority’s are bright, since the Abandoned have 

“less hope of escaping poverty and dysfunction 
than at any time since Reconstruction,” ac-
cording to Robinson. He calls on America to 
make the rescue of this group an urgent prior-
ity. For as long as their woes continue, Robin-
son insists, the Abandoned will be viewed as 
the authentic, representative black Americans. 
He updates W.E.B Du Bois: “The problem of 
the twenty-first century is the problem of the 
Abandoned.”

Robinson deserves much credit for 
his refreshing divergence from the aca-
demic party line on race. Contrary to 

multiculturalists’ dogmatic insistence on pre-
serving black identity, he affirms the justice 
and goodness of racial integration, happily ac-
knowledging the “miraculous” progress black 
Americans and America at large have made 
in overcoming race-based injustice. At some 
points he forthrightly acknowledges that bad 

choices and behaviors perpetuate degradation 
and poverty in the black underclass. But on 
that crucial point he equivocates—and the 
independent spirit that animates much of the 
book falters. In his analysis and prescriptions 
regarding the problems of the Abandoned, 
the old narrative ultimately prevails.

“It is hugely significant,” Robinson ob-
serves, “that in most Abandoned black neigh-
borhoods…most households are headed by a 
single woman.” Though well aware that “all 
else being equal, boys and girls from intact, 
two-parent families tend to do better…in all 
walks of life,” he rules out as unrealistic ef-
forts to rebuild marriage, and he equivocates 
on whether such a goal is even to be desired. 
Upon reporting that “a stunning 42 percent” 
of adult black women have never married (the 
corresponding figure among white women is 
21%), Robinson offers the remarkably blithe 
comment that this phenomenon signifies not 

of passive-voice or impersonal formulations: 
good working-class jobs disappeared, “neigh-
borhoods fell apart, public school systems 
were allowed to collapse,” and the Abandoned 
were left hopelessly overmatched by the struc-
tural and institutional forces that weigh them 
down.

The remedy is then to reverse the decades 
of public neglect. Robinson warmly but brief-
ly praises the efforts of his former colleague 
William Raspberry, the retired Washington 
Post columnist, who has founded a nonprofit 
organization to assist a small town in Missis-
sippi whose residents are predominantly poor 
and black. But rather than call for the mul-
tiplication of such private efforts, he calls for 
a resumption and expansion of the massive 
governmental efforts initiated by LBJ: “What 
is needed is a kind of Marshall Plan for the 
Abandoned—massive intervention in educa-
tion, public safety, health, and other aspects of 
life.” Robinson doesn’t even try to explain how 
such a Marshall Plan would foster the chang-
es in individual choices and behavior that, he 
has argued persuasively, are indispensable for 
improving the condition of this class.

Robinson is hardly alone, of course, 
in believing that America’s great fail-
ure over the past four decades has 

been its retreat from the Great Society agen-
da of ending poverty and eradicating every 
consequence of slavery and racism. Sharing 
this view is James T. Patterson, an emeritus 
history professor at Brown University, who 
chronicles that retreat in his latest book, Free-
dom Is Not Enough: The Moynihan Report and 
America’s Struggle over Black Family Life—from 
LBJ to Obama.

Patterson frames his story as a great fall. 
It begins at the summit of liberal enthusi-
asm, when President Johnson declared with 
characteristic circumspection in December 
1964, “These are the most hopeful times since 
Christ was born.” Regarding justice for black 
Americans, those hopes reached far beyond 
fully securing civil and political rights. “Free-
dom is not enough,” Johnson declared in his 
famous Howard University commencement 
speech the following June. “We seek…not just 
equality as a right and theory but equality as 
a fact and as a result.” To achieve the compre-
hensive socioeconomic equality that he envi-
sioned, however, his policymakers would need 
to overcome obstacles more formidable than 
discriminatory laws and bigoted opinion.

Enter Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Johnson’s 
38-year-old assistant secretary of labor and 
would-be architect of the administration’s ef-
forts to combat endemic poverty among black 
Americans. In a 78-page report entitled The 

“some sort of tragedy” but “instead a fascinat-
ing process of self-invention…. Mainstream 
black women may be blazing another trail 
that the rest of American society will follow 
as we redefine the concepts of household and 
family.”

This equivocation on family breakdown 
belongs to a broader equivocation about how 
moral choices and moral culture determine 
the underclass’s condition. “Not even the 
most foggy-headed or starry-eyed,” Robinson 
remarks, “could deny that wrong choices play 
a huge role in keeping the Abandoned mired 
in their plight—and that no policies or pro-
grams can possibly succeed unless individu-
als make better choices.” And yet the focus of 
both his analysis and his prescriptions is on…
policies and programs. As Robinson’s termi-
nology suggests, blame for the plight of im-
poverished blacks rests on negligent others—
the larger society that has abandoned its most 
desperate members. “Since Lyndon Johnson’s 
War on Poverty was allowed to peter out in 
the 1980s, government policies have essen-
tially left the Abandoned to their own devic-
es.” He describes the consequences in a chain 

What is disintegrating 
black America is the 

integration of America, 
as more and more 

blacks make good on 
hard-won opportunities.
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Negro Family: The Case for National Action, 
Moynihan attempted to guide the adminis-
tration’s efforts by applying the tools of social 
science analysis to the most vexing dimen-
sion of that poverty. In the report’s preface, 
he bluntly identified the focus of his concern: 

“The fundamental problem…is that of family 
structure. The…Negro family in the urban 
ghettos is crumbling…. So long as this situ-
ation persists, the cycle of poverty and disad-
vantage will continue to repeat itself.”

And then all hell broke loose. Just as the 
report was first leaked to the press in August, 
1965, what Patterson calls “the worst urban 
violence in U.S. history” erupted in Los An-
geles’s predominantly black Watts neighbor-
hood. It would have been reasonable enough 
to view that riot, along with the many riots 
that followed it in major cities in the next few 
years, as prompt validation for the language 
of alarm in Moynihan’s report. However that 
might be, Moynihan’s linkage of poverty and 
a host of other social problems with family 
breakdown—more precisely, with the absence 
of fathers—has been abundantly confirmed 
in subsequent decades of research.  Yet the 
immediate response to his report, amid some 
measured praise, was a wave of hostile criti-
cism from liberal academics and militant black 
leaders. In the minds of his most severe crit-
ics, Moynihan had violated the primary com-
mandment of discussions of race in America: 
Thou shalt not blame the victim. 

Those critics misrepresented his meaning, 
as Patterson rightly observes. Despite dra-
matic references to “the fundamental prob-
lem” of family breakdown and the “tangle of 
pathology” surrounding it, Moynihan took 
care in the report to avoid blaming the victim, 
insisting that white racism and unemploy-
ment were the underlying causes of family dis-
solution among impoverished blacks. But the 
critics’ charge stuck, and the fateful effect, ac-
cording to Patterson, was that “until relatively 
recently...many liberals and civil rights lead-
ers...continued to avoid talking about many 
black family issues.”

Let us note that the regrettable effect of 
the controversy, as Patterson sees it, is the in-
timidating effect it had on liberal discussion. 
Anxious to avoid the charge or the offense of 
victim-blaming and wary, too, of licensing con-
servatives to engage in it, liberals in this period 
confined their public commentary, according 
to Patterson, to an increasingly feckless re-
frain that white racism in some form was the 
only cause of black troubles worth discussing. 
But in so confining themselves, liberals ceded 
the public discussion of family issues to con-
servatives, who emerge as the real villains—
the true victim-blamers—in Patterson’s story. 

The rise of “family-values” conservatism in the 
1970s signified not an advancement but an 
“obstacle to meaningful dialogue,” he contends, 
because woven into its understanding of the 
family-breakdown problem as fundamentally 
cultural, not structural or institutional, was 
a moralistic denigration of the black poor as 

“undeserving.” By this means, conservatives 
convinced most Americans that freedom un-
der law actually is enough, contrary to LBJ’s, 
Moynihan’s, and Patterson’s conviction, there-
by undermining support for the “large-scale 
public programs” that liberals believe are the 
necessary and perhaps even sufficient condi-
tion for saving impoverished blacks.

Patterson’s book is a well-researched 
history of public policy and debate on 
black family issues in this period, and it 

provides a fair-minded, persuasive defense of 
Moynihan against his critics on the Left. He 
agrees with Moynihan, against the doctrinaire 
liberals who excommunicated him, that moral 
culture really is a significant cause of poverty 
and social dysfunction among the black un-
derclass. Aided by other independent-minded 
scholars, such as James Coleman and Orlando 
Patterson on the Left and James Q. Wilson 
on the Right, the vindication of Moynihan’s 
view of the importance of moral culture and 
family formation signifies a genuine advance 
in mainstream academic discussion.

Important as it is, however, the progress 
that Patterson here chronicles and exempli-
fies remains only partial. Moral culture plays 
a prominent part in Moynihan’s explanation of 
underclass ills, but it plays no intelligible part 
in the remedies that he prescribes. The “heart 
of [Moynihan’s] approach to social welfare,” 
as Patterson reports, was “his longstanding 
advocacy of a...system of family allowances,” 
designed to guarantee an income floor for all 
families and thereby to supply the vital needs 
of poor children. Moynihan believed this 
plan to be revolutionary: “the most startling 
proposal to help poor persons ever made by a 
modern democratic government.”

But the connection between diagnosis and 
proposed remedy is elusive. How does a pro-
gram of cash assistance, “generous and bureau-
cratically simple” as it might be, address the 
issues of family structure and moral culture, 
which Moynihan called “fundamental” to the 
problem of poverty among blacks? How is any 
program aimed at the material dimensions 
of poverty to assist in restoring the personal 
desires and disciplines that sustain marriage, 
parental responsibility, success in school, and 
industrious employment? Insofar as such pol-
icies fail to address these moral dimensions of 
poverty, how can they be said to supply what 
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needy children need most desperately? That 
central incoherence in Moynihan’s thinking 
on race and poverty points up an irony that 
pervades Patterson’s account. When the sub-
ject turned to remedies, the man who braved 
a political and academic firefight over the 
importance of family disintegration was curi-
ously reluctant to face the full implications of 
his analysis. 

For an argument that shares moyni-
han’s insight into causes, but shows 
none of his or Robinson’s reluctance to 

match a conservative remedy to a conservative 
diagnosis, we must look to the sharply argued 
new book by Amy L. Wax, Race, Wrongs, and 
Remedies: Group Justice in the 21st Century. 
Wax, a professor at the University of Penn-
sylvania Law School, combines conceptual 
insights from the law of torts and remedies 
with a thorough reading of the scholarship on 
racial disparities to bring much-needed clarity 
to the discussion of the black man’s burden.

This clarity begins with her forthright 
declaration that “the taboo against blaming 
the victim has profoundly distorted think-
ing about race.” She knows very well that it is 
unjust to blame victims for the injuries oth-
ers have inflicted upon them, and agrees “that 
current racial inequalities are the result of his-
torical oppression.” But Wax denies vigorous-
ly that identifying malformed cultural mores 
as the primary present cause of black-white 
disparities amounts to blaming the victim. 
The widespread opinion to the contrary has 
fueled a massive effort to locate the causes of 
disadvantage in factors external to the behav-
ior and mores of the disadvantaged. The result, 
she contends, has been a massive diversion of 
mental, moral, and material resources away 
from the only effective remedial strategy.

Common abuses of the victim-blaming 
charge, Wax suggests, reflect a failure to ac-
knowledge the distinction between liabilities 
and remedies. She offers the elementary ex-
ample of a pedestrian struck and injured by a 
driver who ran a red light. The driver is entire-
ly culpable, and justice (the law of remedies) 
requires the driver to rectify the wrong—to 
make the pedestrian “whole,” so far as pos-
sible. But the crash has left the pedestrian 
incapacitated, and his recovery will require a 
protracted, laborious regimen of physical re-
habilitation. Thus the liability and the remedy 
diverge. The driver can and must compensate 
the pedestrian for medical expenses and mon-

etary damages, but the pedestrian’s full re-
covery is beyond the driver’s power to effect; 
unfair as it may be, recovery is unattainable 
without the victim’s self-healing efforts.

The divergence between liability and rem-
edy is particularly sharp, Wax continues, in 
cases in which the injuries damage the victims’ 
human capital by impairing capacities or dis-
torting patterns of thinking and behavior. In 
particular, “social science evidence shows that 
enduring injuries to human capital now rep-
resent the most destructive legacy of racism.” 
She reviews that evidence in two crucial ar-
eas. Regarding educational achievement, she 
argues that success depends critically on “the 
characteristics, behavior, and education-relat-
ed attitudes of the students themselves.” The 
same holds true in employment, where the 
evidence shows that “personal and behavioral 
attributes related to productivity are by far 
the most important predictors of job-market 
success, regardless of race.”

It follows that the “dominant view” with 
regard to remedies—that “racial inequality 
can only be eliminated by eradicating racism 
and providing effective, well-funded social 
programs”—is radically mistaken. No known 
school-reform program has ever succeeded 
in transforming students’ attitudes toward 
studying and learning, Wax observes, just as 
no known job program has ever fostered the 
attitudes and habits needed for individuals 
to take available jobs and perform them well. 
Above all, no program of external interven-
tion has supplied a remedy for the fundamen-
tal problem of family disintegration. Because 

“virtually all that ails black America today lies 
outside the power of others to fix,” Wax con-
cludes, “a radical shift in strategy” is needed. 

“The future belongs to self-help.”

In reading these three books, one is im-
pressed by the authors’ efforts to reform 
(Robinson and Patterson) or to replace 

altogether (Wax) the longstanding narrative 
about race in America. But no less impres-
sive is what they convey, intentionally or not, 
about the difficulty of the task. Whereas Rob-
inson, Moynihan, and Patterson fail to break 
entirely free of the old orthodoxy, Wax suc-
ceeds admirably in charting a new (or, in fact, 
much older) course; but her stark analysis and 
proposed remedy make clear that her strategy 
will face tenacious resistance.

Among the sources of that resistance, one 
is especially powerful. “The self-help insight,” 

Wax concedes, “offends our deepest sense of 
justice.” Justice pure and simple demands that 
the wrongdoer (1) pay for his crime and (2) re-
pair the victim. These demands are predictably 
felt with special urgency in response to such 
massive historical wrongs as those inflicted 
by slavery and segregation. It is entirely un-
derstandable that many blacks would resent 
the self-help imperative as a means of “letting 
whites off the hook” and many whites would 
also resist that imperative out of an earnest 
desire to atone for a history of black subjuga-
tion. To adherents of the old narrative, blacks 
were for so long, so obviously and grievously 
victims of whites’ injustices that there simply 
must be a programmatic remedy available to 
the larger society, cost what it may. Let justice 
be done, the reasoning seems to say, though 
the heavens should fall.

As all three books make clear, however, while 
the search for such remedies continues, the 
heavens really are falling in many of America’s 
black neighborhoods. The urgency of this fact 
must be underscored, as Moynihan and Robin-
son do, and it must be leveraged to open more 
minds to alternative remedial approaches, as 
Wax endeavors to do. Liberals would do well in 
this debate to acknowledge, in a spirit of humil-
ity, the limits of our knowledge of how to help 
people mired in a culture of poverty, and the 
abundant capacity of would-be benefactors to 
do unintended harm. For their part, conserva-
tives must draw their own portion of humility 
from an understanding of the magnitude of the 
historical wrongs and the depth of the psycho-
logical sensitivities involved.

Both might learn a bracing lesson from 
Tocqueville’s observation that white Ameri-
cans tend to act, in relation to blacks, out of 
interest, pride, or pity. Proponents of self-help 
must make their stand, in the end, on the 
common ground of simple human dignity. Let 
us all recognize that to ignore or excuse blacks’ 
vices is to insult their virtues. The insistence 
on internal moral reformation must not be 
shunned as an affront to blacks or an eva-
sion of white responsibility. To the contrary, 
it must be affirmed as the only way forward 
that properly respects the moral responsibil-
ity shared by all people of all colors.

Peter C. Myers is professor of political science at 
the University of Wisconsin, Eau Claire, and 
author of Frederick Douglass: Race and the 
Rebirth of American Liberalism (University 
Press of Kansas).
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Essay by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Chosen One

“Only [the popes] have states, and they do not de-
fend them; subjects, and they do not govern them; 
and the states are not taken from them though 
undefended, and the subjects though not gov-
erned, do not concern themselves about it…. But 
since they are upheld by superior cause, to which 
the human mind does not reach, I will leave off 
speaking of them; since because they are exalted 
and maintained by God, discussing them would 
be the doing of a presumptuous and daring man. 
Nonetheless, if someone were to inquire of me….” 

—Niccolò Machiavelli
The Prince 

Presumptuous and daring, flouting 
politically correct prohibitions against 
looking too closely at his time’s Estab-

lishment, Niccolò Machiavelli went on to de-
tail who did what to whom to establish the 
papacy’s temporal power. Cesare Borgia’s cruel 
triangulation between Rome’s Orsini and Col-
onnesi factions, not miracles, had made the 
papal states into a major power.

In our time, asking how a young man of 
scarce achievement got into position to win the 
Democratic Party’s nomination for president 
courts the contemporary synonyms for “im-
pious”: “birther,” “conspiracy theorist,” and, of 
course, “racist.” Granted, to inquire into what 
formed a president is not as important as to un-
derstand what he does. Nevertheless, because 

fully to know where anyone is going requires 
grasping whence he comes, let us open ourselves 
to wonder how, minus miracles, a 10-year-old 
boy without obvious talent who had lived in 
Indonesia since age six ends up with an eight-
year scholarship to Hawaii’s most exclusive 
school; a scholarship to Occidental College; a 
transfer into Columbia University; acceptance 
into Harvard Law School, and editorship of its 
law review; and how he goes from job to presti-
gious job without apparently mastering any of 
the previous ones. No wonder some of Barack 
Obama’s supporters treat him as if he were 
anointed by an extraterrestrial power. 

No less an object of awe and curiosity is the 
seamlessness of Obama’s mentality. Without 
marbling or inconsistency, it is serviceable as 
a definition of contemporary American left-
ism, and leads one to wonder what earthly en-
vironment could have produced such a pure 
specimen. 

Intellectually, Obama has always been a 
consumer, having left no record of formulating 
new ideas or of penetrating old ones. Politically, 
he is a follower and figurehead: having grown 
up in the ever branching stream of socialist 
voluntary organizations, he surfed its leftward 
eddies, never forming or leading a faction. He 
was handed a safe seat in the Illinois state sen-
ate, a nearly safe one in the U.S. Senate, and 
was surprised when Harry Reid informed him 
that influential Democrats wanted to run him 

for president. The Democratic campaign of 
2008 pushed against an open door. As presi-
dent, he rides his party’s center of gravity.

In short, Barack Obama himself is not that 
remarkable. He can give a rousing political 
speech, of course, but that is usually not suf-
ficient to get oneself elected president. So, 
since he seems to have been reading from a 
teleprompter all his life, and since words cer-
tifiably his own are both few and opaque, it is 
most fruitful as well as relevant for us to focus 
on whom and what he has been following.

What accounts for his smooth, unlikely as-
cent? Both his advancement and his character 
seem most likely attributable to the network 
into which he was born, and out of which he 
never stepped for an instant. That network’s 
privileges, wealth, and intellectual-social pro-
clivities always depended to some extent—
and nowadays depend more than ever—on 
its connection with the U.S. government. Its 
intellectual and moral character, like that of 
modern government itself, has always been 
on the left side of American life and, as such, 
has undergone splits and transmogrifica-
tions surely the most important of which in 
our time combines upscale social norms with 
radical disdain for the rest of America. Barack 
Obama came of age through these. 

Unfortunately, that liberal Establishment 
has placed key facts about itself beyond pub-
lic scrutiny—more in the fashion of Chicago 
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Sicilians than of Roman pontiffs. Here we ex-
amine some of the books and other research 
that shed light on Obama’s origins, note at 
least as many questions as answers, and try 
to distinguish between facts and spin. The 
results are necessarily conjectural, because of 
the nature of the available evidence.

To the Manner Born

At the white house, on april 27, 2011, 
Barack Obama announced the re-
lease of a “long form” birth certificate 

showing that he was born in Hawaii’s Kapi-
olani hospital. There seems to be no reason to 
question its validity any more than that of any 
dollar bill—except that Obama has played an 
as yet unexplained shell game with this bill 
since 2008. Obama had refused to release not 
only the birth certificate but his academic and 
medical records. He indirectly, and his parti-
sans most directly, vilified as “birthers” those 
who asked for this personal information (a 
term made-to-order, implying racism, stupid-
ity, and lower-class odors). 

Nonetheless, by the spring of 2011, sev-
eral state legislatures, including Indiana’s and 
Louisiana’s, had passed or were about to pass 
bills requiring any candidate for federal of-
fice to show the original or original copy of 
his birth certificate, and providing for foren-
sic analyses of the documents. Obama’s April 
27 release amounts to what John Ehrlichman 
called a “modified limited hang out”—some 
information let out to relieve pressure for the 
release of more. Had Obama done nothing he 
might have been banned from the ballot in 
any number of states; had he delayed too long, 
any certificate he produced would have been 
subject to close scrutiny. After the disclosure, 
however, Democrats argued that any and all 
requests for Obama’s personal information 
had now been shown to be, in the president’s 
words, “a silly distraction.”

But there was never anything silly, nor light-
hearted, nor casual, about Barack Obama’s ef-
forts to keep the public’s eyes from the basic 
facts of his life, from birth to his candidacy 
for president. On the contrary, this opacity 
is a deliberate policy. Why? The presumptive 
answer, absent testimony from those involved, 
is to ensure that real facts interfere as little as 
possible with the image and narrative that he 
and his associates have carefully crafted for 
him. Distinguishing between reality and that 
narrative would require above all a skeptical at-
titude, sure to be characterized by Democrats 
and the media in the most derogatory terms.

According to hagiography, Barack Obama 
was born to a hippy girl from an insignificant 
family and raised in poor circumstances, out 

of which he rose through brilliance. Yet his 
haughty demeanor, his stilted language when 
off the teleprompter, his cultural likes and dis-
likes, bespeak an upbringing in an environment 
at once so upscale and so leftist that it makes 
him almost a foreigner to ordinary Americans. 
No one raised in ordinary American circum-
stances, much less straitened ones, would cite 
with a straight face, as Obama did, the price of 
arugula at Whole Foods, the yuppie boutique, 
as an example of the cost of living. No one at 
home in American culture could refer to a U.S. 

His mother’s parents, who raised him, seem to 
have been cogs in the U.S. government’s well-
heeled, well-connected machine for influencing 
the world, whether openly (“gray influence”) 
or covertly (“black operations”). His mother 
spent her life and marriages, and birthed her 
children, working in that machine. For para-
digms of young Barack’s demeanor, proclivi-
ties, opinions, language, and attitudes one need 
look no further than the persons who ran the 
institutions that his mother and grandparents 
served—e.g., the Ford Foundation, the United 
States Information Agency, and the Central 
Intelligence Agency—as well as his chosen 
mentors and colleagues. It is here, with these 
people and institutions, that one should begin 
to unravel the unknowns surrounding him. 

Connected

Two new books deal with barack 
Obama’s paternal and maternal fami-
lies. British journalist Peter First-

brook’s The Obamas takes us all the way 
from the origins of East Africa’s Luo tribe to 
Barack’s father’s relationship with Barack’s 
mother. Generally fact-filled, it gives vivid 
portraits especially of Barack, Sr.’s, father, 
Onyango, who tried to raise a son as upright 
as he and was deadly disappointed when that 
son turned out to be a wastrel in the train of 
Tom Mboya, political leader of Kenya’s Luo. 
The closer the book gets to the present, how-
ever, the less trustworthy it becomes. For ex-
ample, it tells us that Mboya organized the 
1959 airlift of 280 Africans to study in Amer-
ica, bypassing the U.S. State Department. 
Nonsense. This was high U.S. policy and 
touted as such at the time. The CIA consid-
ered Mboya one of its most important covert 
action agents. The people chosen by him and 
the CIA to go to America were his flunkies. 
But the book is irrelevant to understanding 
the current president of the United States be-
cause his African family had only a biological 
influence on him. Indeed, Barack Obama’s 
African-ness is, as we shall see, strictly the 
product of his imagination.

The maternal family that raised Barack 
Obama, which is highly relevant to our un-
derstanding, is the subject of New York Times 
reporter Janny Scott’s A Singular Woman: The 
Untold Story of Barack Obama’s Mother. But 
though this book tells us that grandmother 
Madelyn Dunham’s favorite color was beige, 
that Stanley Dunham and daughter Ann 
(Barack, Jr.’s, mother) shared a certain im-
pulsiveness, and contains interviews with and 
personal information on countless of Ann’s 
high school friends, it sheds no light on what 
the Dunhams were doing with their lives that 
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Marine medical corpsman as a “corpse-man.” 
Nor do ordinary folk talk about (or even un-
derstand) the need to “change the rules of pow-
er” in America. “Rules of power” belongs to the 
argot of doctrinaire nouveau socialists. How 
many American college kids would describe, as 
did Obama, his studying with Marxist profes-
sors as an attempt not to look like a “sell out”? 
No. Obama’s official story is counterintuitive. 

Consistent with the Barack Obama we know, 
however, are his real family, his real upbringing, 
and his real choices of profession and associates. 
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led their daughter to take a practical interest 
in international affairs. Magically, Ann Dun-
ham goes from peeking her shy 17-year-old 
head out of Mercer Island, Washington (“a 
young virgin,” writes Janny Scott), to intimacy 
with a very foreign person, and a few years 
later with another, and then to work in one 
of the Cold War’s key battlegrounds. Mean-
while her mother, about whose professional 
activities the book says nothing, becomes a 
bank executive. Did Ann speak any foreign 
language? Had the Dunhams ever taken any 
trips abroad? The book does not say. A Sin-
gular Woman gives the impression that Ann’s 
Indonesian husband, Lolo Soetoro, was just 
a geographer drafted into the army, a minor, 
unwitting part of the bloody campaign that 
wrested Indonesia from the Communists; 
and that Ann’s work in that country was an-
thropological-humanitarian, as if for her U.S. 
policy were irrelevant. It certainly was not for 
her employers—the U.S. government and 
contractors thereof. 

Self-styled investigative journalist Wayne 
Madsen reports that Madelyn Dunham, the 
mother of Barack’s mother, Ann Dunham, 
who became vice president of the Bank of Ha-
waii soon after her arrival there, was in charge 
of escrow accounts. Madsen’s credibility is 
certainly checkered. But if he is correct about 
which department she headed, Madelyn Dun-
ham must have supervised the accounts that 
the U.S. government used to funnel money 
to its “gray” and “black” activities through-
out Asia. Among the conduits of the CIA 
money through these accounts to secret CIA 
proprietaries was a company—Bishop, Bald-
win, Rewald, Dillingham & Wong—some of 
whose officers were serving CIA officers. This 
is a company whose 1983 IRS audit the CIA 
stopped. Vice President Madelyn Dunham, in 
charge of these very matters and hence neces-
sarily “witting” (as they say at Langley), would 
have had to be more than a small cog in the 
machine. People do not rise to such stations 
from one day to the next.

Again, if Madsen is correct, two photos 
belie the portrait of her husband Stanley 
Dunham, Barack’s grandfather, whom young 
Barry called father, as an insignificant furni-
ture salesman. One, in the early 1950s, shows 
Stanley with his daughter, Ann, wearing the 
insignia of Beirut’s elite French language 
school, Notre Dame de Jamhour. Was the 
family ever in Lebanon? How did Dad get the 
sweater? U.S. government influence opera-
tions are a likelier explanation than the fur-
niture business for any Lebanese connection 
in the 1950s. Another photo, published in a 
Honolulu newspaper in 1959, shows Stanley 
Dunham escorted by uniformed U.S. Navy 

officers, greeting Barack Obama, Sr., as he ar-
rived in Hawaii from Kenya. Because Obama 
was among 80 other Kenyans whom CIA had 
chosen for sojourns in the U.S. to influence 
them, it is logical that he and others like him 
would have been placed around the country 
in the hands of trusted handlers. The greeting 
photo suggests that Dunham may well have 
been one of these, and hence that the Kenyan 
did not meet Dunham’s daughter, Ann, in 
a classroom. This would fit the chronology: 
Classes started on September 26. Ann was 
pregnant by early November. Obama was 
housed at the University of Hawaii’s East-
West Center facility funded by the Asia 
Foundation, itself funded by CIA. 

Anyone and everyone knew that Barack 
Obama, Sr., and others like him had been 
brought to America to be influenced. How 
big a part of his attractiveness to her, and 
hence how big a reason for the pregnancy that 
produced Barack, Jr., was the foreign affairs 
angle? The hagiographies, including A Singu-
lar Woman, suggest that foreign affairs were 
the farthest thing from her mind. Yet Ann’s 
second child was born in a marriage to an-
other such person at the East-West Center. 
The Indonesian government had sent Lolo 
Soetoro to the East-West Center as a “civil-
ian employee of the Army.” But when the 
shooting started, Soetoro went on active duty, 
it seems as a colonel. This was arguably the 
CIA’s most significant covert operation, the 
replacement (between 1965 and 1967) of In-
donesia’s dictator Sukarno with the Suharto 
regime that lasted until 1999. Few people 
on the face of the earth did not realize how 
important a struggle this was. Suggesting as 
does A Singular Woman that a very intelligent, 
very married Ann Soetoro was innocent of 
and indifferent to the political implications of 
the struggle she was involved in is incredible. 

After the overthrow, Ann ran a “micro-fi-
nancing” project, financed by the Ford Foun-
dation, in Indonesia’s most vulnerable areas. 
Supervising the funding at Ford in the late ’60s 
was Peter Geithner, whose son would eventu-
ally serve hers as U.S. secretary of the treasury. 
In addition to the Ford Foundation, the list 
of her employers is a directory of America’s 
official, semi-official, and clandestine organs 
of influence: the United States Information 
Agency, the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development, the World Bank, the 
Asian Development Bank. While running a 
project for five years in Pakistan, she lived in 
Lahore’s Hilton International. Nothing small 
time, never mind hippyish. 

In sum, though the only evidence available 
is circumstantial, Barack Obama, Jr.’s mother, 
father, stepfather, grandmother, and grandfa-
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ther seem to have been well connected, body 
and soul, with the U.S. government’s then ex-
tensive and well-financed trans-public-private 
influence operations.

All in the Family

In the 1950s and ’60s few cared where, 
say, the State Department or foundations 
such as Ford ended and the CIA began. 

The leading members of the U.S. government’s 
influence network moved easily from public to 
private stations and vice versa. Here are a few 
examples. Howard P. Jones, U.S. ambassador 
to Indonesia between 1958 and 1965—ar-
guably the chief planner of the coup that re-
moved the Sukarno regime—became chan-
cellor of the University of Hawaii’s East-West 
Center. Ann Dunham’s second husband, Lolo 
Soetoro, returned from the East-West Cen-
ter to Jakarta to help in the struggle that the 
coup had begun. Another of Ann’s employers, 
the Ford Foundation’s international affairs di-
vision, was led by Stephen Cohen, who had 
come to Ford from the directorship of the In-
ternational Association of Cultural Freedom, 
previously known as the Congress for Cultur-
al Freedom (CCF), which organized countless 
left-leaning American academics into a corps 
(lavishly financed by the CIA) to promote so-

cial democracy around the world, and to staff 
many of the councils on foreign relations that 
spread around America in the 1950s. Among 
the participants were countless actual and fu-
ture college presidents, including Richard C. 
Gilman, who ran Occidental when young Ba-
rack Obama enrolled there in 1979. In those 
years, any number of companies were CIA 
fronts, including Business International Cor-
poration, which gave young Obama his first 
job after graduation from college. Perhaps 
these are only coicidences. More importantly, 
U.S. international corporations in general 
had countless officers who were proud coop-
erators with U.S. covert activities abroad. Any 
serious attempt to sketch this network would 
result in something like an x-ray of the Ameri-
can ruling class’s skeleton. 

The point here is that this network was 
formed precisely to help the careers of kin-
dred folk, while ruining those of others, and 
to move the requisite money and influence un-
accountably, erasing evidence that it had done 
so. Exercising influence abroad on America’s 
behalf—the network’s founding purpose—
never got in the way of playing a partisan role 
in American life and, of course, of taking care 
of its own.

As I pointed out in my book Informing 
Statecraft (1992), when Congress first autho-

rized the U.S. government’s various influence 
activities abroad it worried loudly and mostly 
sincerely that these activities might “blow 
back” onto American political life: The U.S. 
government, so went the widely accepted ar-
gument, might have to say and do all sorts of 
things abroad, train and deploy any number of 
operatives in black arts on the whole country’s 
behalf, knowing that these activities and oper-
atives might well be distasteful to any number 
of Americans at home. Because the U.S. gov-
ernment must not take a partisan part in U.S. 
domestic life—so went the argument of an era 
more honest than our own—it must somehow 
isolate its foreign influence network from do-
mestic life. But preventing blowback was des-
tined to be a pious, futile wish, especially since 
many of those in the influence network were 
at least as interested in pressing their vision of 
social democracy on America as they were in 
doing it to other countries. Foremost among 
these was Cord Meyer, who ran CIA’s covert 
activities in “international organizations” be-
ginning in 1954. Between 1962 and 1975 he 
directed or supervised all CIA covert action. 
Meyer explained what he was about in his 
book Facing Reality (1980).

Meyer and his upscale CIA colleagues con-
sidered themselves family members of the do-
mestic and international Left. They believed 
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simply never produced stuff that qualified for 
that academic level. All we have is a signed 
screed in the Columbia student paper Sundial 
imputing America’s refusal to embrace nu-
clear disarmament to structural social flaws, 
and a six-page fragment in the Harvard Law 
Review attributed to him by researchers but 
unsigned and unacknowledged by him, which 
asserts an absolute right to abortion. Neither 
bespeaks a serious mind. We have no aca-
demic records. His “autobiographies” are of 
uncertain parentage. 

The point here is that literally nothing we 
know to have been written by Barack Obama, 
or anything imputed to him, makes plausible 
the argument of James T. Kloppenberg’s pre-
tend intellectual biography, Reading Obama: 
Dreams, Hope, and the American Political Tra-
dition (2010), according to which Obama is a 
follower of William James’s and John Dew-
ey’s philosophy of “pragmatism.” Whatever 
private thoughts Obama might have on either 
philosopher’s arguments, neither Kloppen-
berg nor anyone else can cite any Obamian ex-
egesis of them. Moreover, Kloppenberg takes 
Obama’s statement in The Audacity of Hope 
(2006) that the U.S. Constitution is merely 

“the way by which we argue about our future,” 
as sufficient basis for asserting that the presi-
dent is a disciple of the American Founders 
who, says Kloppenberg, valued liberty less 
than the unfettered power to do good. Of 
course, neither Kloppenberg nor Obama has 
cited, or can cite, any founder to that effect. 
In short, only frivolous or insincere people 
can take this sort of thing seriously.

What Barack Obama, mature as well 
as young, does give us is a set of attitudes, 
statements, and actions by which he identi-
fies with some people and ideas with which 
he came in contact, rather than others. By 
default, he leaves us no choice but to under-
stand him through these, and to treat his 
partial/limited/stilted/first-or-second-hand 
disclosures about himself as points of de-
parture toward understandings he does not 
want us fully to have. 

That is why Stanley Kurtz’s Radical-In-Chief 
(2010, reviewed in the Winter 2010-Spring 
2011 CRB) is so valuable. Careful to distin-
guish between the little we know for sure 
about Obama and the considerably greater 
amount we know about his chosen mentors 
and associates, the book is primarily a social-
intellectual history of the left wing of the New 
Left, born out of old-line (poor Cord Meyer) 
liberalism’s crack-up in the 1960s. 

Young Obama identified with the extreme 
Left under his very first mentor, to whom he 
refers in Dreams merely as “Frank,” to avoid 
dealing with the fact that Frank Marshall 

that America’s competition with Soviet Com-
munism was to be waged by, for, and among 
the Left. Their strategy was to fight the So-
viet fire by lighting and feeding socio-political 
counter-fires as close to it as possible. This 
meant clandestinely giving money and every 
imaginable form of U.S. government support 
to persons as far to the political and cultural 
left as possible, so long as they were outside 
Soviet operational control. American leftists 
were best fit to influence their foreign coun-
terparts this way. Paradigmatic was the Con-
gress for Cultural Freedom, which spawned 
and fed many “voluntary” organizations at 
home and abroad with U.S. influence and 
money. Its director, Michael Josselson, was so 
little distinguishable from the Communists, 
his leftism so anti-American, that the U.S. 
chapter of CCF disaffiliated in protest. Alas, 
CIA’s fires eventually went out of control and 
singed American life. 

Among the many U.S. organizations 
founded and fed by Meyer’s Covert Action 
staff were the National Students’ Association 
(NSA) and the Students for a Democratic So-
ciety (SDS). In the late 1950s the CIA and 
foundation executives like Meyer (and below 
them operatives like the Dunham family) 
were surprised when these groups were tak-
en over by the radical elements within them 
and became the so-called New Left. By 1961, 
when Barack Obama, Jr., was born, these or-
ganizations’ connections or lack thereof with 
Communist parties had already become irrel-
evant. That is because whereas old-line liber-
als like Meyer felt only mild disdain for what 
they supposed to be the American people’s 
ignorance, whereas their vision for America 
was only a more complete Rooseveltian New 
Deal, these New Leftists had adopted, more 
virulently than the Communists, the Marx-
ist analysis that American society as it exists 
is based on “power relationships” (economic, 
racial, and sexual) that they believe must be 
overturned entirely. In short, the New Left 
saw America as a cancer upon the globe and 
themselves as the surgeons. It is impossible to 
overstate the importance of this attitude.

Not all government-sponsored leftists ad-
opted this attitude about America. Already in 
1962, before the Vietnam War, Michael Har-
rington felt conscience-bound to lead people 
who called themselves “Democratic Socialists 
of America” out of SDS, NSA, and other or-
ganizations that had become thoroughly anti-
American. By the mid-1960s these organiza-
tions, into which CIA had poured so much 
money, which it had sustained so energetically 
with its network of influence, had come entire-
ly into the hands of upscale activists like Wil-
liam Ayers and Bernardine Dohrn, who called 

themselves “Weathermen.” These children of 
Meyer’s rich, well-connected friends worked to 
defeat America in the Vietnam War, planted 
terrorist bombs, and murdered police. Other 
CIA-funded organizations underwent similar 
radicalization and internecine splits. In 1967, 
Ramparts magazine’s revelation of many leftist 
groups’ dependence on CIA caused the U.S. 
government to shift its funding of such orga-
nizations or their leaders to other agencies—
primarily those waging the so-called “war on 
poverty.” By the 1970s, the people whom CIA 
had endowed with money and prominence in 
American domestic life as part of its covert ac-
tion abroad were grinding their ideological dis-
tinctions against one another while engaging 
in “community organizing” here in America. 

These factions and organizations, personi-
fying leftisms of varying virulence, bid for re-
cruits. Young Barry Obama was one of those 
who affiliated pretty much with the leftward-
most among them. 

Barack Obama is as close 
as one could imagine to
a made-to-order front

man for contemporary, 
upscale, shy-about-itself, 

nouveau socialism.

 
Racial Identity

Obama writes in dreams from my 
Father (2005) that when his mother 
and half sister (Maya Soetoro) visit-

ed him at Columbia in 1982, “I instructed my 
mother on the various ways that foreign do-
nors and international development organiza-
tions like the one she was working for bred de-
pendence in the Third World.” Thus by age 21 
he had already chosen (emphatically enough 
to instruct his own mother) against the image 
of America and the world personified by the 
Dunham family and Cord Meyer, never mind 
by moderate socialist Michael Harrington, in 
favor of a complex of radical ideas of which 

“dependency theory” was probably the mildest.
The lack of first-hand material for a proper 

intellectual portrait of Barack Obama forces 
any who approach the subject to note, first, 
what information we do not have: not even 
a senior thesis (or any other paper) from his 
college days, nor even a single signed article in 
the law review which he formally edited. He 
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Davis was an unrepentant Communist. Davis 
led the young Barry, privileged from birth by 
American power and raised in a white/Asian/
liberal environment, to identify with his fa-
ther, Barack, an anti-American, corrupt, mi-
nor African intriguer of whom his own father, 
Onyango, was deeply ashamed. That identi-
fication was not with a real person, nor with 
any African family as it really was, but rather 
with a combination of anti-Westernism and 
his own ideas about African-ness. In Dreams 
he writes: “It was into my father’s image, the 
black man, son of Africa, that I’d packed all 
the attributes I sought in myself.” By the time 
Barry got to Occidental College in 1979, he 
had taken to calling himself Barack, and was 
working hard to adopt a “black” identity, but 
one very different from that of Africans. He 
was trying to make himself into an American 
black. But that identity was no more real than 
the African one.

Obama’s identity as a “black” American 
is artificial. Neither genes nor experience 
equips him for the role. Yet he practiced the 
speech cadence, the walk, and the aggrieved-
but-proudly-restrained attitude well enough 
to pass for one if you don’t look too closely. 
(He described the process in Dreams from my 
Father.) Above all, he adopted the Marxist un-
derstanding of American black resentments. 
In short, young Barack Obama manufactured 
himself into a facsimile of a very peculiar 
black American, whose racial identity is at 
the service of an essentially trans-racial, anti-
American ideology.

Years later, as a presidential candidate, 
he shielded his extensive involvement with 
Marxist ideas and organizations by saying: 

“By the end of the week [my opponent] will 
be accusing me of being a secret communist 
because I shared my toys in kindergarten. I 
shared my peanut butter and jelly sandwich.” 
None of 2008’s wise men had the wit to note 
that neither the toys nor sandwiches were be-
ing shared any more than Communist Party 
cards, but rather self-understandings defined 
by hopes and dreams both Marxist and anti-
American.

In the same way, he shielded his multi-year 
collaboration with radical trust-fund baby Bill 
Ayers on the boards of the Chicago money or-
ganizations on which Ayers worked and by 
which he lived quite well, by stating the true 
but irrelevant fact that the former terrorist 
had committed his terrorist acts when Barack 
Obama was a child in Indonesia. But the Ay-
ers with whom the adult Obama worked, of 
whose upscale social circle he was part, never 
ceased being proud of those bombings, and 
the adult Obama never minded that. That 
is because Ayers and the like-minded people 
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with whom Obama chose to work had be-
come a family for him, and participation in 
their struggles as they understood them was, 
he wrote, “a form of prayer for me.” Prayer to 
what, and for what, one wonders.

“Community organizing” was the imme-
diate family in which Obama practiced his 
faith. Obama tells us that he came into con-
tact with it at the Socialist Scholars’ Confer-
ence of 1983 at New York’s Cooper Union, 
during the second semester of his senior year 
at Columbia. We know that afterwards he 
wanted nothing more than to be a commu-
nity organizer. What did that mean? Stan-
ley Kurtz details for us, panel by panel, the 
presenters at the conference that turned out 
to be Obama’s life-defining experience. He 
also gives the full names and describes the 
ideas and activities of the organizers under 
whom Obama learned to practice his faith. 
Harry Boyte, who organized the New Amer-
ican Movement (NAM), and authored The 
Backyard Revolution (1980) and Community 
is Possible (1984), ended up as an adviser to 
Obama’s presidential campaign. The argu-
ment between Boyte’s books and Robert 
Fisher’s Let The People Decide (1984) was 
the degree to which community organizers 
should conceal their commitment to tran-
scend America’s capitalist system, with Boyte 
arguing for greater concealment. Presenters 
also included James Cone, the fountainhead 
of black liberation theology and teacher of 
Jeremiah Wright, Obama’s pastor for 20 
years. Cone and Wright agreed that Ameri-
can society as constituted is inherently fascist, 
oppressive of black people, and argued that 
Martin Luther King had come around to that 
point of view by the end of his life. 

Obama’s Dreams mentions a “Marty Kauf-
man” as his principal mentor in community 
organizing. This, Kurtz shows, is a composite 
of two real people: Greg Galluzzo, an ex-priest 
who ran Chicago’s violent United Neighbor-
hood Organization as well as the Gamaliel 
Foundation, and his subordinate Jerry Kell-
man, who hired Obama in 1985. Both of these 
proud socialists were stalwarts in the Mid-
west Academy network that trained probably 

a majority of America’s “community organiz-
ers.” Together with Bill Ayers, Obama funded 
many of the network’s activities through the 
Woods and Annenberg foundations on whose 
boards they served. This is also the network 
that produced State Senator Alice Palmer, 
who later gave her safe seat in the Illinois Sen-
ate to Barack Obama.

Contempt for the Common Man

In sum, barack obama grew intertwined 
with the narrow, self-referential left side of 
the American Left. They helped one an-

other believe they had come up the hard way, 
as underprivileged but brilliant, square-jawed 
tribunes of the common man. Their com-
mon problem, however, is that their agendas 
are antagonistic to people unlike themselves, 
and that they cannot keep from showing their 
contempt for the common folk in whose name 
they would ride to power. 

Since the days of Karl Marx’s First Inter-
national a century and a half ago, this very 
human opposition between socialist theory 
(egalitarianism) and socialist reality (oligar-
chic oppression) has bedeviled the Left. Marx 
laid the problem bare in his “Critique of the 
Gotha Program” (1875). Lenin dealt with it 
honestly and brutally in What Is to Be Done? 
(1902)—the foundational document of Com-
munism. By acknowledging that the Commu-
nist Party is not the common people’s repre-
sentative, but rather its “vanguard,” Leninists 
were comfortable with a party responsible only 
to itself and to history, a party that openly de-
manded deference from the humans whose 
habits it forcibly reshaped. Communism’s un-
deniable horrors forced the New Left to dis-
associate itself from What Is to Be Done? and 
once again to pretend that its socialism was 
neither oligarchic nor coercive, that somehow 
it was on the side of ordinary folks. This is a 
much tougher sell in the 21st century than it 
was in the 19th. Contemporary socialists try 
to explain away the common man’s suspicion 
of them as harbingers of oligarchy, corruption, 
and coercion by resorting to jargon (e.g., “false 
consciousness” and “socio-economic anxiety”). 

But that is ever less convincing. This is why 
the movement argues so strenuously with it-
self about whether and how much it should 
dissimulate its agenda.

Which is one reason why it plays the 
“race card” and seizes on recruits like Barack 
Obama: because many black Americans’ an-
cestors were slaves, must not any black Ameri-
can be, ipso facto, unquestionably, a member 
and true representative of the downtrodden? 
And if a skeptic should argue that this or that 
black man is really a representative of old, 
white, nasty socialism, of the Corporate State, 
of upscale parasites who prey on working peo-
ple, it is easy enough to re-focus the argument 
on the skeptic’s “racism.” If blacks inclined to 
play this role did not exist, the Socialist move-
ment would have every incentive to invent 
them. And in a sense it tries to invent them, 
through the “black studies” programs that 
now divert so many young Americans from 
useful lives into partisan service. 

Obama is as close as one could imagine to 
a made-to-order front man for contemporary, 
upscale, shy-about-itself, nouveau socialism. 
From his earliest age, he shaped his dreams 
about himself to act out a character wholly 
fictitious, namely a black American from a 
humble background who rose up out of bril-
liance and merit, and who yearns to draw all of 
America’s low-born (plus the rest of mankind) 
up through the same paths. But he is none of 
that. Equally imaginary is his vaunted under-
standing of and sympathy for foreign cultures. 
A typical multiculturalist, Obama speaks no 
language other than a peculiar version of Eng-
lish. His native language, loves, and hates are 
common to some of the most leftist elements 
of the current American ruling class.

That class knows about America only that 
it must be changed, and looks at the vast ma-
jority of Americans the way carpenters look 
at warped pieces of lumber. Barack Obama 
is neither more nor less than its product and 
agent.

Angelo M. Codevilla is professor emeritus of in-
ternational relations at Boston University, and a 
fellow of the Claremont Institute.
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Book Review by Algis Valiunas

At the Zoo
Prejudices: First, Second, and Third Series, by H.L. Mencken.

Library of America, 610 pages, $35

Prejudices: Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Series, by H.L. Mencken. 
Library of America, 612 pages, $35

Henry louis mencken (1880–1956), 
the Sage of Baltimore (a town not 
notably long on sages), was the most 

vivid literary journalist of the 20th century, 
and perhaps the most enduring, in part be-
cause such writing generally lasts about as 
long as a hatch of mayflies. Mencken’s style, 
it’s commonly said, has prolonged his posthu-
mous life—boisterous, bludgeoning, bloody-
minded, his prose whaled the tar out of ev-
ery native piety he found insufferable, which 
pretty well covered them all. Although he 
called himself pre-eminently a “critic of ideas,” 
his ideas reportedly withered and died de-
cades ago. No decent person, according to the 
consensus of decent persons, could possibly 
read his undemocratic animadversions, not 
to say plug-ugly screeds, without revulsion. 
Mencken made no bones about his hatred for 
democracy and scorn for religion, particularly 
for the brand of Christianity practiced in the 
Bible Belt, a term he coined, interchangeable 
with the Hookworm and Pellagra Belt, an-
other lip-smacking Menckenism. But then 
he was the most melodious of haters, and at 
the time anyway found a readership willing to 
dance to his tune.

The Library of America has recently lent 
its authority, which has not yet been forfeited 
altogether, to help restore some of Mencken’s 
old luster and perhaps gain him some new 
readers. An attractively boxed two-volume 
set of his Prejudices, choice magazine and 
newspaper essays that were originally gath-
ered in six series from 1919 to 1927, is a fine 
gesture in that direction. Still, the volumes 
are numbers 206 and 207 in the Library of 
America’s collection, which has granted pre-
cedence over the years to such luminaries as 
Sarah Orne Jewett, Charles Brockden Brown, 
George M. Kaufman, Lafcadio Hearn, and 
Philip K. Dick (whose science-fiction novels 
get a three-volume spread). So Mencken’s 
place in the pantheon is rather a dim and dis-
tant corner. Will anyone come to pay tribute? 
Is tribute deserved?

Mencken’s reputation, especially among 
people who have not read much of him, pegs 
him as a regular guy, a tough-talking wise-
cracking journalist out of a Ben Hecht screen-
play, clattering away at his typewriter while 
tossing down shots from a bottomless bottle 
of Scotch he keeps in his desk drawer. His own 
reminiscences, in Newspaper Days 1899–1906, 

the second volume of his autobiography, con-
tribute to this image of stubble-jawed whisky-
breath glamour, as he recalls the glory days of 
the Baltimore Herald, where he got his first job 
at 18 and ascended through the ranks at rock-
et speed—and where every reporter had his 
own brass cuspidor and copy boys conducted 
cockroach races down the center of the news-
room. He takes pains to point out, however, 
that never in his career did he drink while 
working; and he was almost always working.

Aristocratic fastidiousness was in fact more 
his way than promiscuous bonhomie. This 
son of a prosperous cigar manufacturer knew 
he was cut out for higher things. What most 
people considered the high life had no appeal 
to him, though he did enjoy a romance with a 
movie starlet in his mid-40s. Rather, he was 
passionate about Joseph Conrad and Theo-
dore Dreiser, whom he thought the greatest 
writers among his contemporaries; and at-
tended hundreds of concerts, never getting 
enough of Bach and Beethoven and Brahms; 
played the piano at the weekly gathering of a 
fine amateur music society, whose members 
adjourned afterward to a handsome tavern 
(handsome taverns being to his mind the 
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Our function is to amuse the world. We 
are the [William Jennings] Bryan, the 
Henry Ford, the Billy Sunday among 
the nations.

Americans, in short, don’t have a clue how to 
live. And though Mencken devotes the larg-
est part of his critical energies to assailing the 
prevalent stupidity, he doesn’t expect to make 
the slightest dent in it. Stupid people are too 
stupid to be helped. Intellectual and moral 
solicitude is not his line. If his chucklehead 
countrymen’s function is to amuse the world, 
his own function is to amuse himself, and the 
happy few who find his antic mordancy to 
their taste.

Serious critics of ideas had gener-
ally gone at things very differently. 
Samuel Johnson did not write like this: 

his solemn earnestness in the name of com-
mon sense was the antidote to David Hume’s 
godless effrontery, which threatened to turn 
solid rock to airy nothing. Thomas Carlyle, 
Matthew Arnold, and John Ruskin all sub-
mitted the customary virtues of the Chris-
tian tradition to trial, but in the end upheld, 
even rarefied, them. Mencken, by contrast, 
was an imp, and one who supposed himself 
among the finest minds of his time: comic 
dynamite, an American Nietzsche who could 
leave them rolling in the aisles. Along with 
Nietzsche (about whom he wrote his first 
book, which was the first book on Nietzsche 
in English), Mark Twain was his acknowl-
edged master—not the country charmer but 
the desolated universal ironist. Like Twain, 
Mencken wanted his savagery to amuse but 
also to be taken seriously; Mencken took 
himself seriously, after all, working like a de-
mon, though he knew nothing he had done 
would matter to him in the least the second 
he was dead.

So although the comedy rarely pauses for 
breath, Mencken regards himself as the seri-
ous representative of a cultivated American 
manhood willing to stand up against the 
thuggish and villainous, who invariably come 
cloaked in probity and sometimes in bed-
sheets, and to speak for the high refinement 
that the majority finds unendurable. In “The 
American Tradition,” Texan virility comes off 
as goonish and just plain dumb:

There are no soothing elms on the cam-
pus at Austin; instead there is only the 
cindered plaza de toros of the Ku Klux 
Klan. Patriotism, down there, runs 
wilder than elsewhere. Men have large 
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modern exemplars of architectural and deco-
rative elegance), so that his sort of aristocracy 
did not exclude all common pursuits.

Still, no one was more brutal toward the 
popular taste when he was riled, and the pop-
ular taste kept him in a perpetual lather. A 
brief piece, “The Butte Bashkirtseff,” on one 
Mary MacLane, a Vassar graduate who in a 
pair of risqué memoirs flashed a glimpse of 
thigh then shamefacedly withdrew the offer, 
damns the native puritanism that fears the 
world’s loveliness is the devil’s snare:

A mongrel and inferior people, incapa-
ble of any spiritual aspiration above that 
of second-rate English colonials, we 
seek refuge inevitably in the one sort of 
superiority that the lower castes of men 
can authentically boast, to wit, superi-

ority in docility, in credulity, in resigna-
tion, in morals. We are the most moral 
race in the world; there is not another 
that we do not look down upon in that 
department; our confessed aim and des-
tiny as a nation is to inoculate them all 
with our incomparable rectitude…. The 
impulse to cavort and kick up one’s legs, 
so healthy, so universal, is hedged in by 
incomprehensible taboos; it becomes 
stealthy, dirty, degrading. The desire 
to create and linger over beauty, the 
sign and touchstone of man’s rise above 
the brute, is held down by doubts and 
hesitations; when it breaks through it 
must do so by orgy and explosion, half 
ludicrous and half pathetic. Our func-
tion, we choose to believe, is to teach 
and inspire the world. We are wrong. 
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hands and loud voices. The sight of the 
flag makes their blood leap and boil; 
when it is affronted they cannot control 
themselves.

The inescapable shadow of the loud-voiced 
men stunts the growth of those with any in-
tellectual aspirations: the thinness of what 
passes for heartland culture is

the product of men who, drilled be-
yond their capacity for taking in ideas 
and harrowed from infancy by harsh 
and unyielding concepts of duty, have 
borrowed the patriotic philosophy of 
suburban pastors and country school-
marms, and now seek to apply it to the 
consideration of phenomena that are 
essentially beyond their comprehension, 
as honor is beyond the comprehension 
of a politician.

Against the pervasive miasma is the ideal 
of life as it ought to be lived, with grace and 
verve and fearlessness. Once upon a time it 
could be found in a part of the country now 
parched and moribund, as he writes in “The 
Sahara of the Bozart”:

But in the south there were men of 
delicate fancy, urbane instinct and aris-
tocratic manner—in brief, superior 
men—in brief, gentry. To politics, their 
chief diversion, they brought active and 
original minds. It was there that nearly 
all the political theories we still cherish 
and suffer under came to birth. It was 
there that the crude dogmatism of New 
England was refined and humanized. It 

was there, above all, that some attention 
was given to the art of living—that life 
got beyond and above the state of a mere 
infliction and became an exhilarating 
experience.

Mencken is willing to forgive the founders 
from the South their role in afflicting mankind 
with democracy because after all they did not 
behave like democrats themselves. Back then 
sweetness was there to be savored. Perhaps it 
still is, if one knows how to search it out.

Such sweetness as Mencken finds in his 
America comes mostly of indulging his pro-
found distaste. A wild glee colors his vitu-
perations; he has a high old time flaying the 
malefactors. In the lavish possibilities for the 
verbal abuse of the people he despises, delight 
glows brightly: yokels can be called numb-
skulls or poltroons or morons or rabble or 
hinds or swineherds or witch-burners or the 
human kohlrabi or the anthropoid host. His 

“Catechism” consists of a single question and 
answer: “Q. If you find so much that is un-
worthy of reverence in the United States, then 
why do you live here? A. Why do men go to 
zoos?” The animals put on a good show, once 
you get past the smell.

Mencken too puts on a good show, 
once you get past the smell. Menck-
en’s Diary, which was not published 

until 1989, for sanitary reasons, is especially 
notorious for its racist pungency. Although 
his reputation now suffers principally for 
his disparagement of blacks and Jews, there 
his particular loathing, as in Heathen Days 
1890–1936, is reserved for Arabs, “the dirti-
est, orneriest, and most shiftless people who 

regularly make the first pages of the world’s 
press,” and for “the half-simian hill-billies 
of the Appalachian chain” whose migration 
to Baltimore has fouled his beloved Union 
Square neighborhood. Such hatefulness is a 
lot to overcome in a more sensitive age than 
his. Has he really got what it takes to do so?

The style does still possess a curmudgeonly 
charm, but the fundamental ideas are few and 
he beats them to death: democracy is bunk, 
religion is swill, the world needs more democ-
racy-hating atheists like Mencken. That is not 
entirely to deny that he is right about the spine-
less opportunism of politicians or the vacuity 
of intellectuals or the credulity of fundamen-
talist true believers. And one would welcome 
a critic of his tearing bite to take on the recent 
dismal spectacle: the celebrated moral hero-
ism of Teddy Kennedy; the Clintonian daisy 
chain of lust for power, lust for glory, lust for 
self, and simple lust; the rise and rise of Sarah 
Palin; priests who rape children; the fabulous 
self-delusion of the lumpen professoriate; 
50 million abortions since Roe v. Wade; the 
proclamation of the Peaceable Kingdom by 
our nominal commander-in-chief while Iran 
prepares for nuclear war. Perhaps there are 
worse things, which Mencken did not fore-
see, than his hobbyhorses of puritan mores, 
preachy novels, and Harvard-educated bond 
traders. Mencken will never again be what 
he was. We have his number; we know what 
to make of him. And yet he retains a certain 
allure all the same—enough that one would 
love to know: what would H.L. Mencken 
have made of us?

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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Book Review by Jon A. Shields

We Gather Together
American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us, by Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell.

Simon & Schuster, 688 pages, $30  

Robert putnam, author of the widely 
discussed Bowling Alone (2000), and 
David Campbell, a Notre Dame politi-

cal scientist, have teamed up to write a sweep-
ing, impressive analysis of religious change in 
the United States since World War II. Among 
other topics, American Grace covers the 
growth of religious polarization; the influence 
of religion on gender, race, and class relations; 
the politics of congregational life; the effects 
of inter-faith marriage and friendships on re-
ligious faith; the influence of religion on char-
ity and political tolerance; and the effects of 
secularization. This wide assortment is united, 
however, by a common interest. Putnam and 
Campbell wonder what holds us together as a 
nation in spite of the fact that America is both 
more devout and more religiously diverse than 
other modern democracies. 

Part of the answer is that most congrega-
tions tend to deemphasize politics. This is 
even true in evangelical churches, where Put-
nam and Campbell describe politics as “a side-
show” rather than “the main attraction.” Only 
24% of evangelicals report that their churches 
register voters or distribute voter guides, and 
fewer than a third say they hear sermons on 
political topics as often as once a month. Even 
members of relatively politicized liberal con-
gregations, such as Reform synagogues and 
black churches, do not report hearing much 

about politics on the Sabbath. Fewer than half 
of African-Americans, for example, say they 
hear a “politically tinged” sermon at least once 
a month. This does not mean congregations 
tend to be apolitical, as Putnam and Camp-
bell are careful to stress. Most congregations, 
for instance, are politically homogeneous 
places that reaffirm common political beliefs 
and commitments through informal social 
networks. Clearly, however, most Christians 
are not drawn to a political gospel. 

Putnam and Campbell’s findings also re-
mind us that the link between politics and 
religion would be far stronger if liberal believ-
ers and congregations were more numerous. 
In fact, only 2% of Americans both identify 
themselves as political liberals and attend a 
politically active congregation. The Christian 
Right is far more influential not because it is 
powered by an unusually politicized gospel, 
but because the vast majority of churchgoers 
are conservative. Perhaps Americans United 
for the Separation of Church and State should 
take some comfort from the weakness of the 
religious Left. 

Though few Americans are pressed into par-
tisan conflict in the course of worship, they are 
encouraged to share their time and money with 
others. Putnam and Campbell conclude that 

“religious Americans are, in fact, more gener-
ous neighbors and more conscientious citizens 

than their secular counterparts.” Religious 
citizens, for example, are more than twice as 
likely to volunteer to help the needy than secu-
lar Americans, even after controlling for such 
predictors of charity as education and income. 
Their annual giving to charitable causes is also 
“vastly larger,” according to Putnam and Camp-
bell. When charitable giving is measured as a 
fraction of annual income, “the average person 
in the most religious fifth of Americans is more 
than four times as generous as his or her coun-
terpart in the least religious fifth.” Religious 
citizens give more than secular Americans to 
nearly every kind of charity, but are especially 
generous to organizations serving people who 
are poor, young, or both. 

These findings add weight to a grow-
ing literature showing a strong link be-
tween religiosity and charity. Putnam 

and Campbell, however, push further than 
any prior study by identifying the causes of 
the charity divide. It is not fear of hellfire or 
a desire for eternal bliss that inspires believers 
to give their time and treasure. Nor do partic-
ular theological beliefs have any independent 
effect on giving or volunteerism. 

Instead, religious believers tend to pos-
sess greater empathy than secular Americans, 
which is a powerful predictor of charity. They 
are far less likely, for instance, to agree with 
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the statement, “These days people need to 
look after themselves and not overly worry 
about others.” This empathy is cultivated in 
religious social networks: Putnam and Camp-
bell find that having close friends in one’s con-
gregation is the most powerful predictor of 
personal charity. 

What differentiates those believers whose 
lives become woven into religious social net-
works? It’s not age, sex, income, or education. 
Rather, they are more likely to possess “fun-
damentalist religious convictions” and less 
likely to develop deep friendships with citi-
zens outside their faith. This does not mean 
that citizens with close religious friends are 
bunkered fundamentalists, since their wider 
circle of friends is usually marked by religious 
diversity. But the most charitable Americans 
do tend to place faith communities at the cen-
ter of their lives and identities. Thus, theology 
does seem more significant than Putnam and 
Campbell allow even though it doesn’t have a 
direct effect on charity. It is evangelical and 
theologically conservative churches, after all, 
which are so good at cultivating tightly knit 
religious communities through Bible studies 
and small groups. 

Such communities might pose a threat 
to national harmony and personal freedom 
if they were not, as the authors discover, so 
tolerant of other religions. The source of that 
tolerance is that even the most devout Ameri-
cans tend to be connected to family members 
and friends who do not share their faith. “[R]
ather than cocooning into isolated religious 
communities,” write Putnam and Camp-
bell, “Americans have become increasingly 
likely to work with, live alongside, and marry 
people of other religions.” Because it is “dif-
ficult to damn those you know and love,” the 
vast majority of Americans now believe that 
Heaven is a rather inclusive paradise. 89% 
of Americans think people of other faiths 
can go to Heaven. Even 83% of evangelicals 
think so, though only a slight majority says 
that non-Christians can go to Heaven. Most 
modern American Christians, then, do not 
really believe that Jesus is “the way, the truth, 
and the life” or that “no man cometh unto the 
Father, but by me.” Though this development 
may bode ill for the future of Christianity, it’s 
good for inter-faith harmony. As Putnam and 
Campbell conclude, “Devotion plus diversity, 
minus damnation, equals comity.” 

Yet, as these data suggest, perhaps there is 
so much inter-faith tolerance precisely because 
most Americans’ religious metaphysics are all, 
basically, the same. They believe in a common 
God who works through different faiths and 
rewards the just. It is this common faith that 
explains why a majority of Americans don’t re-
ally care if their children marry outside their 

“Let us celebrate Eva Brann.” 
– Harvey C. Mansfield 

Eva Brann’s more than fifty years of teaching the 
Great Books curriculum at St. John’s College informs 
all of her writing.  Join the conversation with her in 
these six titles from Paul Dry Books. 

“The reader is not likely to find a better guide to 
Plato or to the matters he studied. We take heart 
both from Ms. Brann’s work and from her example.”  

– Mark Blitz 

PAUL DRY BOOKS 
www.pauldrybooks.com
215.231.9939 

Distributed by Consortium 800.283.3572

“Enthusiastically recommended not only  
to scholars but to all who care about the 
fate of the family in the modern world.” 
– Carson Holloway, author of The Way  
   of Life: John Paul II and the Challenge  
   of Liberal Modernity

978-1-60258-305-4, $39.95, Cloth, Now Available

Family Politics
The Idea of Marriage in  
Modern Political Thought

Scott Yenor

baylorpress.com

BECOME A FAN.

@Baylor_Press

faith. After all, more or less all paths lead to 
Heaven and righteousness. Most religious 
Americans tolerate other faiths, therefore, 
because there is very little to tolerate—they 
are devoted to the same religion. Red Sox and 
Yankees fans should be so compatible. 

About a tenth of Americans, on the other 
hand, do believe their faith is the one true reli-
gion. They really care if their faith is passed on 
to their grandchildren and seek moral guid-
ance from church teachings rather than their 
personal conscience. These “true believers” are 
somewhat less tolerant, moderately less en-
thusiastic about religious diversity, and about 
twice as likely to want to keep offensive books 
out of local public libraries. In fact, religios-
ity in general reduces tolerance for unpopular 
groups, such as racists and Communists. 

Putnam and Campbell believe that Ameri-
ca combines religious tolerance and pluralism 
because there are so few true believers and so 
many intertwined citizens of distinct but not 
opposed faiths. “This is America’s grace,” they 
conclude. America would almost certainly 
suffer from greater religious conflict if there 
were more true believers pushing mutually ex-
clusive claims about ultimate truths. But this 
counterfactual suggests an alternative reading 
of their evidence: perhaps American tolerance 
does not overcome religious diversity, but re-
flects an underlying religious unity. If our 
metaphysical differences ran deeper, practic-
ing tolerance would be both more important 
and more difficult. 

Though there is little danger of sig-
nificant theological discord over the 
fate of our souls in the hereafter, Put-

nam and Campbell emphasize that two is-
sues—gay marriage and abortion—continue 
to drive a wedge between religious and secular 
voters in the here-and-now. Yet even these is-
sues seem likely to be less polarizing over time. 
Today’s religious youth, for example, are more 
accepting of homosexuality than their parents 
are, while today’s secular youth are more sup-
portive of abortion restrictions than are their 
parents. Putnam and Campbell speculate that 

“religiosity could cease to be a source of politi-
cal division” if such trends continue. 

In fact, the authors seem so comforted by 
America’s cultural and political harmony that 
they even express a desire for more faith-based 
agitation. They especially lament the unwill-
ingness of Christians to stem the tide of grow-
ing class inequality by calling for more income 
redistribution. “The failure of American reli-
gion (and especially evangelicals) to mount a 
more vigorous campaign against class dispari-
ties,” Putnam and Campbell conclude, “could 
be seen as a sin of omission.” It is also an odd 
failure from Putnam and Campbell’s perspec-
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tive. Evangelical revivalism, after all, has al-
ways been coupled with a fervent egalitarian 
impulse. 

This is about as close as American Grace 
comes to any kind of polemic—and it’s un-
persuasive. Like so many scholars who write 
about abortion politics, Putnam and Camp-
bell fail to see the deep egalitarian impulses at 
work in the pro-life movement. They believe 
that evangelicals and Catholics are preoccu-
pied with abortion because it is a “potent sym-
bol for a morally traditionalist worldview,” not 
because it has something to do with justice, 
equality, human rights, or anything as tan-
gible as dead human beings. 

Their own findings cast doubt on this con-
clusion, however. The most religious Ameri-
cans have remained staunchly pro-life even 
though they are no longer gender traditional-
ists. Religious women, for instance, enter the 
workforce at the same rate as secular women. 
Attitudes have changed dramatically, too. As 
Putnam and Campbell conclude: “American 
religion adapted to the revolutionary change 
in gender relations with surprisingly little dis-
sent.” Meanwhile, today’s youth are less pro-
choice than their parents even though they 
are overwhelmingly secular and liberal on 
social questions. This shows that opposition 
to abortion is increasingly disconnected from 
any kind of traditionalist worldview. What-
ever one might think of abortion ethics, it’s 
not some crabbed moral traditionalism that 
drives pro-life sentiment. 

Evangelical revivalism did in fact inspire 
a passion for equality—specifically, fetuses’ 
equal right to life. The most dramatic mani-
festation of this passion was the rescue move-
ment, which called on evangelicals to block-
ade abortion clinics. It was, by some standards, 
the largest campaign of civil disobedience in 
American history, resulting in some 33,000 
arrests. Putnam and Campbell are, of course, 
entitled to wish such zeal could be channeled 
into different causes. But that wish amounts 
to substituting their own political preferences 
for other people’s—rather than deriving from 
a rigorous sociological attempt to understand 
the modern evangelical movement as it under-
stands itself. Whatever one’s interpretive dis-
agreements with the authors, American Grace 
is unquestionably an excellent, even ground-
breaking, book—lucid, accessible, and ana-
lytically careful. It stands as the single most 
comprehensive account of American religion 
in the modern era. All those who study the 
subject are in the authors’ debt. 

Jon A. Shields is assistant professor of govern-
ment at Claremont McKenna College and au-
thor of The Democratic Virtues of the Chris-
tian Right (Princeton University Press).
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Book Review by James Q. Wilson

Not-So-Dismal Science
Redeeming Economics: Rediscovering the Missing Element, 

by John D. Mueller. ISI Books, 400 pages, $28

John d. mueller is an extraordinarily 
learned man. Unlike many other gifted 
economists, he knows economic history. 

Unlike many talented economists, he does not 
assume that marriage flows from material self-
interest. Unlike most economists, he believes 
that all men are created by God, and that the 
order in free markets comes not from self-
interest but from what Augustine called the 

“trace of equity” stamped on business trans-
actions by the Creator. He also believes that 
Adam Smith was not the founder of econom-
ics but rather of a view that “reduces humans 
to marionette puppets compelled to act by a 
hidden force manipulating the heartstrings of 
their moral sentiments.” Well. It is true that 
many people think Smith founded econom-
ics, but it is obvious to anyone who reads The 
Wealth of Nations that he was not creating a 
rigorous new science but refuting mercantil-
ism, the theory that dominated Western Eu-
ropean economic policy from the Renaissance 
into the 18th century. 

The Wealth of Nations offered an explana-
tion of what constituted true as opposed to 
imaginary wealth and why the customary be-
havior of rulers was preventing people from im-
proving their lot. Smith wrote for an audience 

that believed in the fundamental mercantilist 
assumptions: that wealth was gold, that in-
creases in wealth meant one person losing what 
another gained (in other words, that trade was 
a zero-sum game), and that to guard national 
wealth the government should levy high taxes 
on imported goods. Smith disagreed, arguing 
that wealth was a supply of goods and servic-
es, not gold; that a market economy was not a 
zero-sum game; and that (except in a very few 
specific cases) imports should not be taxed 
because international trade made both sender 
and receiver better off. Smith destroyed the idea 
of mercantilism; this is what made his book so 
powerful. As Mueller, the director of the Eco-
nomics and Ethics Program at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center, rightly notes, Smith had 
no theory of utility (that is, how people rank 
different outcomes). “Utility” was invented in 
the 18th century to explain why people choose 
one thing rather than another. Nor, as Muel-
ler points out, did Smith have a theory of final 
distribution. The author devotes many pages to 
this problem; that is, to the question of who re-
ceives our products, obtains our gifts, and suf-
fers from our crimes. To explore this point he 
examines, among others, marriage, homicide, 
abortion, and taxation.

On marriage, mueller correctly 
argues that humans are not only ra-
tional but matrimonial; they marry 

because they love someone, not because they 
think it profitable to do so, and they have chil-
dren not because children are economic assets 
but either out of love or accident. The author 
then suggests that the rising number of unmar-
ried people is the result largely of increased life 
expectancy, and the rising divorce rate the re-
sult of legalized abortion (because couples do 
not need to stay together to raise a child). He 
refers us to the work of Nobel Prize-winning 
economist George Akerlof and his colleagues, 
Janet Yellen and Lawrence Katz, in support of 
the latter claim. But Akerlof, Yellen, and Katz 
did not quite say that. In their 1996 essay, “An 
Analysis on Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing in 
the United States,” they argued that the rise 
of single parenthood is the result of the end of 
shotgun marriages, the increased availability 
of contraception, and the advent of abortion. 
Unmarried mothers, they suggested, may 
have become a more important phenomenon 
because shotgun marriages ended and be-
cause the cultural norms that once required 
mothers to be married had vanished, but the 
authors admitted that they knew of no data 
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bearing on this question. They also dismissed 
the view that welfare could have encouraged 
out-of-wedlock births, but in saying so they 
did not use (and could not have used) data 
that appeared after 1996 showing that wel-
fare money affected the unwed pregnancies 
of low-income women. Mueller should have 
known of these studies. Instead, he resorts to 
the views of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, 
which he says are more comprehensive. They 
are, indeed, comprehensive, but citing them is 
no substitute for data about marriage, divorce, 
and single parenting.

Much the same problem exists with Muel-
ler’s discussion of homicide. The classic eco-
nomic view is that people commit crimes not 
because their motivations differ from those 
of non-criminals, but because their costs and 
benefits differ. When Richard J. Herrnstein 
and I published our book Crime and Human 
Nature (1985), we argued at length that mo-
tivations are the decisive difference between 
criminals and non-criminals. Some people 
have short-time horizons, ignoring what will 
happen in the future, while others have long 
ones, assigning a high value to distant results. 
Some people break the rules in completing a 
standardized test, while others follow them 
carefully; some are impulsive, others cau-
tious; some are aggressive, some restrained; 
some are poorly socialized (they ignore the 
feelings of others), some are highly socialized 
(they worry about those feelings). The group 
of people with short time horizons is heavily 
overrepresented among criminals, even when 
the costs and benefits of crime are the same as 
those facing the second group.

To all of this, Mueller adds the variable of 
economic fatherhood and studies its relation-
ship to crime. Economic fatherhood, defined 
not by biological paternity or residency but 
by whether a male provides for his children, 
is a difficult thing to measure, but Mueller’s 
efforts suggest that when a large fraction of fa-
thers provide for their children the homicide 
rate is low, and when few do the homicide rate 
is high. But note that economic fathers are 
scarcer now than at any time in recent history, 
and yet the crime rate nationally and in most 
large cities has been falling dramatically.

In short, criminals’ motivations are cru-
cial, and so treating individual differences in 

crime solely in terms of how people allocate 
their time or to what benefits they respond is 
a mistake. The benefits are certainly not ir-
relevant; I, and most people who study crime, 
have found over many studies that when the 
net costs of crime rise, such as by an increase 
in the risk of imprisonment, that rate declines, 
and this happens independently of other so-
cial factors that determine the crime rate.

The study of crime inevitably leads 
scholars to two challenges: the first is 
to explain changes in the crime rate in 

a society and the second to explain why one 
person is more likely than another to commit 
a crime. Scholars have made great progress in 
meeting the second challenge largely by un-
derstanding how people differ, but they have 
made few gains in addressing the first. We 
have become pretty good at explaining human 
differences but not very good at explaining so-
cial trends over time.

Mueller rightly says that Scholastic think-
ers (by whom he mostly means Augustine and 
Aquinas) had a better theoretical understand-
ing of humanity than do modern economists. 
But I think he has unfairly placed the burden 
on economists. What he should have said is 
that we have to find a way of redeeming social 
science. Social science is an effort to explain 
human behavior, and though gains have been 
made in every field—anthropology, political 
science, psychology, and sociology, as well as 
economics—we have made only modest prog-
ress in understanding society and culture. His 
book should have been titled Redeeming Social 
Science, or better yet, Redeeming Human Un-
derstanding.

Within economics, the field of microeco-
nomics, which studies how prices affect in-
dividuals and firms, has made great progress. 
For example, we know that in a competitive 
market, a firm’s profit is maximized when the 
price it charges is equal to the marginal cost of 
producing each unit of what it sells. But eco-
nomics has had greater difficulty with mac-
roeconomics—that is, the study of the whole 
economy. If you make a list of the economists 
who predicted the 2008–2009 recession, it 
will be very short. Or make a list of the econo-
mists who were correct about how to deal with 
it. This will be longer, but still rather brief. 

I doubt that matters will improve if econo-
mists become Scholastics; that is, if they care-
fully study Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas. 
And the same will be true for anthropologists, 
political scientists, psychologists, and sociolo-
gists. Mueller is right to urge scholars to study 
Scholastic thinkers, but he does not show, and 
indeed cannot show, how studying them will 
provide an explanation of the final distribu-
tion of res bonorum et malorum, including be-
havior, production, gifts, and crimes.

The great value of this book lies not 
in the author’s call for a return to these 
great minds, valuable as that would be to 

our understanding, but in his sharp criticism of 
economics for devoting itself to a study of the 
means to achieve ends that people may or may 
not have. Economics does not confront what 
Philip Wicksteed called the “mother’s problem,” 
that is, how a mother will allocate her supply 
of milk among her baby, other people’s babies, 
her tea, and her cat. The idea of marginal util-
ity is not very helpful, for she must first decide 
what other uses are worthwhile and how each 
user’s demands (for example, those of her baby 
and her cat) should be weighed. No market ex-
ists; no exchange occurs.

As a political scientist, I confront the same 
problem. The preferences the government 
seeks to satisfy change sharply. The govern-
ment once refused to pay for internal improve-
ments, then paid heavily for them; it once en-
dorsed slavery and then abolished it; it once 
was isolationist and then interventionist. One 
cannot understand these changes by assum-
ing that everybody is self-interested—though 
some scholars try. The late George Stigler, a 
brilliant economist, told me in 1976, on the 
bicentennial of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, that he knew that our revolution was 
aimed at making Americans better off. “But 
George,” I responded, “Americans became fi-
nancially much worse off because of the Rev-
olution.” “I know,” he rejoined, “that is what 
appears to be true, but I plan to find evidence 
that it made them better off.”

James Q. Wilson teaches at Pepperdine Univer-
sity and Boston College, and is the senior fellow 
at the Clough Center for the Study of Constitu-
tional Democracy at Boston College.
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Essay by Robert R. Reilly

Bernard Lewis and the Arab Spring

Nonagenarian bernard lewis is 
perhaps the foremost historian of 
the Muslim Middle East. His latest 

effort is Faith and Power: Religion and Politics 
in the Middle East, a collection of essays and 
lectures organized loosely around the title 
subject. It contains familiar themes concisely 
and eloquently stated, but also a good deal of 
repetition. Some of the individual chapters are 
gems, especially the one on Islam and democ-
racy and the second of the two titled “Islam 
and Europe,” and one should be grateful for 
having these pieces collected in one place. In 
a series of short essays and speeches, one does 
not expect more than that they stimulate and 
provoke. Here, Lewis certainly succeeds. 

Nonetheless, this book was not greeted 
enthusiastically by the New York Times. In 

“The Muslim Past” (June 25, 2010), reviewer 
Max Rodenbeck condescended to say that 
Lewis is adept at “catchy apothegms” that 

“explain his appeal to politicians in search of 
a punchy quote.” Lewis was accused of hold-
ing “the quaintly missionary idea of ‘bringing 
freedom’ to benighted peoples” and of engag-
ing in “shrill alarmism” by saying that “either 
we bring them freedom, or they destroy us.” 
Which politicians is Rodenbeck speaking of? 
This is, no doubt, a swipe at the Bush Admin-

istration’s embrace of military intervention as 
a means to disrupt the dysfunctional charac-
ter of the Arab world, either inspired by or 
blamed on Lewis, who clearly supported Op-
eration Iraqi Freedom. Underlying this deri-
sion is, surely,  the poisonous legacy of Edward 
Said, who smeared Lewis as an Orientalist (a 
once respectable word made dirty by Said), 
one who places scholarship at the service of 
Western state power. Said seemed to be pos-
sessed of a Nietzschean notion that Western 
scholarship on Islam was simply a mask for 
the will to power, and should be understood 
as such. By this light, Lewis and his ilk have 
not been trying to understand lslam but to 
dominate it. Unfortunately, this Nietzschean 
point of view makes the truth unavailable by 
any means, and reduces the search for it to 
another form of political struggle. It is highly 
ironic that Rodenbeck accuses Lewis of being 

“dangerously reductionist” when it is Roden-
beck who reduces this great scholar’s work to 
a misguided political program. 

Lewis has written that “Middle Easterners 
increasingly complain that the West judges 
them by different and lower standards than it 
does Europeans and Americans, both in what 
is expected of them and in what they may ex-
pect, in terms of their economic well-being 

and their political freedom.” Lewis doesn’t do 
this. He does not condescend. He has devot-
ed his life to learning the ways, the languages, 
and the history of Middle Easterners. His 
work bespeaks respect, especially in what he 
expects of the Middle East. And for this he 
is criticized. The denigration of Lewis is far 
more politically inspired than anything in his 
work. 

Promises of Victory

Rather than addressing the sub-
stance of Faith and Power, Rodenbeck 
praises Fred M. Donner’s new book, 

Muhammad and the Believers [reviewed in 
the Winter 2010-Spring 2011 CRB], as a real 
work of scholarship. Why? Because, he writes, 
it offers a “more sophisticated reading of his-
tory” that explains Islam as a doctrine that 

“evolved from an ecumenical, syncretic, pietist 
and millenarian cult.” I have no doubt Lewis 
would agree that Islam underwent a period of 
doctrinal development. Rodenbeck suggests 
the difference is that Lewis “depicts Islam 
as aggressive from the start,” while Donner 

“shows that contemporary followers of other 
religions initially and perhaps even for several 
generations, regarded Islam as an open-mind-
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ed and not specially threatening movement 
with universalist aspirations.” 

I don’t know if this is a fair representation 
of Donner’s views, but it suggests that Islam, 
which within the space of “several generations” 
conquered much of the known world, did so 
without quite knowing why, and only later 
sat down to figure out its motives for doing 
so. Thus, says Rodenbeck, “the Muslim tri-
umphalism that Lewis discerns, it seems, was 
largely introduced in retrospect, to explain 
the seemingly miraculous spread of the faith 
as a result of heavenly favor.” This is a star-
tling statement which, if true, would require 
a skewed chronology and a view of the Koran 
as a retrospective rather than prophetic docu-
ment. Since the Koran promises victory, it is 
difficult to see the victory of Islam as coming 
before the expectation of it. 

In any case, Lewis certainly disagrees with 
this irenic view of an accidental empire. He 
argues:

The declaration of war came almost at 
the very beginning of Islam. Accord-
ing to an early story, in the year 7 of the 
Hegira, corresponding to 628 C.E., the 
Prophet sent six messengers, with letters 
to the Byzantine and Persian emperors, 
the Negus of Ethiopia, and other rulers 
and princes, informing them of his ad-
vent and summoning them to embrace 
his faith or suffer the consequences. The 
authenticity of these prophetic letters is 
doubted, but their message is accurate 
in the sense that it does reflect a view 
dominant among Muslims since early 
times.

Lewis is also clear that “the long relation-
ship between Christendom and Islam…has 
mostly been one of conflict.” The reason is 
that “when you have two religions with the 
same self-perceptions, making the same 
claims in the same geographical area, the con-
flict between them was virtually inevitable.” 
Of course, the contending claims were to the 
universal truth of their respective revelations, 
which were contrary to each other. Thus, we 
continue to face, in that famous phrase, “a 
clash of civilizations.” 

What about the nature of Islamic revelation 
as a source of this clash? The sentence from 
which the title of Lewis’s book comes declares 

“Islamic sacred scriptures and memories have 
a total identification of faith and power dur-
ing the lifetime of the founder.” This is what 
makes Rodenbeck’s remark that “Islamic tri-
umphalism” came later so suspect. From its 
start, Islam was the religion of power. In its 
(Sunni) theology, Allah is pure omnipotence 

and unlimited will. Islam without power 
makes about as much sense as Christianity 
without Christ. Lewis’s statement differenti-
ates Islam from Christianity with respect to 
the separation of the sacred from the secu-
lar, but it also helps explain the deep sense of 
grievance and humiliation Muslims feel when 
power is not theirs. Christians are not thrown 
into spiritual confusion or theological doubt 
if they do not control the state because Chris-
tianity does not require the exercise of power 
for its fulfillment. Islam does (at least in its 
Sunni form). As Muslim Brotherhood spiri-
tual leader Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who recently 
(February 18) attracted an audience of several 
million people in Tahrir Square in Cairo, said, 
Christianity’s separation from state power 

“contrasts with what would happen if the Is-
lamic state did this. The result would be that 
the faith would be left without any authority 
to support it, or force to maintain it.” 

Following the true path means success in 
this world and the next. If infidels have power 
over Muslims, it must mean that Muslims 
have left the true path and are being punished 
by Allah. Therefore, the prescription for re-
covery is a return to the true path. This is ob-
viously the answer embraced by the Islamists 
who wish to restore the rule of sharia and to 
expunge Western influences from their soci-
eties. Once they re-Islamicize their own so-
cieties, they can resume Islam’s temporarily 
delayed universal mission to Islamicize the 
world. In Faith and Power, Lewis points out 
that this is generally what Osama bin Laden 
thought he was doing. 

Muslim Democracy?

Where does the prospect for mus-
lim democracy fit into this picture? 
More than half of the chapter titles 

in Faith and Power contain either the word 
“democracy” or “freedom.” The author is preoc-
cupied with the question: is liberal democracy 
compatible with Islam? He is very amusing in 
sarcastically characterizing the view that tyr-
anny is all that Muslims are capable of as the 

“pro-Arab” position, while the one that holds 
that they can develop their own kind of demo-
cratic institutions is the “imperialist” position. 
(Only in this sense is Lewis an “imperialist.”) 
Lewis is neither Pollyannaish nor darkly pes-
simistic in dealing with this question. 

First of all, he dismisses Islamism as 
clearly incompatible with democracy, inas-
much as Islamism insists on God’s exclusive 
sovereignty and on democracy as a form of 
blasphemy. What about the rest of Islam, or 
Islam as it understood itself before or aside 

from the Muslim Brotherhood, the quintes-
sentially Islamist organization? There are for-
midable obstacles here, too. God’s exclusive 
sovereignty is not something Islamists made 
up. As Lewis writes, “For believing Muslims, 
legitimate authority comes from God alone, 
and the ruler derives his power not from 
the people…but from God and the holy law.” 
There is no need for, or even a conception of, a 
legislative or representative body. God makes 
law; man does not. In fact, there is no such 
thing in Islam as legal personhood, e.g., civic 
bodies, cities, or corporations. In view of this, 
says Lewis, it is not surprising that “the his-
tory of the Islamic states is one of almost un-
relieved autocracy.” 

Referring to Alexis de Tocqueville, Lewis 
says that “the point he makes about the in-
compatibility of eternal legislation with the 
functioning of democratic institutions is an 
important one that bears closer consideration.” 
Lewis obviously recognizes the importance of 
this point, but he never explores it theologi-
cally or in terms of Muslim revelation. The 
real issue is not so much “eternal legislation” 
as it is the content of divine law—what it actu-
ally says. Christianity and Judaism have divine 
laws, but they are not ultimately incompatible 
with democracy. Indeed, one might say they 
are its foundation.

The reason sovereignty is exclusively God’s 
in Islam is that, in the Koran’s account of cre-
ation, man is not made in the image and like-
ness of God. The Islamic doctrine of tanzih 
teaches that God is so infinitely transcendent 
that absolutely no comparison can be made 
between Him and anything else. There is 
nothing “like” Him, certainly not man. The 
Judeo-Christian notion from Genesis of man 
possessing the imago Dei is a scandalous blas-
phemy in Islam. I wonder why Lewis never 
says this. For someone who so thoroughly 
comprehends Islamic culture, it is curious 
how seldom Lewis refers back to the cult from 
which it comes as the potential source of its 
problems. 

Lewis does point out that “traditional Is-
lam has no doctrine of human rights, the very 
notion of which might seem an impiety”; but 
he does not elaborate. In Judeo-Christian 
teaching, rights are God-given, which is why 
man is inviolable in his person. His integrity 
is located not only in an immortal soul, but in 
reason and free will, both of which are God-
given and God-like. They constitute the imago 
Dei in man. The divine imprint is the theo-
logical underpinning for the eventual devel-
opment of democracy and inalienable human 
rights. Man’s ultimate destiny is to share in 
God’s life. This, also, is considered blasphemy 
in Islam. 
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Books by Bernard Lewis 
discussed in this essay:

Faith and Power: Religion and Politics 
in the Middle East. Oxford University 

Press, 240 pages, $24.95

The Middle East: A Brief History of 
the Last 2,000 Years. Scribner, 

433 pages, $18 (paper)

The Crisis of Islam: Holy War and 
Unholy Terror. Modern Library, 

224 pages, $15 (paper)

Man has no rights in Islam because man 
cannot have what God has not given. What 
God gives is his law, which man is expected to 
obey unquestioningly. This is why the Cairo 
Declaration of Human Rights, signed by 45 
foreign ministers of the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference on August 5, 1990, lo-
cates “rights” in the sharia and excludes any-
thing contrary to it. 

The Cairo Declaration was issued as an ap-
pendix to the United Nations’s Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights to make explicit the 
differences with the U.N. Declaration. The 
last two articles in the Cairo Declaration state 
that “All rights and freedoms stipulated in this 
Declaration are subject to the Islamic Sharia,” 
(Article 24) and that “The Islamic Sharia is the 
only source of reference for the explanation or 
clarification [of] any of the articles of this Dec-
laration” (Article 25). Elsewhere it declares that 

“no one in principle has the right to suspend…
or violate or ignore its [Islam’s] command-
ments, in as much as they are binding divine 
commandments, which are contained in the 
Revealed Books of God and were sent through 
the last of His Prophets…. Every person is in-
dividually responsible—and the Ummah col-
lectively responsible—for their safeguard.”

Under the dispensation of sharia, what 
does respect for “human rights” look like? In 
June 2000, the grand sheikh of al-Azhar, the 
highest jurisprudential authority of the Sunni 
world, the late Mohammed Sayed Tantawi, 
offered Saudi Arabia as the model. He said: 

“Saudi Arabia leads the world in the protec-
tion of human rights because it protects them 
according to the sharia of God…. Everyone 
knows that Saudi Arabia is the leading coun-
try for the application of human rights in Is-
lam in a just and objective fashion, with no 
aggression and no prejudice.” 

Lewis points out that Islam contains a 
profound teaching of equality for all Mus-
lim (male) believers. Slaves were immediately 
manumitted when they converted. But this 
equality cannot be extended to all mankind 
because the inferiority of infidels, people of the 
book (i.e., Jews and Christians), women, and 
slaves, is divinely codified in the sharia. How, 
then, can one acknowledge that all people are 
created equal if this is not expressed in one’s 
revelation? An avenue is open to this realiza-
tion through philosophy and the recognition 
that every person’s soul is ordered to the same 
transcendent good or end—which is what we 
mean by human nature in the first place. 

For this light to dawn, however, the culture 
must be open to reason or, more exactly, to 
reason’s authority in its ability to apprehend 
reality. There are, in fact, very few cultures in 
which this is the case, which is why we have 

seen so little of democratic constitutional or-
der in history. As Fr. James Schall has said, 

“Islam does not have a tradition of natural law 
in the ordinary sense that would signify a ra-
tionale all men could accept apart from their 
religion.” In fact, within Asharite theology, 
which is the majority school in Sunni Islam, 
the existence of natural law is repeatedly and 
explicitly denied as a flagrant and impermis-
sible constriction of God’s absolute power. 
(Gravity does not make the rock fall; God 
does.) If within the Muslim world there is no 
principle of equality that embraces all human 
beings, then there is no philosophical founda-
tion for democracy—no “Laws of Nature and 
of Nature’s God” on which to build. This can 
be fatal for democratic development and, con-
comitantly, equality before the law. 

ways much more closely to both the realities 
and the traditions of the region.” Lewis did 
not spell out what that correspondence is, 
however, beyond saying the West is “individu-
alistic” in orientation and the Middle East 

“collective.” In The Closed Circle (2002), David 
Pryce-Jones got closer by suggesting that “Na-
zism and Arab power challenging had in com-
mon the belief that life is an unending strug-
gle in which the victor works his will upon 
the loser by virtue of his victory.” The fuller 
answer is that Arab Muslims were naturally 
drawn to fascism and Communism as more 
compatible with what they already believed 
because these models are based upon the pri-
macy of the will and the denigration of reason. 
A political order that presumes the primacy 
of reason did not appeal. This natural affinity 
also helps explain the easy passage of leftist 
nationalists and Communists like prominent 
Egyptian writer Dr. Mustafa Mahmud and 
well-known Shiite writer Samih Atef El-Zein 
to Islamism.

The question Lewis addresses is whether 
Islamic culture can, despite all this, make 
room for democratic development, though he 
never explicitly deals with the status of reason 
in Islam or with the devastating consequences 
of al-Ghazali’s expulsion of philosophy in the 
12th century. Faith and power are so closely 
intertwined in Islam because faith and reason 
were divorced from each other. The primacy 
of power is the product of faith without rea-
son. Can the role of reason be restored?

In The Crisis of Islam: Holy War and Un-
holy Terror (2003), Lewis claimed that “there 
is enough in the traditional culture of Islam 
on the one hand and the modern experience 
of the Muslim peoples on the other to pro-
vide the basis for an advance toward freedom 
in the true sense of that word.” What are the 
positive elements in Islamic tradition that, 

“rightly interpreted and applied, might lead to 
greater political freedom and respect for hu-
man rights”? Lewis points out that, although 
the caliph exercised sovereignty from God, his 
power was not absolute. At least theoretically, 
he was as much under the rule of the sharia as 
were his subjects, who were enjoined by Mu-
hammad to “not obey a creature against his 
creator.” Should the ruler violate the sharia 
or apostatize, he was vulnerable. The caliph 
operated under a “contractual and consensual” 
arrangement with his subjects that could be 
dissolved, at least in principle, if the ruler “de-
faults on his obligations.” This meant that, un-
like modern Arab states with totalitarian fea-
tures, traditional Muslim regimes had some 
measure of the rule of (God’s) law. The con-
sensual aspect was evident in the operation of 
a shura council or, as in Afghanistan today, a 

The Worst of the West

Lewis contends that “the modern 
style of dictatorship that flourishes in 
many Muslim countries is an inno-

vation and to a large extent an importation 
from Europe.” This is unquestionably so and 
is obvious particularly in the Baathist re-
gimes in Syria and, formerly, in Iraq. When 
facing the challenge from the West, many 
Muslims sought to imitate it. Why, of all 
things, did they choose as their models the 
worst of what the West had to offer, fascism 
and Communism? Why, with few exceptions, 
did they not try to imitate a constitutional 
democratic order? 

In his earlier book, The Middle East: A Brief 
History of the Last 2,000 Years (1995), Lewis 
suggested it was because these ideologies were 
anti-Western and anti-Christian, but also 
because “the ideologies and social strategies 
that were being offered corresponded in many 
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loya jirga. Lewis wisely cautions, however, that 
“this principle [of consultation] has never been 
institutionalized, nor even formulated in the 
treatises of holy law.” 

Short of a re-hellenization of Islam—a res-
toration of philosophy—it is difficult to imag-
ine the Muslim world using these strains of 
its tradition in the way that Lewis hopes for. 
They seem thin reeds. Where is the intellectu-
al underpinning for their development? While 
they may point in a useful direction, can that 
direction be taken without a new understand-
ing of the cult of Islam that would allow for a 
culture in which reason has primacy? This is 
unlikely, though the recent Arab revolutions 
have obviously raised great hopes. 

What is at Stake

Does lewis have a rhetorical strat-
egy in his work? I think he may, 
though not in Said’s or Rodenbeck’s 

sense. While being highly critical, Lewis 
nonetheless recalls Arabs to what is or was 
best in themselves, and does not present in-
surmountable obstacles to their reaching for 
it. Presciently, he predicted last year change 
of historical magnitude on the immediate 
horizon that could turn out either way. From 
within their own culture, “rightly interpreted 
and applied,” Lewis offers Muslims a gift by 
pointing them to a better future, while warn-
ing of the dire alternative. Is Lewis trying 
to persuade Islam that it is something other 
than it conceives itself to be? Perhaps, but this 
is exactly what the struggle within Islam to-
day is about. Only it can choose. 

Regarding the hopes raised by the recent 
overthrow of Middle Eastern tyrannies, Lew-
is offers some sobering advice. In an inter-
view with David Horowitz in the Jerusalem 
Post (February 25, 2011), he cautions that the 
discourse in Egypt is still “religiously defined” 
and that “the language of Western democracy 
is for the most part newly translated and not 
intelligible to the great masses.” How many 
Egyptians, for instance, actually believe that 
Copts and Muslims, men and women, believ-
ers and nonbelievers, are equal—to say noth-
ing of Jews and Muslims? Pressing for elec-

tions now, he warns, could lead to catastro-
phe, as only religious parties are well enough 
organized to take advantage of them. (Lewis 
prefers first to see the development of local 
self-governing institutions.) Therefore, he 
says, “I don’t see elections, Western-style, as 
the answer to the problem. I see it rather as 
a dangerous aggravation of a problem. The 
Western-style election…has no relevance at 
all to the situation in most Middle Eastern 
countries. It can only lead to one direction, 
as it did in [Weimar] Germany, for example.” 
This dire warning easily pertains to the over-
whelming March vote in Egypt in favor (77%) 
of the constitutional amendments that have 
placed the Muslim Brotherhood in such an 
advantageous position for the fall parliamen-
tary elections. 

are and what they want, a quality that many 
in the West seem to a very large extent to have 
lost. This is a source of strength in the one, of 
weakness in the other.” Moreover,

They have fervor and conviction, which 
in most Western countries are either 
weak or lacking. They are for the most 
part convinced of the rightness of their 
cause, whereas Westerners spend much 
of their time in self-denigration and 
self-abasement. They have loyalty and 
discipline, and perhaps most important 
of all they have demography. This ad-
monition reminds me of Hilaire Belloc’s 
remark: “Those who direct us and from 
whom the tone of our policy is taken 
have no major spiritual interest…Islam 
has not suffered this spiritual decline…
and [in this] lies our peril.”

So yes, Lewis hopes for the development 
of democracy in the Middle East. “It is,” he 
says, “perhaps in the long run our best hope, 
perhaps even our only hope, of surviving 
the latest stage—in some respects the most 
dangerous stage—of a fourteen-century-old 
struggle.” Still, there may be another way. 
Perhaps we should be thankful for this chal-
lenge because it is only in the face of it that 
we may be able to restore ourselves to some 
condition that deserves survival. Without it, 
we would just continue to sink into the muck. 
Of course, we may not rise to that challenge 
and sink anyway, but as Whittaker Cham-
bers said of the contest with Communism, 

“For the West, the struggle is its own solu-
tion. Out of the struggle itself, the West may 
rediscover in itself, or otherwise develop, 
forces that justify its survival.” That is the 
opportunity. Those are the stakes. Thanks in 
large part to Bernard Lewis, no one can say 
they have not been spelled out. 

Robert R. Reilly is chairman of the Committee 
for Western Civilization, a senior fellow at the 
American Foreign Policy Council, and the author, 
most recently, of The Closing of the Muslim 
Mind: How Intellectual Suicide Created the 
Modern Islamist Crisis (ISI Books).

Man has no rights in 
Islam because man 

cannot have what God 
has not given.

Lewis is keenly aware that the Middle East 
may not choose well. In fact, in the Wall Street 
Journal (September 1, 2010), he wrote, “For 
the moment, there does not seem to be much 
prospect of a moderate Islam in the Muslim 
world. This is partly because in the prevailing 
atmosphere the expression of moderate ideas 
can be dangerous—even life-threatening. 
Radical groups like al-Qaeda and the Taliban, 
the likes of which in earlier times were at most 
minor and marginal, have acquired a powerful 
and even a dominant position.” 

In the face of this, Lewis has a warning for 
the West. In Faith and Power, he speaks of “the 
return among Muslims to what they perceive 
as the cosmic struggle between the two main 
faiths, Christianity and Islam.” But isn’t the 
West now post-Christian? In fact, to the ex-
tent to which it is, it is at a great disadvantage. 
Lewis remarks that Muslims “know who they 
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Book Review by Joshua Muravchik

Grand Old Strategy
Hard Line: The Republican Party and U.S. Foreign Policy since World War II, by Colin Dueck.

Princeton University Press, 376 pages, $70 (cloth), $26.95 (paper)

In hard line, colin dueck has set out 
to give us a comprehensive account of Re-
publican foreign policy since the run-up to 

World War II, identifying conflicting currents 
as well as commonalities. He has produced 
a valuable history, rich in detail and fluid in 
prose. It comprises seven main chapters, one 
on each of five presidents—Eisenhower, Nix-
on, Reagan, and the two Bushes (Gerald Ford 
gets subsumed under Nixon)—plus a chapter 
each on Senators Taft and Goldwater, taken 
quite reasonably as seminal Republican figures. 
An associate professor in George Mason Uni-
versity’s Department of Public and Interna-
tional Affairs, Dueck offers a typology of GOP 
or conservative foreign policy opinion, break-
ing it down into four archetypes: “realists,” 

“hawks,” “nationalists,” and “anti-intervention-
ists.” Despite the variations from one Repub-
lican president to another—Dueck laments 
the record of George W. Bush and applauds 
the other presidents—he concludes that: “The 
continuities in Republican foreign policy are 
as striking as the changes. The most impor-
tant such continuity is a consistent, hard-line 
American nationalism.” But this is not only a 
work of history; it is also an exercise in advoca-
cy, putting the case for foreign policy “realism.” 
I am a died-in-the-wool “idealist,” in the for-
mal sense of that term in foreign policy dis-
course, meaning the diametric opposite of a 

“realist”—so poor Dueck could scarcely face a 
harder sell than me for his case. And indeed 
I was not sold, but I hope that my objections 
are based on more than prejudice.

Here are some of the principal ones. Dueck 
is freer in rendering judgments than in explain-
ing them. Eisenhower, he enthuses, “was one 
of the most impressive and successful foreign 
policy presidents of the twentieth century” be-
cause “he provided strong, calm leadership.” If 

“calm” is a key desideratum, why is Dueck so 
keen on Nixon who was anything but? Eisen-
hower kept us out of war, says Dueck, but most 
of our wars in the era he examines were visited 
upon us. Yes, we have also fought some wars of 
choice, notably in Iraq for which Dueck excori-
ates George W. Bush. But he applauds Bush’s 
father for having made war in Iraq in 1991, no 
less a war of choice. Eisenhower’s interventions 
in Iran and Guatemala, his utter immobility in 
the face of the Soviet invasion of Hungary and 
Castro’s conquest of Cuba, his humiliation of 
France and Britain over Suez, his design of a 
military strategy of “massive retaliation” that 

his successors found risky and foolish—all 
deserve more scrutiny than Dueck gives them. 
Dueck awards special plaudits to Nixon for get-
ting us out of the Vietnam War. Hello? We lost 
the Vietnam War. It takes no special genius to 
lose a war; anyone can do it. Yes, Watergate cut 
Nixon off at the knees; and, yes, the congres-
sional doves who choked off all support for In-
dochina’s anti-Communists have much blood 
on their hands for which they were never called 
to account. Nonetheless, in assessing Nixon’s 
presidency, it is not persuasive to say the opera-
tion was a success although the patient died.

What’s more, it is disheartening that Dueck 
lends himself to the latter-day rewrite of his-

of Nations, the treaty to outlaw war (Pact of 
Paris), the United Nations, arms control, and 
the like. Its record is almost unbroken failure. 
Democratic idealism—expressed through 

“imposing” democracy on Germany, Japan, It-
aly, and Austria; through the Marshall Plan; 
through support for dissidents in the Soviet 
empire; through pushing for the replace-
ment of military regimes by elected ones in 
Latin America—has been wildly successful. 
In making his case against idealism, Dueck 
repeatedly disparages the wars in Somalia 
and Bosnia (equally) as foolhardy ventures 
for the United States. And he claims that 

“For the past twenty years, American atten-
tion in foreign affairs has tended to focus on 
the internal politics of smaller countries such 
as Yugoslavia, Somalia, and Iraq.” Not at all! 
For the past decade, American policy has re-
volved around the war on terror, or, as Rudy 
Giuliani preferred to put it, the terrorists’ 
war on us. The decade before was focused 
on reunifying Europe as a continent peace-
ful, democratic, and allied with the United 
States—in other words as a cornerstone of 
our security.

It is possible that George W. Bush erred 
by taking us to Iraq, but this was not some 
good-works project. True, it aimed to replace 
Saddam’s dictatorship with a democracy, a 
project on which the jury is still out, but the 
reason for doing this was to change the po-
litical psychology of the region in hope of 
making it less a breeding ground for terror-
ists. The theory may have been wrong or the 
execution faulty, or both, but the underlying 
purpose was America’s safety. Likewise with 
our intervention in Bosnia (which, by the way, 
was a success). There were humanitarian is-
sues, to be sure, but the deeper stakes were 
the survival of NATO and the nature of post-
Communist Europe. To conflate this with 
Somalia, which was purely a humanitarian 
mission, makes no sense. 

Dueck concludes by asserting that “the 
proper and true end of American foreign poli-
cy” is to protect our country and our way of life. 
But, of course. Realists have no monopoly on 
this goal. The question is how to achieve it.

Joshua Muravchik is a fellow at the School of 
Advanced International Studies (SAIS) of Johns 
Hopkins University and the author, most recently, 
of The Next Founders: Voices of Democracy 
in the Middle East (Encounter Books). 

tory that portrays Ronald Reagan as above all 
a “pragmatist.” In the wake of World War II, 

“containment” became enthroned as America’s 
Cold War strategy when the country rejected 
appeasement, advocated by Henry Wallace, 
and also “roll-back,” a proposal of the hard 
Right that was seen as extremely reckless. 
The essence of Reagan’s policy was to resur-
rect roll-back, albeit in a tactically subtle way. 
Liberals were frightened and appalled. The 
fact that he also established rapport with 
Gorbachev, a remarkable Soviet ruler set on 
overhauling Communism, scarcely placed the 
Gipper in the camp of the moderates.

In criticizing “idealism,” dueck fails to 
observe that there are two kinds of ideal-
ism: pacifist idealism and democratic ide-

alism. Pacifist idealism has expressed itself 
through such American efforts as the League 
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Book Review by Benjamin Balint

Sickness Unto Death
A Lethal Obsession: Anti-Semitism from Antiquity to the Global Jihad, 

by Robert S. Wistrich. Random House, 1,200 pages, $40

“In all its myriad manifestations,” 
says the British historian Paul Johnson, 

“the language of anti-Semitism through 
the ages is a dictionary of non-sequiturs and 
antonyms.” Jews, as the embodiment of what-
ever the anti-Semite fears, are by turns mon-
ey-grubbing misers, or crass, showy spenders; 
fancy Rothschilds or vulgar peddlers. They 
are unassimilable aliens, secretive and her-
metic, or else they are chameleons who as-
similate themselves all too well into their host 
cultures. 

Anti-Semitism has also proven itself a sur-
passingly expedient political fantasy, equally 
instrumental to Left and Right. Depending 
on the ax being ground, Jews have been seen 
as revolutionaries, enemies of the status quo, 
or as imperialist preservers of the status quo. 
They were greedy bankers, rapacious loan-
mongers, exploiters of workers, and profit-
loving capitalists; or they were subversive so-
cialists. In Russia “the Jews” were blamed for 
capitalism in the 19th century and for Com-
munism in the early 20th. In the 21st, to come 
full circle, Jewish capitalist oligarchs are often 
blamed for the Soviet collapse. 

But in the capable hands of Robert S. Wis-
trich, a professor of modern European history 
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, the 
history of such nonsense becomes scholarship. 
An expert pathologist, Wistrich traces in his 
latest book the most virulent strains of the 
anti-Semitic disease, and diagnoses its symp-
tomatic expressions in Christianity, Nazism, 
and Islamism.

In Wistrich’s exhaustive catalogue, the 
earliest form of the murderous pathogen 
was theological: the Jew, who rejects Jesus as 
messiah, was depicted as a willfully blind or 

“stiff-necked” adherent to a superseded faith, 
ultimately complicit in the crucifixion of the 
son of God. To the Christian anti-Semite, 
Jews, having rejected God, were themselves 
God-rejected, a shunned remnant deservedly 
cursed to endless wandering and servitude. In 
the words of the 4th-century Church Father 
Gregory of Nyssa:

Murderers of the Lord, assassins of the 
prophets, rebels and detesters of God, 
they outrage the Law, resist grace, re-
pudiate the faith of their fathers. Com-

panions of the devil, race of vipers, in-
formers, calumniators, darkeners of the 
mind, pharisaic leaven, Sanhedrin of 
demons….

Over the centuries, the charge of deicide 
gathered around itself other accusations: des-
ecration of the host, ritual murder of Chris-
tian babies on Easter, well-poisoning, and 
blood libels (in which Jews were imagined to 
be re-crucifying Christ). “The preaching of 
hate and the teaching of anti-Jewish stereo-
types were, for many centuries, an integral 
feature of Christianity,” Wistrich argues.

Not all Christians succumbed to this ha-
tred, of course, but it cannot be denied that 
polities throughout medieval Europe de-
nied Jews citizenship and civil rights. Jews 
were barred from holding government posts, 
excluded from membership in guilds and 
the professions, and made to wear a yellow 
badge (a measure introduced by Pope Inno-
cent III in 1215). They endured forced con-
versions, burnings of the Talmud, massacres, 
and expulsions: from England (1290), Ger-
many (1350s), Spain (1492), Portugal (1496), 
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Provence (1512), the Papal States (1569), and 
Vienna (1670). 

Emancipation, when it came, was 
predicated on the erasure of Jewish dif-
ference. Only with total assimilation 

would the “Jewish question” be solved. This 
demand proved impossible to meet. Enlight-
enment, socialism, even liberal democracy—
none of these could prevent modern Europe 
from inheriting the medieval fabrications. But 
as anti-Semitism became secularized and po-
liticized, it also reached new levels of abstrac-
tion. “The Jew in general, the Jew everywhere 
and nowhere,” in the phrase of C.W.F. Grat-
tenauer’s 1803 book Wider die Juden [Against 
the Jews]. 

The epidemic of European anti-Semitism 
culminated in Auschwitz and the systematic, 
industrialized, state-sponsored slaughter of 
six million Jews. Even as they loathed the “Se-
mitic” origins of Christianity and promulgat-
ed an anti-Christian nationalism, Wistrich 
contends, the Nazis harnessed the powerful 
legacy of Christian anti-Judaism. He takes 
at face value the testimony of Julius Streicher, 
publisher of Der Stürmer, who declared at the 
Nuremberg trials that Nazi propaganda in-
vented nothing beyond what Martin Luther 

had already said 400 years earlier in the sple-
netic tract Concerning the Jews and Their Lies 
(1543). 

To this rich heritage the National Social-
ists joined a new, pseudoscientific racial the-
ory that depicted the Jews—then compris-
ing less than 1% of German population—as 
Untermenschen (subhumans) threatening the 
health of the Germanic Volk. (“Politics is ap-
plied biology,” said the eminent German Dar-
winian Ernst Haeckel.) With Jewishness de-
fined in terms of race, earlier means of escape 
(through baptism, for example) closed.

Hitler’s genocidal anti-Semitism, Wistrich 
writes, “though it grew up on Christian soil, 
was ultimately determined to replace and sup-
plant Christianity.” He concludes that Chris-
tian Judeophobia “was a necessary but insuf-
ficient cause for the Holocaust, whose finality 
and exterminatory drive radically transcend-
ed the theological hatred of its predecessors.” 
In fact, obsessive anti-Semitism was the sub-
stance in which the National Socialist world-
view crystallized and hardened. Wistrich 
shows that the Final Solution—the extermi-
nation of what the Nazis called the Weltfeind, 
or world enemy—was no peripheral part of 
Hitler’s war, but an act essential for the very 
salvation of Germany. 

Hitler regarded even the war against the 
United States as a war against the Jews. The 
dictator, Wistrich reports, imagined Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt as a Judenknecht (a 
servant of the Jews) and America itself as the 
product of a degraded Judengeist (Jewish spir-
it). In late 1941, Hitler charged that Roosevelt 
had been influenced “by the circle of Jews sur-
rounding him, who, with Old Testament-like 
fanaticism, believe that the United States can 
be the instrument for preparing another Pu-
rim for the European nations that are becom-
ing increasingly anti-Semitic.” In his last testa-
ment, dictated on April 29, 1945, the Führer 
blamed the war on “international Jewry and 
its acolytes.” 

A lethal obsession’s most original 
contribution is its meticulous exami-
nation of post-Holocaust anti-Semi-

tism. Memory of the Holocaust has inhibited 
or discredited anti-Semitism in Europe. Fig-
ures such as France’s Jean-Marie Le Pen, and 
groups like his National Front, have lost most 
of the modicum of influence they ever gained. 

Islamist anti-Semitism, however, the sub-
ject of the final six chapters of this book, has 
not receded. “Islamofascism today,” the author 
contends, “builds on the same mythological 
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figure of the satanic, ubiquitous, immoral and 
all-powerful Jew that once haunted the Euro-
pean anti-Semitic imagination from Richard 
Wagner to Adolf Hitler.” 

Even so, the ubiquity of Islamist anti-Sem-
itism astonishes. Wistrich discusses “Our 
Struggle with the Jews,” the influential essay 
by the Muslim Brotherhood’s leading theo-
retician, Sayyid Qutb, as well as the book by 
longtime Syrian defense minister Mustafa 
Tlass detailing how Jews drink the blood of 
Gentile children. The epidemic extends from 
Sunnis in Saudi Arabia, where anti-Jewish 
vitriol in the leading paper Al-Riyadh is com-
monplace, to Shiites in Iran, where Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei and President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad regularly call for Israel’s annihila-
tion. It has infected societies in which Jews 
are almost entirely absent. In Pakistan, for in-
stance, the journalist Daniel Pearl was forced 
to declare “my father’s Jewish, my mother’s 
Jewish, I’m Jewish,” moments before he was 
beheaded. Egypt, meanwhile, remains a lead-
ing distributor of Arabic editions of The Pro-
tocols of the Elders of Zion. 

In style and in substance, much of this ven-
om, until recently absent in the Islamic world, 
is imported—one of the few Western imports 
Islamic fundamentalists seem eager to accept. 
Holocaust denial, for example, once an exclu-
sively European product, has come to pervade 
the Islamic world, from the 2006 Tehran 
conference asserting the Holocaust’s falsity to 
Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas’s doctoral thesis, The Other Side: The 
Secret Relationship Between Nazism and the Zi-
onist Movement. This year, a proposed United 
Nations plan to teach the Holocaust in Gaza 
schools drew furious condemnation from 
Hamas teachers and officials, including the 
education minister. 

The sheer volume of the evidence Wistrich 
amasses—from books, newspaper articles, 
television programs, sermons, and indoctri-
nation in madrassas—suggests that classical 
anti-Semitism has now been more than suc-
cessfully grafted onto Arab life, amounting 
to what the author calls “a contemporary cul-
ture of hatred…that has not been seen since 
the heyday of Nazi Germany.” For Wistrich, 

that culture is “the deepest substratum un-
derlying the ongoing Middle East crisis,” ex-
plaining why a solution to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict has for so long eluded the grasp of 
negotiators. 

As the abhorrence that now attaches to 
Jews qua Israelis shows, the Islamist importers 
of Jew hatred have meanwhile become lead-
ing exporters, sending old calumnies back to 
the West with new twists. Those who once 
charged Jews with killing Christ now accuse 
Israelis of killing Palestinian children in Beth-
lehem. “Jesus Christ,” Yasser Arafat declared 
at a 1983 press conference, “was the first Pal-
estinian militant fedayin who carried his sword 
along the path on which the Palestinians today 
carry their Cross.” As Christians once consid-
ered themselves the new Israel, so some Pales-
tinians deem themselves the new Jews. 

In some precincts of the progressive 
anti-Zionist Left, the old suspicion of Jew-
ish otherness and difference has effortless-

ly attached itself to the Jewish state. To use the 
phrase of historian Jacob Talmon, Israel has 
become “the Jew of the nations.” Those who 
once believed that the world would be better 
off without Jews now insist that the Middle 
East would be better off without a Jewish 
state. Wistrich identifies today’s fashionable 
anti-Zionism, with its ritual denunciations of 
Israel and challenges to its legitimacy, as thin-
ly veiled Jew-hatred. It is anti-Semitism with 
a good conscience, he argues, a politically cor-
rect pretext to vilify the Jews.

Wistrich has little to say on the nature 
and causes of the “lethal obsession” and its 
remarkable constancy over time. But he does 
point to resentment of the “chosen people,” a 
special antipathy which has persisted from the 
days of Hebrew monotheists’ refusal to bow 
to gods worshiped by other peoples. From 
that day to this, Jews were said to suffer from 
a superiority complex, from a chauvinist and 
clannish pride.

Here again, a continuity. At least one 
quality that offended Hitler’s sense of Aryan 
chosenness—for in his eyes there could be 
only one Herrenvolk, or master race—today 
irritates the anti-Zionists. For proof, we need 

look no farther than sentiments expressed 
at the United Nations. In 1971, Yakov Ma-
lik, Soviet ambassador to the U.N., told the 
Security Council: “The chosen people: is that 
not racism? What is the difference between 
Zionism and fascism if the essence of its ide-
ology is racism, hatred toward other peoples?” 
From here it was but a short step to the resolu-
tion adopted by the U.N. General Assembly 
in 1975, on the anniversary of Kristallnacht, 
declaring that “Zionism is a form of racism 
and racial discrimination.” 

The infamous resolution was finally re-
pealed in 1991, but the feverishness of its re-
sentment has yet to subside. Expounding on 
the theme, Portugal’s José Saramago, the late 
winner of the 1998 Nobel Prize in literature, 
had this to say in 2002:

Contaminated by the monstrous and 
rooted “certitude” that in this cata-
strophic and absurd world there exists 
a people chosen by God and that, con-
sequently, all the actions of an obsessive, 
psychological and pathologically exclu-
sivist racism are justified; educated and 
trained in the idea that any suffering 
that has been inflicted, or is being in-
flicted, or will be inflicted on everyone 
else, especially the Palestinians, will 
always be inferior to that which they 
themselves suffered in the Holocaust, 
the Jews endlessly scratch their own 
wound to keep it bleeding, to make it 
incurable, and they show it to the world 
as if it were a banner. 

As Robert Wistrich makes clear, the mil-
lennial hatred of roughly 0.2% of the world’s 
population shows few signs of abating. But his 
bleak taxonomy of those who have succumbed 
to the anti-Semitic temptation has at least the 
virtue of allowing us to recognize its current 
and future outbreaks with greater clarity. 

Benjamin Balint, a writer living in Jerusalem, 
is the author of Running Commentary: The 
Contentious Magazine that Transformed the 
Jewish Left into the Neoconservative Right 
(PublicAffairs). 
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Book Review by Eva Brann

Liberalism and Liberal Education
Not For Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, by Martha C. Nussbaum.

Princeton University Press, 158 pages, $22.95

Martha nussbaum’s new book con-
cerns “a crisis of massive propor-
tions and grave global significance.” 

The silent, cancerlike crisis she means to 
bring to public awareness by her “call to ac-
tion,” her “manifesto,” is a new specter haunt-
ing the world—an extremely utilitarian, for-
profit view of education that overlooks hu-
man values. 

I am of two minds about her urgent anxiety, 
having lived through several such apocalyptic 
prognostications. She is undoubtedly right 
about the present trend: it was exemplified in 
President Obama’s 2011 State of the Union 
Address. In the climate of anxiety about glob-
al competitiveness and jobs at home, his edu-
cational proposals were exclusively addressed 
to science and technology, our “Sputnik mo-
ment.” Nonetheless, students insistently have 
souls, or at least psyches. So let me say up front 
that my sense of the most effective resistance 
to the global trend toward vocationalism is to 
soldier on locally, making sure that a liberal 
education is still available when it’s once again 
wanted.

Not for Profit is unabashedly political in 
the ideological sense; I say “unabashedly” 
though perhaps it should be “inadvertently.” 
I can’t make out whether Ms. Nussbaum, a 

distinguished professor in the University of 
Chicago’s Law School, Divinity School, and 
philosophy department, is fully aware just 
how politicized her vision of education is. I 
do agree with her in supposing that educa-
tion should issue in civic participation, that it 
should be political. But a political education 
in my sense offers students the occasion for 
thinking through the grounds of public ac-
tion, leaving the action itself as an entirely un-
determined consequence, while a politicized 
education specifies the action intended by the 
teacher. 

Her politics closely tracks liberal positions. 
For example, although in the beginning of the 
book she refers with approval to the Obama 
Administration, toward the end she expresses 
her disappointment in Obama’s educational 
policy for failing to support the humanities. 
This turn to disillusionment is strong of late 
among liberals who are disenchanted by the 
president’s pragmatism. It seems to me, how-
ever, that we are safer with the government 
encouraging science teaching than with an 
administration getting into the humanities.

What, then, are Not for Profit’s positive 
prescriptions? Democracy with a lowercase 

“d” is its underlying educational aim. So far, 
so good;  here is, however, a special variety of 

American democracy—the one in which “di-
versity” trumps national identity. Along with 
this emphasis on diversity at home goes a 
strong insistence on education for “world citi-
zenship.” What can be the meaning of a citi-
zenship that is without local roots, without 
life lived together at length, without the rights 
and duties of suffrage—in short, without hu-
man immediacy or long-term responsibility? 
Isn’t it more visitorship than citizenship? The 
author has been involved in educational dis-
cussions in the Netherlands, Sweden, India, 
Germany, Italy, and Bangladesh, but who 
stayed to do the ungrateful, grinding job of 
curricular revision? And, there being nearly 
two hundred nations on our globe and more 
coming, how does one construct a truly global 
education? Her book cites John Dewey as 
saying that a child’s education should aim at 
global citizenship and that “economic history 
is more human, more democratic, and hence 
more liberalizing than political history.” But 
how are children to be instructed in econom-
ics, that most heavily theory-ridden of the hu-
man sciences? And all this in an environment 
in which civics courses have gone out of fash-
ion and students of all ages don’t know the 
founding principles of their own republic very 
well. For my part, I’ve found those students 
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who are most open to others’ ways are well 
grounded in their own. So in scope, matter, 
and effectiveness there seem to be practical 
problems with teaching world citizenship to 
children and undergraduates.

Nussbaum’s democratic education is global 
in scope, but it is also centered on the individ-
ual. It is based on a liberalism of the sensibil-
ity, devoted to the cultivation of sympathy and 
the eradication of opposed sentiments. (Here 
she draws on her own work on shame and dis-
gust. In fact a large proportion of her referenc-
es are to her own writings.) The butt of this 
new sentimental education, then, is shame 
and aversion and their effect when exercised 
on subordinate groups. Quite apart from 
the question what our world would be if we 
learned not to feel ashamed of ourselves, not 
to shame others, not to express aversions—
whether, for instance, we would eventually 
explode in irritation and make the world that 
much the uglier—is it really within a teacher’s 
brief to fix human nature in the image of her 
own sensibility? Is the suppression of shame 
really the way to self-respect? These are live 
questions, but what I’m dead set against is the 
educational control involved in rooting out 
human characteristics, no matter how velvet 
the glove on the social grip.

Indeed, the two educational heroes of the 
book, Rousseau and Dewey, were both, as my 
students would say, control freaks. Rousseau’s 
great educational romance Émile ends with 
the now adult and married pupil entering his 
teacher’s room—the teacher to whom his fa-
ther had ceded Émile—to announce his own 
coming fatherhood. He begs Jean-Jacques to 

“continue to be the teacher of young teachers. 
Advise and control us; we shall be easily led; 
as long as I live I shall need you.” So that is 
what it all comes to! My idea is that teachers 
are there to be superseded, though they may 
enter a next role: equal friendship.

In the same vein, Dewey ends his mani-
festo, My Pedagogic Creed, with the assertion 
that a teacher in Dewey’s sense is “a social ser-
vant set apart for the maintenance of proper 
social order and the securing of the right so-
cial growth.” And then: “I believe in this way 
the teacher always is the prophet of the true 
God and the usherer in of the true Kingdom 
of God”—when I thought that in a democra-
cy the social order was the responsibility of us 
ordinary citizens and our elected officials, and 
that we teachers were not ordained priests.

I have been speaking of liberal educa-
tion, while Not for Profit is actually framed 
in terms of the humanities. Its subtitle is 

Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, which 
are now being strangled by withdrawal of 

funds and lack of encouragement. The book 
nowhere acknowledges that this quietus may 
be less a sudden garroting than a slow-motion 
suicide. The humanities began in the Renais-
sance as “the more human studies” opposed to 
theology, and this proud beginning may have 
carried the source of inanition within itself: 
How can a human enterprise that is commit-
ted to approaching divinity merely as an object 
of research not waste away in time? Through 
various phases, not all clear to me, but in-
cluding the German mania for specialized 
research and the French disease of sophisti-
cated unintelligibility, up to our own betrayal 
of literature to ideology, the humanities have 
been doing themselves in. 

Nussbaum follows the current custom of 
identifying the humanities with the liberal 
arts (as distinct from liberal education), with 
the usual consequences. In the liberal arts 
tradition, philosophy was the culminating 
study, to which the liberal or freeing arts were 
ancillary. In the humanities, philosophy is 
one department among others, a set of meth-
ods and problems rather than a way of life, 
a field rife with arcane quibbles and refined 
controversies, not very attractive or relevant 
to laymen’s concerns. She is herself trained 
in this field, though her writings, whatever 
one may think of their tendencies, are any-
thing but irrelevant to human existence. She 
avoids tangling with this, the most suicidal 
of the humanities, by interpreting it in this 
book as a pedagogy, that much bruited-about 

“Socratic method.” It incites students not so 
much to question-asking as to “questioning”; 
thus it has in its very conception a subversive 
tone: “The Socratic arguer is a confirmed dis-
senter.” This method only has a small over-
lap with the way of Socrates in the Platonic 
dialogues; it is a mode without its man. So-
crates inquired into people’s notions so as to 
ground, not to subvert them, and he refuted 
more the thoughtlessness with which indi-
viduals hold their opinions than the beliefs by 
which communities live. Nussbaum regards 
Dewey as “the most influential and theoreti-
cally distinguished American practitioner of 
Socratic education.” She quotes him as saying 
that “ideas…devolve for the sake of the better 
control of action.” This is a pragmatist’s view 
which is surely the opposite of Socrates’, for 
whom dialectic first leads out of the world to 
a transcendent realm of ideas. And although 
knowledge of these ideas then leads back to 
good human action, it is, in the first instance, 
for the soul’s health that we engage in inquiry; 
right action is the indirect, one might almost 
say, the unintended, consequence of thinking 
things through. Indeed, the old understand-
ing of liberal education is that its very liberal-

ity consists in its being pursued for its own 
sake, free from practical purposes—and that 
this way also happens, blessedly, to make for 
the most prudent practicality.

So here comes a last cavil. as i have 
noted, Martha Nussbaum is a strong 
proponent of moral education, not the 

old sort that inculcates the tough virtues but a 
new kind that tames the “antimoral emotions,” 
especially “the narcissism/insecurity/shame 
dynamic.” How could one disagree that par-
ents and teachers should prevent bullying and 
meanness among children? But that schools, 
especially colleges and universities, should in-
stitute a sentimental training based on Freud-
ian insights (as hers explicitly are) goes against 
my conviction that the purpose of liberal edu-
cation is, now as ever, first to understand the 
human world and only afterwards to change 
it—presumably for the better.

Not for Profit shows signs of having been 
written in haste. Aside from several verbatim 
repetitions, it is couched in the bromidic, ba-
nal language of education reform (surely not 
normal to the author, a writer of learning 
and intellect), perhaps in the hope of mak-
ing nonacademic converts by incantation. It 
bristles with the flabbily proscriptive “inap-
propriate,” the pedagogically vague “expose 
to,” the theologically dubious “creative,” the 
cagily condemnatory first person plural (the 
guilty “we” that implies “we minus me”), and 
the ineffectually coercive “we need to.” Surely 
she could have summoned a more nervy style 
for so urgent a call.

Will her new book do some good after all? 
Yes, if people attend to some of its saving graces. 
The objectionable notions I have singled out 
are mostly qualified along the way. Moreover, 
there is no business-bashing; on the contrary, 
business people are rightly represented as of-
ten particularly appreciative of the value of a 
liberal arts education. Attention to the foster-
ing of imagination, appreciation of the philo-
sophical capabilities of children as well as the 
curricular practices of Catholic colleges, advo-
cacy of the return of foreign language study 
(that will be the day, even English grammar 
having vanished from many high schools!)—
these are all welcome suggestions. Here is my 
hope: that Martha Nussbaum succeeds in 
properly alerting people to the problem with-
out persuading them of her solutions.

Eva Brann is a former dean and longtime tutor 
at St. John’s College, Annapolis. In 2005 she was 
the recipient of the National Humanities Medal. 
Her books include Music of the Republic: Es-
says on Socrates’ Conversations and Plato’s 
Writings (Paul Dry). 
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Book Review by Mary P. Nichols

Beauty and Truth
Plato’s Political Philosophy, by Mark Blitz.

John Hopkins University Press, 336 pages, $60 (cloth), $24.95 (paper)

Mark blitz offers us a sweeping 
view of Plato’s Political Philosophy—
a “generalizing approach,” as he 

says, that can “bring together Plato’s separate 
conversations.” Those who have taken such 
an approach in the past have typically tried to 
trace the development of Plato’s thought from 
an early Socratic stage to a middle period, in 
which Plato advances his own views through 
his character Socrates, and on to a later stage, 
when he tends to use other spokesmen such 
as the Athenian Stranger in the Laws, or the 
Eleatic Stranger in the Statesman, to present 
his mature thought. This account of Plato’s 
development has been largely discredited, 
and more recent scholarship has focused on 
individual dialogues, exploring their philo-
sophic themes through their dramatic action, 
such as a dialogue’s setting, the character of 
its interlocutors, and the flow of its conversa-
tion. Although such analyses often provide a 
philosophic depth, their focus on only a part 
of the Platonic corpus means that any gen-
eral conclusions about Plato’s thought remain 
provisional until we understand it as a whole. 
However stimulating it may be to follow a par-
ticular conversation, even one led by Socrates, 
a reader might well react as did Thrasymachus 
to Socratic questioning about justice: tell us 
what Socrates really thinks. Blitz endorses the 
assumptions of the recent scholarship, and is 
sensitive to the dramatic action and individual 
integrity of each dialogue, while still providing 
an account of “Plato’s Political Philosophy.” It 
is an ambitious undertaking, and to his credit 
he provides no simple answers. By directing us 
to Plato’s political thought as a whole, he makes 
an important and welcome contribution.

Blitz, who is the Fletcher Jones Professor of 
Political Philosophy at Claremont McKenna 
College, organizes his book into three parts, 
each focusing on a theme central to Plato’s po-
litical philosophy: politics and virtue; politics 
and philosophy; and politics and knowledge. 
Each part, in turn, contains three chapters; 
in each part, the first chapter involves general 
discussions of the theme, the second offers 
more detailed analyses of relevant dialogues, 
and the third discusses one of Plato’s three 
political dialogues: in part one, the Laws; part 
two, the Republic; and part three, the States-
man. While each part of the book moves from 
a more general discussion of themes to com-

mentary on a particular dialogue, by the end 
of the book we have moved to a more compre-
hensive view of Plato’s political thought as a 
whole, from the particular virtues, to their 
relation to philosophy, and then to philoso-
phy’s relation to knowledge. The dialogues 
on virtue that Blitz treats early in part one 
do not merely lead to a discussion of “virtue 
and politics” in the Laws, but also prepare for 
Blitz’s later turn to beauty and nobility in his 
exposition of philosophy, inasmuch as “the 
phenomenon of beauty is a central link be-
tween intellectual and ethical excellence.” So 
too the final dialogue Blitz discusses in part 
one before turning to the Laws is the Protago-
ras, whose theme of virtue, its whole and parts, 
involves knowledge, the focus of the last part 
of his book. Blitz’s movement to the particular 
dialogues, the parts of Plato’s corpus, is at the 
same time movement to the whole. His book 
is beautifully organized, and he succeeds in 
moving “along Plato’s spiraling paths.” 

The question of the whole and its 
parts is pivotal for Plato’s political 
thought as well as for the organization of 

this book. Blitz argues that for Plato there are 
three criteria for knowledge: precision, clarity, 
and adequacy or sufficiency. The first two in-
volve seeing something in its distinctness, in its 

standing out from other things, and thus with 
nothing extraneous (precision) and nothing 
blocking its sight (clarity). Adequacy involves 
seeing “enough of [something] so that nothing 
relevant is left out,” with “enough” ranging from 

“adequate to the full range of wholes, parts, gen-
era, species, and classes to which the thing is 
connected.” Adequate, in other words, may not 
be adequate, even though we may have good 
reason to stop before we see the full range of 
our objects. The “full sufficiency” of our knowl-
edge requires seeing our objects less clearly and 
precisely, for their shapes or forms lose their 
distinctness as we broaden our vision to their 
connections to the whole and its parts. When 
we grasp “nothing but the truth” about some-
thing we fall short of “the whole truth.” Thus 
the “plain truth” of beauty even “to the mind’s 
eye” “involves appearance, complexity, and dis-
tortion.” “The total disjunction between the 
true and false is false.” By understanding the 
problem of knowledge, Socrates understands 
why philosophy cannot achieve wisdom about 
the whole. As Blitz says, “searching for knowl-
edge is not equivalent to having it.”

The philosopher seeks to know “the 
ideas,” such as the idea of beauty, “an 
incorruptibly independent form that at-

tracts our intellectual desire and is the ground 
for everything that participates in it.” But, as 
Blitz explains, the ideas “cannot be themselves 
fully by being themselves alone,” for they are 

“also good, beautiful, unchanging, separable, 
countable, and so on.” How they fit together, 
in their unity and distinctness, is “difficult to 
grasp precisely,” as Blitz says with some under-
statement. The possibility of their fitting to-
gether is “easier to discern in the images of the 
whole—the city and the soul—than among 
the ideas themselves.” But even in political life, 
the “perfect correspondence of whole and part 
is impossible.” We see this in the Laws when 
the law must take precedence over individu-
als’ desires to dispose of their property as they 
wish. And Socrates tries to solve the problem 
in the Republic “by making all goods politically 
common goods,” but Plato “teach[es] us that he 
cannot fully succeed.”

Inasmuch as Plato understands political 
society as an image of the whole, and regards 
its conflicts as reflecting the theoretical diffi-
culties that animate philosophy, his political 
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to herd and economic matters.” Thus while 
we might see “rationalizing” and “liberaliz-
ing” tendencies here, they seem quite different 
from what Blitz attributes to the Laws. One 
can also detect “modern” strands in Blitz’s de-
scription of the Statesman. On the basis of his 
own analysis, it is difficult to accept his sum-
mary conclusion that in spite of their differ-
ences the Laws, the Republic, and the States-
man are closer to one another than to modern 
notions of politics. And when Blitz attempts 
to “save” the Eleatic Stranger as a teacher by 
pointing out that he, although not his city, 
educates his young interlocutor, we remember 
that his education in dialectics occludes the 
erotic longing characteristic of philosophy. It 
is therefore unclear to me what Blitz thinks 
we learn from the Statesman, or why he thinks 
Plato wrote it. What does the dialogue show 
us that “we still can know even if we have not 
fully uncovered the whole”? 

Catherine h. zuckert’s recent work 
on Plato’s Philosophers (2009), to which 
Blitz refers us for useful discussion 

of these matters, offers an explanation why 
Plato wrote such an “un-Socratic” work as the 
Statesman. Zuckert argues that Plato uses his 
philosophic interlocutors to offer fundamen-
tal alternatives and to demonstrate that no 
one conclusive account of the whole is pos-
sible. Indeed, Zuckert’s work supports Blitz’s 
inasmuch as she shows how the Platonic cor-
pus itself illustrates the imperfect correspon-
dence between whole and part that Blitz finds 
in Plato’s political thought. 

 Perhaps my disappointment in Blitz’s 
conclusion that “we may treat the Eleatic 
Stranger and Socrates as fundamentally the 
same, as well as different from each other,” 
has more to do with my desire for answers, 
for an account of how Plato’s dialogues fit 
together, even if that fit is in the service of 
questioning any perfect fit between part and 
whole. Blitz by his statement asks a version of 
this very question: how can two such differ-
ent philosophers both occupy the same class? 
That the Statesman does not seem to belong 
to the Platonic corpus that Blitz discloses 
may be Plato’s way of keeping the questions 
alive, of showing as Zuckert argues that Pla-
to’s recourse to several different philosophic 
interlocutors indicates that there can be for 
Plato no single authoritative account of the 
whole. Perhaps there is no satisfying Thra-
symachus.

Mary P. Nichols is professor of political science at 
Baylor University and the author, most recently, 
of Socrates on Friendship and Community: 
Reflections on Plato's Symposium, Phaedrus, 
and Lysis (Cambridge University Press). 
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thought leads in the direction of liberalizing 
and rationalizing politics. We find in the Laws, 
for example, preludes that explain the laws to 
those who must obey them, an elevation of 
the status of women, and “as much rationality 
as seems possible” in the criminal code. Al-
though we find more virtue, ritual, and piety 
in Plato’s thought than most of us would pre-
fer, Blitz acknowledges, it is a mistake to see 

“tyranny” in Plato. Politics “is oriented to piety, 
and Plato then tries to orient piety and ritual 
to virtue, or to the divine naturally under-
stood.” It is also possible, although Blitz does 
not go this far, that the difficulty of fitting 
together virtue and its parts, and of seeing at 
the same time both precisely and sufficiently, 
leaves room as well for the divine, supernatu-
rally understood. Blitz observes that Socrates 

“seeks the ‘super’ natural in things.” Blitz also 
connects prayer along with love, desire, and 
wish with Socratic eros. Wonder, he argues, 
has a range of meanings in Plato. It spurs 
questioning and philosophy when we en-
counter “the surprising, inexplicable, or unac-
countable” in our familiar worlds. In wonder 
we also encounter what draws us in, our rec-
ognition “is uplifted by excellence or beauty,” 
and we experience love and self-forgetting. It 
may be as difficult to separate philosophy and 
faith in our experience of wonder as to unite 
part and whole, precision and sufficiency. 

Plato’s political philosophy culmi-
nates in Blitz’s commentary on the 
Statesman. Though the author’s analy-

sis of the dialogue is compelling, he fails to 
explain sufficiently how the Statesman fits 
into the Platonic corpus, or how it exemplifies 
the rich concept of philosophy he has devel-
oped throughout his book. It is clear from his 
commentary on the Laws how that dialogue 
leads up to the questions of virtue, educa-
tion, and philosophy that animate Socrates’ 
philosophizing, and therefore that the Athe-
nian Stranger can be considered a Socratic, 
or at least a pre-Socratic. But how does the 
Statesman, and its philosophic interlocutor 
the Eleatic Stranger fit? Blitz shows how the 
Stranger’s approach falls short of elements he 
has identified as central to philosophy. His di-
alectic, for example, separates not better from 
worse but like from like. His classifications 
seem to ignore honor and rank, whereas So-
crates “sometimes seems to treat members of 
a class as if they belong to it unequally.” And 
so the erotic movement of the soul is “hardly 
visible in the Statesman,” and wonder even 

“less visible.” Politically, the statesman’s rule 
tries to control willfulness by reason, whether 
through his direct rule or through unbending 
laws in his absence. To be sure, he tries to in-
culcate virtue, but that virtue “remains close 
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Book Review by Anthony Esolen

Thump, Thump
La Vita Nuova, by Dante Alighieri, translated by David R. Slavitt, 

Harvard University Press, 160 pages, $18.95

David slavitt’s new translation of 
Dante’s La Vita Nuova is a painful 
example of an all-too-common failure 

of contemporary literary criticism—a failure 
of imagination. Seth Lerer, who writes what 
in many ways is a perfectly uncontroversial in-
troduction to the translation, sets the tone in 
the very first paragraph where he informs us 
that La Vita Nuova is many things: a “story of 
desire,” “an anthology of lyric poetry,” and “a 
treatise on literary criticism.” But “most com-
pellingly,” says Lerer, the dean of Arts and 
Humanities and distinguished professor of 
literature at the University of California, San 
Diego, La Vita Nuova “is the announcement 
of a literary career.” There you have it, the pin-
nacle of what the contemporary literary critic 
can imagine. In Leisure: The Basis of Culture 
(1952), Josef Pieper argued that spiritual sloth, 
acedia, is the besetting sin of our times; as a 
result, we can no longer partake of those feasts 
that unite us with the divine, but instead de-
fine our worth according to secular work. So it 
is that the literary critic, incapable of imagin-
ing anything greater in life than to forge a pres-
tigious career, now resolves the poetry of the 
past into what Stephen Greenblatt, living in a 
narcissistic age and therefore seeing narcissism 
everywhere, called “self-fashioning.” 

Lerer admits that the new poets of Dante’s 
age—particularly his predecessor Guido Cav-
alcanti—had begun to incorporate into love 
poetry the language and the ideas of philoso-
phy and theology. He knows that Dante has 
examined the nature of love, and he probably 
knows also that the great Scholastics, like 
Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure, and such 
Church Fathers as Augustine, had written 
much, and penetratingly, on love and desire. It 
is just that he is not greatly interested in what 
they have to say. La Vita Nuova is a brilliant 
poetic pondering of love, inaugurating a centu-
ries-long tradition of poets casting themselves 
as personae, to provide ironic and illuminating 
distance between what, for instance, a young 
man feels, and what the somewhat older man 
now sees, not through his own cleverness, but 
through his immersion in the truths provided 
for him by the great spiritual writers of the 
past—not to mention Scripture—and con-
firmed by his own experience. Of all that, Ler-
er says, myopically, that “the new poets of the 
thirteenth century made love a matter of the 
mind as much as of the heart,” as if Christian 
writers had not been doing that for 13 centu-
ries; then he shifts to what really interests him: 

“But they made love a matter of the city street 
as much as of the bedchamber.”

First, the bedchamber. Dante does retire 
to his rooms to write poetry, but he gives us 
no sensual fantasies; the closest he comes is 
his dream of Beatrice, naked but wrapped in 
a crimson cloth and carried in the arms of 
Love. Otherwise we are given no description 
of Beatrice’s body, and only the scantiest de-
scription of her face. Then the city street. Yes, 
Dante mentions that he meets Beatrice while 
walking down the street, or that he sees her 
in the company of other noble women, and he 
is, as Lerer says—or rather his persona is—
preoccupied with what other people are say-
ing about him. But he is careful not even to 
mention the name of the city where he lives, 
and he describes absolutely none of its topog-
raphy. The contrast between La Vita Nuova 
and the Commedia, in this regard, could hard-
ly be greater. But there we have it. Our con-
temporary critics know about sex and politics, 
or think they do, so they talk about sex and 
politics, even when the poets give them hardly 
anything to talk about.

To Lerer’s failure of imagination, David 
Slavitt adds flippancy—that constricted dis-
tortion of humor that C.S. Lewis’s Screwtape 
thought should be at all costs encouraged. It 
brings no joy. It is not clever; it assumes that 
the joke has already been made, or that some-
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Musa, recognize that. Slavitt’s abandonment 
of the Latin is akin to his suppression of much 
of what Dante has to say about these spirits 
(such as their transcendence of the body) and 
his reduction of Dante’s circumlocutory and 
exceedingly precise manner of speech. Let us 
compare the translations—first from Musa:

At that very moment, and I speak the 
truth, the vital spirit, the one that dwells 
in the most secret chamber of the heart, 
began to tremble so violently that even 
the most minute veins of my body were 
strangely affected; and trembling, it 
spoke these words: Ecce deus fortior me, 
qui veniens dominabitur michi. At that 
point the animal spirit, the one abid-
ing in the high chamber to which all 
the senses bring their perceptions, was 
stricken with amazement and, speaking 
directly to the spirits of sight, said these 
words: Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra.

 Reynolds’ translation is quite similar, the 
most significant variation being her rendering, 

“the spirits of vision,” which stresses perhaps 
a shade more than Musa’s “sight” that what 
we are addressing here is intellectual as well 
as physical—the sense of vision, according to 
the ancients Christian and pagan, bringing us 
closest to the immateriality of the soul. Now 
Slavitt:

At that instant, I can truthfully say that 
my animal spirit in the deep chamber 
of my heart began to tremble, and my 
fluttering pulses declared: “Behold, a 
god stronger than I am is coming and 
will rule me.” At the same moment, 
the vital spirit that resides in the lofty 
chambers of the skull to which all the 
nerves report spoke in its astonishment 
to my eyes, saying: “Now has your bliss 
appeared.”

 The Latin is gone, and the “high chamber” 
suddenly becomes the brute “skull,” with the 
senses, which any thinker of the Middle Ages 
would distinguish from the nerves that the 
senses employ, reduced merely to nerves. The 
idea that the mind organizes all these sense 
perceptions—the idea of the sensus commu-
nis—is also gone. That mind, as our transla-
tor has it, speaks in astonishment not to what 
Dante calls “the spirits of sight” or “the spir-
its of vision,” but merely to the “eyes,” which 
Dante could easily have written, but which he 
did not in fact write. The result is theologi-
cally pallid. The vision of God is our beatitudo, 
our happiness, say the Scriptures and the Fa-
thers, and Dante’s beloved Thomas, and thus 
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thing beyond one’s own understanding is not 
worth taking seriously. It does not bring one 
heart into communion with another. It is easy, 
and it is destructive.

In his preface, slavitt announces, with 
some defiance, that he is not thoroughly 
committed to the meaning of Dante’s po-

etry. “Poems have meanings,” he says, “but 
they are not merely meanings.” True enough—
poems are also objects of beauty, works of art. 
The translator’s unenviable task is somehow 
to convey both the meaning and the peculiar 
beauty, both the matter and the form. Slavitt, 
himself a poet, scoffs at teachers who ask stu-
dents to explicate poems, when the teachers 
themselves do not read poetry for pleasure. 
Again, fair enough. But then he writes: “Imag-
ine sex ed. classes taught by nuns.” The flippan-
cy. As if Francis of Assisi, having renounced 
for his own use the good things of the mate-
rial world, could not rejoice all the more in the 
beauty of creation; as if Pope John Paul II, a 
celibate man, could not write most powerfully 
about the holiness of the sexual giving of man 
and woman in marriage. The flippant com-
ment reveals more than Slavitt knows. His is 
the lack of experience, his is the narrowness 
of imagination; he himself is his supposedly 
ignorant person, discoursing on subjects be-
yond his ken. The result is that we get from 
his translation neither the meaning of Dante’s 
poetry, nor its beauty. As for the prose sec-
tions of La Vita Nuova, such is Slavitt’s irre-
pressible desire to sniff and snigger, we cannot 
even rely upon faithfulness there, and indeed 
many words, phrases, sentences, and in one 
case an entire paragraph, are simply thrown 
away. We get Slavitt, flattening Dante to his 
own cramped dimensions.

For so severe a diagnosis, a few examples 
will have to suffice. Take the second prose 
section, which describes the boy Dante’s first 
sight of Beatrice. It is a remarkable moment. 
Three faculties of Dante’s being, roughly cor-
responding to the three aspects of the human 
soul as enumerated by Aristotle, react with 
wonder or with dismay. These, which Dante 
calls “spirits,” speak in the sacral and hieratic 
language of Latin, rather than in the vernacu-
lar Italian that is the principal language of La 
Vita Nuova. The Latin echoes the poem’s open-
ing lines: “In the book of my memory, after the 
first pages, which are almost blank, there is a 
section headed ‘Incipit vita nova.’ Beneath this 
heading I find the words which it is my inten-
tion to copy into this smaller book, or if not 
all, at least their meaning.” The passage must 
be preserved in Latin, and Slavitt’s principal 
predecessors, Barbara Reynolds (from whose 
translation the above lines are taken) and Mark 
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the phrase “apparuit iam beatitudo vestra” pre-
pares us for the time, intimated at the conclu-
sion of La Vita Nuova, when Dante will see 
his love of Beatrice as propaedeutic to his love 
of Christ. All that Slavitt’s rendering means is 
that Dante’s eyes will never see so beautiful a 
girl. That may be true, but it is very far from 
all that we can say.

Or take dante’s great canzone in 
La Vita Nuova, Donne ch’ avete intel-
letto d’amore, which Musa describes 

as the first breakthrough that the young lover 
makes in turning from himself and his feelings 
towards the transcendent worth of Beatrice. 
The word intelletto is crucial. It echoes the 
Latin intellectus, which denotes a direct intu-
ition, a seeing into the essences of things, such 
as the angels, themselves often called “intelli-
gences,” possess. Musa translates literally, leav-
ing the portentous word intact: “Ladies who 
have intelligence of love.” Reynolds attempts to 
render the meaning: “Ladies who know by in-
sight what love is.” Both translations have the 
additional merit of rendering a lapidary line in 
a lapidary way. Here is Slavitt, with a thump: 

“Ladies, you who can understand love, let me / 
speak to you of my lady.” So the thumping, the 
reduction, the near-burlesque, continues, with 
Slavitt interjecting a parenthesis, “Love may 
be blind / but isn’t deaf,” which does not at all 
appear in the original.

In the next stanza the damage accumulates. 
Dante’s first line repeats the key word from 
the previous opening line: Angelo clama in di-
vino intelletto. There is, I believe, a Scriptural 
allusion here to the cry of the Baptist, which 
Dante will make explicit later in the work: 
Vox clamantis in deserto, “a voice crying in the 
wilderness.” It is impossible, perhaps, to carry 
these hints across. What is not impossible 
is to write a noble line that captures the so-
lemnity, I might say the liturgical solemnity, 
of the original. So Musa writes: “The mind 
of God receives an angel’s prayer.” Reynolds 

writes: “To the all-knowing Mind an angel 
prays.” Now Slavitt, writing as if Dante were 
Ariosto, with that ever-present shade of bur-
lesque, evident in the extra capitalization, and 
the bureaucratic word that ends the line: “An 
angel speaks to the Mind of God to report.” 
Here is the stanza in full, in Slavitt’s version:

 An angel speaks to the Mind of God to report
 that there is a marvel on earth both strange and rare
 whose actions arise from a radiant soul down there,
 the glow of which illuminates the sky
 even to paradise’s heights. In short,
 our only lack in heaven is her fair
 and splendid presence. All the saints declare
 that the Lord must take some action to rectify
 this defect promptly. Fortunately, I
 can announce that Pity speaks to God as well:
 His judgment is that the lady ought to dwell
 on earth for a while longer: “It is my
 will that he say to the souls in hell that this
 was the vision he had of hope of heaven’s bliss.”

Thump, thump. The fine Italian verb risplende, 
rendered by Reynolds with the noun “splen-
dor,” becomes here a “glow,” rising up to the 

“sky,” which is not in the original, but which 
assists us in not taking the scene in heaven 
seriously. Then follows that undercutting “in 
short,” reminding one of Dickens’s Micawber. 
The snickers continue, evident in the bureau-
cratic memorandum of the saints. Meanwhile 
much of the original is lost: Diletti miei, God 
calls the saints, with its echo of the baptism 
of Christ; Musa renders it “chosen ones,” and 
Reynolds, a shade more happily, “my loved 
ones.” It is not there at all in Slavitt, and it is 
far from the only thing missing. Dante’s final 
lines are mysterious, and at once deeply per-
sonal and theological. The poet, says God, 
will say in hell, “O mal nati, / io vidi la speran-
za de’ beati.” Neither Musa nor Reynolds can 
translate the vocative mal nati literally, though 
Reynolds does preserve the vocative; both de-
liver the meaning, and both deliver the power-
ful direct discourse. So Musa:

 and who shall say unto the damned in Hell:
 “I have beheld the hope of Heaven’s blest.”

So Reynolds:

 And who will say in Hell: “Souls unconfessed!
 I have beheld the hope of Heaven’s blest.”

There are people here—the blest. They vanish 
from Slavitt, just as Beatrice is reduced from 
the personified la speranza to the awkward 
and impersonal this. 

A final instance. dante has just said 
that his first poem in praise of Beatrice 
won him the man whom he considers 

his best friend, the poet Guido Cavalcanti. 
Slavitt’s note informs us: “Within a decade, 
Dante played a part in the exile of Caval-
canti from Florence, and later, after his death, 
Dante puts him in The Inferno in the sixth cir-
cle, where heretics are punished.” I am stunned 
that such a sentence could have gotten past the 
editors. Guido is not in Hell. His father is; and 
his father wonders why Dante is traveling to 
the underworld, rather than Guido. We learn, 
in that scene, that Guido is in fact still alive, 
and that, alas, he may have held “someone” in 
scorn—Beatrice, as I read it, and by implica-
tion, Christ. Indeed in Purgatory Dante is 
at pains to redeem the poetry of his friend, 
whose beloved Giovanna he has already, in La 
Vita Nuova, cast as the forerunner of Beatrice, 
as her namesake John was the forerunner of 
Christ. This note, then, is not an innocent mis-
take. It is also not entirely surprising.

It does grow wearisome, this tired old mod-
ern secularist assumption that things medi-
eval have nothing to teach us—we moderns 
for whom “drab,” as Lewis put it, is “a favorite 
color.” 

Anthony Esolen is professor of English at Provi-
dence College and translator of Dante’s Divine 
Comedy (Modern Liberary).
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Book Review by Mark A. Heberle

Inheritors of Unfulfilled Renown
Young Romantics: The Tangled Lives of English Poetry’s Greatest Generation, by Daisy Hay. 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 384 pages, $27.50 (cloth), $18 (paper)

The phrase “inheritors of unfulfilled 
renown” is Percy Bysshe Shelley’s, in his 
Adonais (1821), an elegy for John Keats, 

and could be applied to all three of the major 
poets portrayed in Young Romantics: Keats, 
who died of tuberculosis in Rome at the age 
of 25; Shelley, who drowned a year later, one 
month before his 29th birthday, in the storm 
that sunk his sailboat off the coast of Liguria; 
and George Gordon, Lord Byron, who died in 
1824, 36 years old, of fever and bungled medi-
cal treatment at Missolonghi, where he had 
gone to join the fight for Greek independence. 
One of Daisy Hay’s purposes in her first book 
is to show how and why Shelley, Keats, and 
Byron were canonized for 19th-century read-
ers after their early deaths. Published subse-
quently in paperback as Young Romantics: The 
Shelleys, Byron, and other Tangled Lives, her col-
lective biography is both narrower and more 
extensive than its original title suggests. It is 
a meticulous, well-documented, and well-pre-
sented account of the ways in which the works 
and lives of Shelley, Byron, and Keats affected 
each other between 1813 and 1822—from just 
after Byron “woke one morning to find [him-

self] famous” on the publication of the first two 
cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812), to 
the drowning of Shelley and his friend Edward 
Williams on July 8, 1822, and their subsequent 
cremation on the beach near Viareggio. 

Hay handles the poets’ works and days over 
these ten years chronologically but discontinu-
ously, switching her narrative adeptly from one 
writer to another. Shelley, who shared life and 
conversations with Byron in Geneva (summer 
1816), Venice (late August 1818), and Pisa (No-
vember 1821 to early July 1822), is at the cen-
ter of the book. Indeed, the book’s three parts 
correspond to Shelley’s life before, during, and 
after his extended residence in Italy: “Creating 
a Coterie” (1813–1818), “Italy and England” 
(1818–1822), and “After the Storm,” which 
ends with the self-orchestrated burial in 1881 of 
Shelley’s acquaintance Edward John Trelawny 
next to the poet’s remains in Rome’s Protestant 
Cemetery, where Keats and his friend Joseph 
Severn are also buried side by side. 

Keats, whose literary and personal con-
nection with Byron was insignificant and 
with Shelley subdued, is given less attention 
than other members of Shelley’s and Byron’s 

extended circles. In fact, for a life study of 
influential writers whose works have en-
dured, Young Romantics deals scantily with 
those works, providing brief accounts of the 
provenance of some of them. Shelley’s most 
important poem, Prometheus Unbound, is re-
ferred to only in passing, Byron’s Don Juan 
is merely identified as his masterpiece, and 
Keats’s odes are not even mentioned. Hay’s 
narrative draws heavily throughout upon the 
voluminous letters of the poets as well as the 
correspondence, diaries, and memoirs of their 
close acquaintances and other writers. With a 
few exceptions the material presented, includ-
ing the letters, is derived from previous schol-
arly biographies like the massive lives of Shel-
ley by Richard Holmes (1974) and James Bieri 
(2005). Hay’s insistent claim that the poets’ 
works are social artifacts, not simply creations 
of individual genius, is fully demonstrated in 
those biographies. But she is skillful in weav-
ing her subjects’ stories together and in enter-
ing their minds, and the result is a fascinating 
group study of the great Romantic poets who 
succeeded Blake, Wordsworth, and Coleridge, 
and died before them. 
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The lives of byron and shelley are the 
stuff of which dreams, nightmares, and 
melodramas are made—as well as great 

literature—and Young Romantics covers briefly 
but well the crucial events: Shelley’s expulsion 
from Oxford, rejection by his conservative fa-
ther, elopement with Mary Wollstonecraft 
Godwin and desertion of his first wife, and 
subsequent nomadic life as a radical poet and 
thinker; alongside Byron’s disastrous marriage, 
incestuous relations with his half-sister Au-
gusta, permanent self-exile from England, and 
shabbily heroic death in Greece. Hay shows 
how the havoc and coruscations accompanying 
the two great writers were enabled by others 
whose lives are equally important. Working 
against a stereotype cultivated by the poets’ 
own self-representations and encouraged by 
Romantic and post-Romantic accounts of their 
greatness, Hay “looks beyond the image of the 
isolated poet in order to restore relationships 
to the centre of the Romantic story.” Those 
relationships, involving family members or 
friends many of whom were also writers, are 
showcased by Hay’s chapter titles (e.g., “Hus-
bands,” “Wives and Mistresses,” “Counts and 
Cockneys,” “Exiles”). It is Hay’s account of 
these “other tangled lives” that gives her book 
its distinctive purpose, scope, and tone. 

Chief among them is Leigh Hunt, another 
young poet as well as a leading journalist and 
political essayist. Hay begins her story with 
Hunt’s conviction for seditious libel and two-
year imprisonment, beginning in February 
1813, in Surrey Gaol. As editor of the Examiner, 
a weekly reform-minded newspaper published 
by his older brother John, Hunt had directly 
attacked the prince regent (the future George 
IV) for corruption and immorality. Hunt’s ex-
tensive, well-decorated prison lodgings became 
the nerve center of a wide-ranging association 
of writers and artists critical of the repressive 
Tory ministry of Lord Liverpool as well as of 
the Regent. Hunt, a poet himself, was visited 
regularly by Lord Byron, supported financially 
and morally by young Shelley, and celebrated by 
Keats in one of his earliest sonnets. By the time 
of Hunt’s release from prison, the influence and 
prestige of the Examiner had actually grown, and 
he had become the nucleus of a circle of writers, 
artists, and young professionals that he hoped 
would transform English literature, culture, 
and politics in progressive directions. His De-
cember 1816 Examiner article on “Young Poets” 
introduced the work of Keats, Shelley, and John 
Hamilton Reynolds, all members of his circle, 
to a larger audience; Foliage, Hunt’s own collec-
tion of March 1818, with poems addressed to, 
inspired by, or representing his relationship to 
other members of the circle, celebrated friend-
ship as a social, aesthetic, moral, and political 

ideal. The volume constituted a kind of mani-
festo for those ideals, which were attacked and 
satirized by such pillars of the establishment 
as Blackwood’s and the Quarterly Review. At its 
height, the Hunt Circle included more than a 
dozen figures whose work now defines the sec-
ond generation of Romantic writers, including 
William Hazlitt, Charles and Mary Lamb, and 
Thomas Love Peacock. In 1819, Hunt brought 
out a second weekly journal of essays, reviews, 
and original literature, the Indicator, and even-
tually rejoined Shelley and Byron in Pisa, just 
one week before Shelley’s drowning, to co-edit 
a third journal, the Liberal, that would combine 
Romantic literature with support for European 
independence movements and political reform 
in England. By this time, Shelley had become 
the central and indispensable figure in the as-
sociation of Romantic writers first forged by 
Hunt’s Examiner. In the wake of Shelley’s death 
and Byron’s departure for Greece a year later, 
the Liberal expired after four issues, and its de-
mise also brought to an end what was left of the 
circle. As Hay notes near the end of the book: 

The shattered group who united to piece 
The Liberal together—Hunt, Byron, 
and Mary [Shelley], in Genoa; Charles 
Brown in Pisa; [Thomas] Hogg, Hazlitt, 
and John Hunt in London—was held 
together only by fragile and unstable al-
legiances, and by memories of a shared 
past. 

In part three of Young Romantics, Hay 
shows how forward-looking literary collabo-
ration gave way to struggles to memorialize 
the past by those who had survived it, and to 
the canonization of Keats, Shelley, and Byron 
by former friends and associates. Those who 
presented unflattering or self-serving accounts 
(like Hogg, in his memoirs of Shelley’s time at 
Oxford, or Hunt himself in Lord Byron and 
Some of his Contemporaries) were subject to an 
ostracism from which their reputations never 
recovered. As Hay traces the lives of the writ-
ers and friends who first recognized and then 
sanctified the work of the three preeminent 
poets of their generation, she shows how lit-
erary reputation may confound the expecta-
tions of writers and their contemporaries: 
Keats’s self-chosen epitaph for his tombstone 
in Rome reads, “Here lies one whose name 
was writ in water,” but it is Leigh Hunt who is 
nearly forgotten today. 

Mary shelley, who saw her hus-
band’s nomadic lifestyle contribute 
to the deaths of two of their chil-

dren in Italy and who suffered miscarriages 
near the beginning and end of their marriage, 

is the hero of part three, and perhaps of Young 
Romantics as a whole. Returning to London 
with their only surviving child one year after 
her husband’s death, the 26-year-old widow 
was surprised to find an adaptation of her 
Frankenstein thriving at the Lyceum Theatre, 
as well as a new edition of the novel in print. 
As the daughter of the pioneering English 
feminist Mary Wollstonecraft and the emi-
nent radical political philosopher William 
Godwin, and a successful novelist in her own 
right, Mary’s intellectual pedigree and re-
sources were as formidable as her husband’s. 
But she directed much of her energy—and 
redirected her grief and any recriminations—
into collecting and publishing his Posthumous 
Poems (1824), and then ensuring his immor-
tality in her four-volume Poetical Works of 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1839). The Shelley that 
was to inspire and to be canonized by the Vic-
torians was thereby rendered an idealized and 
depoliticized solitary lyric genius, purged of 
the personal failings that his wife and editor 
had forgiven (or forgotten), and quite different 
from the political radical whose prose works 
and early poetical fantasy Queen Mab would 
become a Bible of English political radicals 
and proto-socialists. 

Writing just after Keats’s death and shortly 
before his own, Shelley indulged in what at 
the time would have been a hope rather than 
a plausible claim for either of them, in a late 
stanza of Adonais: 

The splendours of the firmament of time
May be eclipsed, but are extinguished not;
Like stars to their appointed height they climb,
And death is a low mist which cannot blot
The brightness it may veil. When lofty thought
Lifts a young heart above its mortal lair,
And love and life contend in it for what
Shall be its earthly doom, the dead live there
And move like winds of light on dark and stormy air. 

Shelley’s eloquent wish came true, as it 
were, in the Victorian Age and thereafter in 
writers like Browning, Tennyson, and Yeats, 
whose imaginations were haunted and ener-
gized by the “lofty thought” of Keats and his 
elegist. Even more readers and imaginations 
have been haunted by Frankenstein, perhaps 
the greatest myth created by any of the Eng-
lish Romantics, the work of a 20-year-old 
writer, supported and encouraged by her 
husband and Lord Byron. Hay provides a 
very readable, dispassionate account of how 
these “young hearts” achieved their stellar 
renown. 

Mark A. Heberle is professor of English at the 
University of Hawaii at Manoa in Honolulu.
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Book Review by Michael Nelson

King of the Hill, Top of the Heap
Frank: The Voice, by James Kaplan. 

Doubleday, 800 pages, $35

In her new memoir, and furthermore, 
British actress Judi Dench writes: “I have 
always said to students that if you really 

want to know how to speak Shakespeare, Sir 
John [Gielgud] and Frank Sinatra will teach 
you. Because one used to present the whole 
arc of a speech, and the other presented the 
whole arc of a song, without any intrusive ex-
treme emphases.” In an interview with USA 
Today, Dench elaborated on why she included 
the singer: “He never lingers too long on one 
thing. You’re led through a song with Sinatra. 
There’s a beginning, a middle, and an end.” 

Frank Sinatra famously pioneered the con-
cept album, a sequence of songs that unfolds a 
story or explores an emotion—despair, exhil-
aration, coming to terms (or failing to) with 
loss. A title song commissioned from Sinatra 
songwriters Sammy Cahn and Jimmy Van 
Heusen, for example, opens the No One Cares 
album. “Why did no one care?” asked Sinatra, 
explaining the songs that followed. “Because 
there is a ‘Cottage for Sale,’ that’s why—so it 
had to be track two. That song’s the saddest 
song ever written—it describes the complete 
break-up of a home.” And so on through nine 
more tracks, each one expressing a new stage 
of heartbreak: “Stormy Weather” (track 3), “I 
Can’t Get Started” (7), “Just Friends” (9), and, 
finally, a song he had sung years before with 
the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra that gained 

new depths of meaning from its new context: 
“I’ll Never Smile Again.” Sinatra’s concept 
albums (none more brilliant than Only the 
Lonely, In the Wee Small Hours of the Morn-
ing, and Songs for Swingin’ Lovers) are usually 
associated with his vocal career’s apex in the 
mid-1950s. But as James Kaplan points out 
in Frank: The Voice, an 800-page gorilla of a 
book that takes his life from birth in Decem-
ber 1915 to Oscar night in March 1954, Si-
natra recorded his first concept albums when 
he was with Columbia Records, including a 
1950 vinyl LP (the new new thing back then) 
called Sing and Dance with Frank Sinatra—a 
collection of up-tempo numbers that showed 
he could do more than sing ballads. He could 
swing.

Sinatra also treated individual 
songs as narratives, working closely 
with his stable of great arrangers (Nel-

son Riddle first and foremost, but also Billy 
May, Axel Stordahl, Gordon Jenkins, Don 
Costa, Quincy Jones, George Siravo, and oth-
ers) to make sure that the music would sustain 
the words. “I’ve always believed,” he said, “the 
written word is first, always first. Not belit-
tling the music behind me, [but] it’s only really 
a curtain.”

“My Kind of Girl,” for instance, a song that 
Neal Hefti orchestrated for Sinatra and Count 

Basie on the 1963 Sinatra-Basie album, begins 
intimately with singer and jazz trio, as if he 
were quietly telling a small group of friends 
about the lovely girl he has just met. The Basie 
band then enters in full force, and Sinatra re-
sponds by adding swagger and volume to his 
vocal—he’s addressing a bigger crowd now, 
and he wants to impress them with how hot 
she is. Then the flutist has his say—for two 
minutes!—before the singer returns to wrap 
things up. In truth, most of Sinatra’s songs 
follow a narrative arc all the way past climax 
to denouement. The typical record builds to 
a peak about two thirds of the way through, 
and then ends quietly. “Summer Wind” and 

“I’ve Got You Under My Skin” represent the 
rule, “Theme from New York, New York,” the 
exception.

Because what songs say was so important 
to Sinatra, song selection, which most singers 
left to record producers, was crucial. When 
he came along in the 1940s, all anybody want-
ed to hear was new songs. Sinatra changed 
that—the whole notion of the “standards” or 
the “Great American song book” is his in-
vention. Philip Furia, a professor of creative 
writing at the University of North Carolina at 
Wilmington, has pointed out that the young 
singer built his reputation by reviving forgot-
ten songs from old Broadway musicals: George 
and Ira Gershwin’s “Someone to Watch Over 
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Me” and “But Not for Me,” Richard Rodgers 
and Lorenz Hart’s “My Funny Valentine” and 

“Bewitched,” to name just a few. What’s more, 
these songs had been sung by women in the 
original shows, because as Furia writes, such 

“ballads of longing or lament were assigned to 
female characters on the conventional assump-
tion that women were more given to wistful 
or melancholy effusions.” Is it any surprise 
that, besides Bing Crosby, all the singers Si-
natra said he learned the most from listening 
to were women: Mabel Mercer, Billie Holiday, 
Sarah Vaughn, Ella Fitzgerald.

Judi densch’s other big point about 
Sinatra—hinted at in her comments 

“without any intrusive extreme emphases” 
and “never lingers too long on one thing”—is 
about the way he phrased a song. Technically, 
phrasing is how the vocalist places the words 
in relation to the music, which requires that 
he make a complex set of decisions about 
dynamics, duration, rhythm, articulation, 
relationship to the beat, and a host of other 
matters. Prior to Sinatra, Will Friedwald ob-
serves in his monumental new A Biographi-
cal Guide to Jazz and Pop Singers, most “sing-
ers were prone to chop up a line into several 
breaks, thus hindering the listener from fol-
lowing the thread of a story.” Each break was 

punctuated by a gasp, or at least a conspicu-
ous breath.

From the start, Sinatra figured out that 
singing should be as much as possible like nat-
ural speech. When he got a new song he mas-
tered the lyrics as if they were lines in a play 
or poem, and only then looked at the melody 
so that he could tell his arranger what instru-
mentation, mood, pauses, silences, and other 
musical features would best support the words 
as he wanted to present them. “I’m looking to 
fit the emotion behind the song that I’ve come 
up with to the music,” Kaplan quotes Sinatra 
telling casino magnate Steve Wynn. The result, 
when he sang a song, was that it seemed as if 
he were thinking it up as he went along—and 
feeling what he was thinking. Not just swoon-
ing teenagers, but also professional musicians 
dug his extended, conversational phrasing (the 
product of extraordinary breath control har-
nessed to deep lyrical intelligence) and his in-
the-pocket sense of rhythm. In 1941, at age 25, 
Sinatra bumped Crosby out of first place as the 
jazz magazine Down Beat’s best male singer.

Sinatra’s musicianship has already 
been the subject of an excellent book—
Friedwald’s Sinatra! The Song Is You: A 

Singer’s Art (1995)—and a very good one—
Sessions with Sinatra: Frank Sinatra and the 

Art of Recording, by Charles L. Granata (1999). 
His film career, which produced a best sup-
porting actor Oscar for From Here to Eternity, 
a best actor nomination for The Man with 
the Golden Arm, two cult classics (the su-
perb Manchurian Candidate and the just-okay 
Ocean’s 11), some good musicals (the best of 
which was Cole Porter’s High Society), and 
more than a few stinkers, has been justly ap-
praised in Tom Santopietro’s Sinatra in Hol-
lywood (2008). Sociologist Chris Rojek even 
produced a decent cultural studies book called 
Frank Sinatra (2004) that focuses on the na-
ture of his celebrity, and historian Stanislao 
Pugeliese gathered an interesting collection of 
essays on Frank Sinatra: History, Identity, and 
Italian American Culture (2004) from a large 
academic conference devoted to Sinatra at 
Hofstra University in 1998. These are all re-
cent works. The first good book about Sinatra 
was written in 1947 by E. J. Kahn, a leading 
New Yorker writer from the Harold Ross era. 
Kahn’s The Voice: The Story of an American 
Phenomenon came out when the singer was 
barely in his thirties, the first teen idol and, as 
Friedwald has pointed out, “the last one not to 
pander to his audience” (think Elvis Presley to 
Justin Bieber).

Sadly, however, the best-selling books about 
Sinatra have focused on his life rather than 

“ A must-read for 
entrepreneurs, investors, 
industry experts, and  
corporations interested in 
capitalizing on the greatest 
wealth-creation opportunity 
of our lifetime: solving 
climate change.”
— Jigar Shah, founder, SunEdison, 

and CEO, Carbon War Room
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L. Hunter Lovins and Boyd 
Cohen present in crisp,  
clear terms how smart 
economics hold the 
key to addressing the 
multiple crises—from 
financial to food, climate to 
resource scarcity—facing the 
world.”

—Achim Steiner, Executive 
Director, United Nations 
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his art, ranging all the way from hagiography 
(daughter Nancy’s Frank Sinatra: My Father, 
1985, and other daughter Tina’s My Father’s 
Daughter: A Memoir, 2000) to icon-smashing 
(Kitty Kelly’s hatchet-job His Way: The Un-
authorized Biography of Frank Sinatra, 1986). 
Sadly, too, that’s the literary tree onto which 
Kaplan—his subtitle notwithstanding—has 
chosen to graft the bulk of Frank: The Voice. 

For the most part, Kaplan’s book consists 
of longer, less-biased versions of all the famil-
iar tales about Sinatra’s first 39 years: growing 
up as the only child of a domineering mother 
in Hoboken, New Jersey; inspired to sing by 
hearing Crosby and determined to outdo him; 
the big band years, including fame with Dors-
ey; the bobby-soxer riots outside New York’s 
Paramount theater; his early involvement 
in liberal, sometimes left-wing politics; the 
MGM musicals with Gene Kelly; the postwar 
descent into musical irrelevance; the sexual 
obsessions (Ava Gardner—both et al. and, in 
Kaplan’s bloated treatment, ad nauseam); the 
associations with Lucky Luciano and other 
organized crime figures—all culminating in 
the Phoenix-like rise from the ashes that won 
Sinatra the golden statue for his portrayal of 
Private Angelo Maggio. Fade to black, bring 
up the slide: “To be continued.” 

I’m a sucker for books like kaplan’s. i 
could tell you that Kaplan’s promised sec-
ond volume is already on my Christmas 

list but the truth is I won’t be able to wait 
for Christmas—I’ll start reading it the day it 
comes out.

But here’s what I hope I’ll remember when 
I read Kaplan’s sequel (and, probably, Barbara 
Sinatra’s new book, Lady Blue Eyes: My Life 
with Frank): Sinatra is worth our lasting atten-
tion not because of the life he led but because 
of the music he made. Kaplan, like many oth-
ers, tries to square the circle connecting biog-
raphy with music by grounding Sinatra’s art in 

his life. When he sang a sad song, this sort of 
reasoning goes, every desolate word and note 
was drawn from the well of his own despair. 
But surely artistry doesn’t require that the 
singer (or actor or dancer or painter) feel the 
emotion he is portraying. Instead, the artistry 
lies in making the audience feel that emotion, 
which is a matter of craft, not sentiment. As 
Granata points out in Sessions with Sinatra, in 
concert after concert Sinatra

rarely failed to turn in a stunningly 
believable performance of his quintes-
sential torch song, “One for My Baby.” 
Are we to believe that each such per-
formance (and there were thousands 
over several decades) is tinged with the 
singer’s real sadness? No, it’s his abil-
ity as an actor that allows him to slip in 
and out of roles that enhance his vocal 
performance.

Mitch Miller, who drove Sinatra crazy at 
Columbia by pushing him to record lowest-
common-denominator novelty numbers like 

“Chattanoogie Shoe Shine Boy” and “The 
Huckabuck,” nevertheless got it right when 
he said, “Emotion is not something you feel—
it’s something you make the listener feel…. It’s 
bulls--t to say that [Sinatra] draws on emo-
tion from his personal life, because what he’s 
drawing on is the emotion from your personal 
life, and he’s saying it for you.” 

Everything about sinatra’s artistry 
involved craft. A dese-dem-dose guy 
in conversation, he enunciated song 

lyrics with a clarity that sounded natural. 
He was a monumental egotist in life, but in 
the recording studio he treated musicians, 
arrangers, writers, and others as colleagues. 

“We” was Sinatra’s pronoun of choice when 
talking about his music, not “I.” And even 
though “his records sound like autobiogra-

phy,” writes New Republic music critic David 
Hadju, “they weren’t…. His life off-micro-
phone was a sordid tale of bullying, woman-
izing and bad temper, mixed up with advo-
cacy for social justice and good deeds done 
for his friends.” His music, on the other hand, 
was…sublime.

On April 22, 1965, CBS News videotaped 
Sinatra in the recording studio, singing what 
turned out to be one of his greatest songs, Er-
vin Drake’s elegiac “It Was a Very Good Year.” 
During the playback, Sinatra hears himself 
deliver the line, “When I was thirty-five, it 
was a very good year,” smiles at arranger and 
conductor Gordon Jenkins, and says, “Those 
were the swingin’ years!”

Truth is, as Kaplan shows, it was a terrible 
year for Sinatra. In 1951, when he was 35, his 
career was on the skids and his personal life 
was in disarray—he even made a serious at-
tempt at suicide. Desperate for a hit song, he 
reluctantly took Miller’s advice and recorded 
a stinker called “Mama Will Bark”—and it 
charted. CBS buried his television show in 
a slot opposite Milton Berle, then canceled 
it. He was hounded by the press for divorc-
ing his wife, Nancy, and marrying Gardner, 
whose star was rising even as his was falling. 

“Mr. Gardner,” people started calling him be-
hind his back.

The tender, sensitive, musically brilliant Si-
natra of the recording studio and concert stage 
wasn’t the boozing, brawling, skirt-chasing 
Sinatra of Kaplan’s book. Nothing in Frank 
Sinatra’s life mattered when he sang “It Was a 
Very Good Year,” or any other song. His art-
istry made those years very good—for exactly 
as long as he sang about them. 

Michael Nelson, a former editor of the Wash-
ington Monthly, is the Fulmer Professor of Po-
litical Science at Rhodes College and a senior fel-
low at the University of Virginia’s Miller Center 
of Public Affairs.
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Book Review by Pia Catton

Politics en Pointe
Apollo’s Angels: A History of Ballet, by Jennifer Homans. 

Random House, 672 pages, $35

Throughout history ballet has been 
intricately linked to politics and politi-
cal change: it is rooted in the 17th-cen-

tury French court, where it shaped etiquette 
and rank. Such aristocratic frivolity fell out 
of fashion during the French Revolution but 
was embraced in Imperial Russia, where bal-
let blossomed with Sleeping Beauty and Swan 
Lake. By the Soviet era, ballet had become a 
Russian tradition and a useful and popular 
non-verbal art form. In Britain during World 
War II, ballet was also a rallying point, with 
Margot Fonteyn becoming an onstage hero-
ine. As the Cold War played out, America, 
the adopted home of the 20th century’s genius 
choreographer George Balanchine, enjoyed a 
ballet renaissance.

This story unfolds with smooth narrative 
pacing in Jennifer Homans’s Apollo’s An-
gels: A History of Ballet. Readers with a deep 
knowledge of history, especially political his-
tory, will find it an engaging read that looks 
at familiar events from an artistic perspective. 
And happily, one need not have prior knowl-
edge of ballet to draw from the book a rich 
understanding. Homans, the dance critic for 
the New Republic and a former dancer herself, 
turns out to be an excellent historian. 

But Homan’s well-mannered history be-
comes a eulogy by the end. Ballet, she argues, 
is a fading art, stalled in a time loop of the 
19th-century classics with only an occasional 
performance worth watching. “After years 
of trying to convince myself otherwise,” she 
writes, 

I now feel sure that ballet is dying. The 
occasional glimmer of a good perfor-
mance or a fine dancer is not a ray of 
future hope but the last glow of a dying 
ember, and our intense preoccupation 
with re-creating history is more than a 
momentary diversion: we are watching 
ballet go, documenting its past and its 
passing before it fades altogether.

But this is a difficult argument to make. 
Once the reader reaches Homan’s sad epilogue, 
he has already turned 539 pages describing a 
pattern of highs and lows across cultures, re-
gimes, and countries. Why should this par-
ticular low—if you believe that 21st-century 
ballet is at a low—be the last one? 

Homans sets up a persuasive case based 
both on the particulars of the industry (which 
I won’t address here) and the facts of contem-

porary culture, worth exploring even for those 
of us who do our best dancing at weddings. 
Perhaps her strongest point is her first: 

Ballet has always been an art of belief. 
It does not fare well in cynical times. It 
is an art of high ideals and self-control 
in which proportion and grace stand for 
an inner truth and an elevated state of 
being.

Ballet is earnest. it is not haphazard, de-
tached, louche, or ironic. It is a search for per-
fection that transports viewers away from the 
consciousness of their own aching bodies and 
troubled lives. In specific times and places, it 
has offered an escape—from harsh realities 
like Soviet violence, or wartime impoverish-
ment. But when compared to, say, the guitar 
riffs of a post-rock indie band wearing t-shirts 
and sneakers, ballet’s idealism looks uncool.

Homans further argues that in 
our culture, striving is viewed with 
suspicion: “We are skeptical of elit-

ism and skill, which seem to us exclusionary 
and divisive.” Yet mediocrity in ballet is a 
wretched sight. The training system is em-
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phatically opposed to the “every kid is a win-
ner” attitude. Legions of little girls and boys 
go to ballet classes every Saturday in this 
country, and in every class, the best are asked 
to stand in front so they can lead the others. 
The gifted children are apparent by the age of 
10 or 11. If they have talent, they may advance, 
but entry into the elite companies goes only 
to a handful: New York City Ballet has 24 
principal dancers; American Ballet Theatre 
has 17. Students’ chances are as slim as their 
waistlines. 

Homans observes correctly that the indus-
try has largely ignored its audience. “As for 
the people,” she writes,

they have been forgotten. Not only in 
boardrooms preoccupied with the next 
gala, but by scholars, critics, and writers. 
Dance today has sunk into a recondite 
world of hyperspecialists and balleto-
manes, insiders who talk to each other 
(often in impenetrable theory-laden 
prose) and ignore the public. The result 
is a regrettable disconnect: most people 
today do not feel they “know enough” 
to judge a dance.

For three years during my late 20s, I wrote 
the dance criticism for the New York Sun. I 
attended performances regularly, and I often 
brought along guests who had never been to 
the ballet. Many found it totally foreign. It 
was a pleasure to introduce them to the art 
form. But it was also painful to think that 
ballet’s message of beauty and idealism was 
simply not reaching them. 

This may not be ballet’s fault. we are 
living, as Homans goes on to explain, in 

“fractured, niche environments and vir-
tual ‘communities’ based on narrow personal 
affinities rather than broad common values.” 
This is a general complaint about technology 
that is not exclusive to ballet. The leaders of 
many fields, especially in the arts and hu-
manities, would likely agree with it. Why are 
people posting pictures of their pets on Face-
book instead of reading literature? Why are 
they tweeting with total strangers instead of 
going to the theater with their friends?

Of course, technology may not have a pure-
ly negative effect on the arts. In the past, bal-

let has flourished or withered due to political 
revolution. What will the long-term effects of 
the digital revolution be? Homans writes, “If 
we are lucky, I am wrong and classical ballet is 
not dying but falling instead into a deep sleep, 
to be reawakened—like the Sleeping Beau-
ty—by a new generation.” The internet has-
tens and expands the dissemination of infor-
mation, which could serve ballet well. Audi-
ence members who are curious about a dancer, 
a choreographer, or an upcoming show can 
often watch a preview by poking around You-
Tube. In early 2011 TenduTV, a New York-
based distributor of dance films, persuaded 
Apple to include ballet titles on iTunes. One 
of the most informative series about dance, 
the Guggenheim Museum’s Works & Process, 
has begun streaming live over the web and 
tripled its audience in its first broadcast. The 
dance community is among the most active on 
Twitter. And ballet has followed opera’s lead: 
performances are being broadcast in High 
Definition to cinemas. Any art form can use 
these same tools to make its voice heard.

But unless ballet offers the culture some-
thing newly vital, the social media, marketing, 
and videos will be nothing but noise. It’s pos-
sible that the necessary vitality will arise as an 
indirect effect of technology: as communica-
tion continues to move at a frenzied pace and 
as we absorb information in ever smaller bites, 
human beings will eventually need to seek out 
mental refuge or imaginative space.

One might say this is what happens in ev-
ery act of reading. But we are now so attuned 
to instantaneous communication that if the 
little light on the BlackBerry blinks or the 
phone rings anywhere in one’s vicinity, the 
imaginative event taking place in the brain is 
disrupted. Theaters are among the few places 
where one is safe from these interruptions; 
cell phones and other electronic devices are 
forbidden—by law, in some places. Ballet, in 
particular, offers a unique counterbalance 
to the cacophonic world our short attention 
spans have created. 

In 1956, the cognitive psychologist George 
Miller published a paper that became a classic: 

“The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus 
Two: Some Limits on our Capacity for Process-
ing Information.” His point was that the brain 
can concentrate on seven objects or concepts—
plus or minus two—at a time. Other research 

suggests the number may be lower. Abstract 
ballets, for example those created by Balanchine 
with music by Stravinksy, often combine music 
and dance so smoothly that the brain can per-
ceive them as one. In the case of story ballets, 
there is an entire narrative arc to follow with-
out the interruption of words. At its best, ballet 
is unified; it eliminates the need to engage with 
dialogue or lyrics, which sets it apart from the-
ater and opera. This is not to suggest that bal-
let is an art we watch by kicking back and go-
ing numb—as we often do with television and 
movies. What’s unique about ballet is the level 
of attention required—movement engages the 
eye, music engages the ear, and if all goes well, 
we are swept away by our imaginations. 

What’s more, the physical skill required for 
ballet can hardly be denied. Watching people 
of exceptional ability in a live performance 
punctures the low expectations set by so many 
television shows and movies. Opera is experi-
menting with 3-D projections to create ever 
more fantastic visuals, but ballet doesn’t need 
projections to make it absorbing. It inspires 
with the human body alone. 

This, admittedly, is a hopeful view. 
For ballet to undergo a renewal, ballet 
companies must tap into the sensory 

benefits of the art, and aggressively counter-
act the social or cultural reasons that cause 
people to shy away from it. That’s a tall order. 
But Homans suspects that 

if artists do find a way to reawaken this 
sleeping art, history suggests that the 
kiss may not come from one of ballet’s 
own princes but from an unexpected 
guest from the outside—from popular 
culture or from theater, music, or art; 
from artists or places foreign to the tra-
dition who find new reasons to believe 
in ballet.

What we learn from Apollo’s Angels is that 
the development of ballet has been sparked 
again and again by external, often political, 
events. If we’re lucky, maybe ballet can find its 
next catalyst in something short of revolution.

Pia Catton is an arts reporter for the Wall Street 
Journal’s Greater New York section for which  
she writes the Culture City column.
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The Guided and the Misguided

The creator of the first soap opera 
was Irna Phillips, the hard-luck daugh-
ter of Jewish immigrants in Chicago. 

Phillips was working at radio station WGN, 
reading inspirational and morally uplift-
ing quotations for a program called Thought 
for the Day when the manager asked her to 
produce a 15-minute drama aimed at house-
wives. The year was 1930, and Chicago’s 
business elite was worried about the impact 
of the Depression on the city’s large work-
ing-class population, which included many 
recent immigrants from Europe and the 
American South. So when two Chicago com-
panies (one a soap maker) agreed to sponsor 
the new show, all parties understood that 
the goal was not just to sell soap but also to 
convey inspiration and moral uplift in a com-
pelling form.

So Phillips created Painted Dreams, a 
tragic-comic series about Mother Moynihan, 
an Irish widow who dispenses tough love to 
her unmarried daughter and a female board-
er. The show was a hit, and in 1937 Phillips 
created a soap opera for NBC, The Guiding 
Light, which became the longest-running se-
ries in the history of broadcasting, airing its 
final TV episode in 2009. Over that 72-year 
period, The Guiding Light underwent a trans-
formation that has implications far beyond 
the realm of American daytime drama.

The “guiding light” of the title was the lamp 
in the window of Reverend John Ruthledge, a 
character modeled on Reverend Preston Brad-
ley of Chicago’s nondenominational People’s 
Church, who had helped Phillips recover from 
an out-of-wedlock pregnancy ending in deser-
tion and stillbirth (events she later wove into 
the plot). For the next 30 years The Guiding 
Light continued to revolve around a moral cen-
ter: first a succession of pastors, then a family 
patriarch named Papa Bauer, a German im-
migrant who had arrived in America penni-

less and worked his way into the respectable 
lower-middle class.

But the moral center was already disap-
pearing when Papa Bauer met his demise in 
1973. Instead of an uplifting saga watched by 
tradition-minded women struggling to hold 
families together amid economic hardship 
and the disruptions of urban life, The Guiding 
Light became a lurid parade of adultery, di-
vorce, addiction, suicide, and crime, watched 
by welfare mothers, teenagers, and college 
students. Other long-lived soaps, such as 
Search for Tomorrow, Days of our Lives, and 

hence the establishment of the Federal Com-
munications Commission (FCC) in 1934. 
Over the last 50 years these controls have re-
laxed. The Production Code was replaced by 
the ratings system in 1968, and today most 
advertisers care little about content, as long as 
a given program delivers the requisite number 
of “eyeballs.” FCC guidelines still prohibit nu-
dity, profanity, blasphemy, and graphic may-
hem on the broadcast networks, but the net-
works find plenty of ways to titillate and thrill 
within those guidelines. As for cable and the 
Internet, they have never been subject to the 

“raised eyebrow” of the FCC.
Behind this relaxation is the conviction, 

nearly opposite to that of the 1930s, that the 
media have no impact whatsoever, at least on 
adults (on children, the jury is still out). Yet 
this conviction is no more correct than its pre-
decessor. The media do not brainwash us, but 
neither do they simply roll off our backs like 
the proverbial water off a duck. What they do 
is condition us, gradually and over time, to 
accept, or at least view as normal, attitudes 
and behaviors we might otherwise reject. This 
conditioning power can be used for good or ill. 
A soap opera can either have a moral center, 
guiding the audience, or it can have none, leav-
ing the audience misguided. I say mis-guided 
because there is no such thing as un-guided. 
Art may imitate life, but as Oscar Wilde once 
observed, life also imitates art.

The Sudsing of Prime Time

In the late 1970s soaps took on a new 
aspect when Dallas, a five-part CBS mini-
series about a rich, quarreling Texas oil 

family, was turned into a “prime-time soap” 
lasting 13 seasons. The second season end-
ed with a cliffhanger, in which the colorful, 
scheming main character, oil baron J.R. Ew-
ing, appeared to have been murdered. The de-

Instead of an uplifting 
saga, The Guiding Light 
became a lurid parade 
of adultery, divorce, 
addiction, suicide, 

and crime.

The Edge of Night followed suit. And 1973 
was also when the sexual revolution arrived 
with a soap aptly titled The Young and the 
Restless.

Life Imitates Art

The soap opera has obviously been 
shaped by the times. But by reaching 
into millions of lives on a daily basis, it 

has also shaped the times. The power of me-
dia to do this should not be overstated. Back 
in the 1930s, many Americans became con-
vinced that film and radio had unprecedented 
power to mold public opinion, and both the 
private and public sectors sought to exert more 
control. Hence the Production Code adopted 
by the motion picture industry in 1930, and 
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sparked a brief telenovela fever in America, 
but it quickly died down as non-Hispanic 
Americans reverted to their previous dislike 
of the genre’s relatively low production values 
and high passion quotient.

One reason for the greater global popu-
larity of telenovelas is cost: Latin American 
producers charge less for their products than 
do their North American counterparts. But 
there’s a more compelling reason: unlike the 
typical U.S. soap, which runs as long as rat-
ings and revenues permit, the typical tele-
novela runs between six and twelve months, 
then reaches a conclusion in which all the 
loose ends are tied up. This limited span pre-
serves what literary critic Frank Kermode 
called “the sense of an ending.” Inherent in 
any form of storytelling is the expectation of 
a morally satisfying resolution, in which good 
is rewarded and evil punished. (As Kermode 
argues, this is true even in sophisticated nar-
ratives that refuse to end with a moral—their 
refusal is their moral.)

Not surprisingly, there are few morally sat-
isfying resolutions in the open-ended format 
of the U.S. soap. This wasn’t a problem in the 
early days, because each soap had a “guiding 
light” character keeping tabs on the others. 
But when that light guttered out in the ’70s, 
the open-ended format began to take its toll. 
For example, every one of The Bold and the 
Beautiful ’s 6,064 episodes (as of this writing) 
has been about the sex lives of the Forrest-
ers, a rich, quarreling fashion family. And the 
female lead, Brooke Logan, has at last count 
been married five times to the eldest Forrest-
er son, three times to the father, and once to 
the younger brother. It all brings to mind the 
old minstrel act in which a man explains how, 
through various tangled kinship relations, he 
ended up being his own grandfather.

The Bold and the Beautiful will not end 
when Brooke realizes which Forrester she 
truly loves, or even when she discovers that 
she is her own grandmother. It will end when 
the ratings dip below a certain level, and its 
overseas distributors decide that their audi-
ences are ready for a headier dose of Ameri-
can culture—Jersey Shore, perhaps. As for the 
higher-quality prime-time soaps, they typical-
ly hold out the promise of a morally satisfying 
resolution but fail to deliver one, because they 
don’t want to foreclose the possibility of being 
renewed. This is why, after the first season or 
two, even the best dramatic television series—
The Sopranos, The Wire—lose what moral 
clarity they originally possessed, as most of 
their characters never have to reckon with the 
consequences of their actions.

tails were left to the opening episode of the 
following season, which was further delayed 
by a writers’ strike. When that episode finally 
aired in November 1980, it broke all previous 
ratings records.

Dallas departed from the previous format 
in which every episode worked as a self-con-
tained whole. Inspired by its success, other 
prime-time soaps such as Dynasty and Fal-
con Crest (about another rich, quarreling oil 
family and a rich, quarreling vintner family, 
respectively) began running multiple story 
arcs week to week, and linking seasons with 
cliffhangers. The format soon spread to cop 
shows (Hill Street Blues), hospital shows (St. 
Elsewhere), and lawyer shows (L.A. Law). To-
day, weekly dramas such as Law & Order, CSI, 
and House contain both single-episode and 
multiple-episode story arcs. 

All these shows have found success over-
seas. By the late 1980s Dallas was broadcast 
in 57 countries to an audience of 300 million. 
Law & Order, CSI, and House are among the 
world’s most popular programs. The Ameri-
can daytime soap has also made its way into 
the global market. For example, The Bold and 
the Beautiful, a spin-off from The Young and 
the Restless that began production in 1987, 
is currently aired in 110 countries. Not only 
that, but according to the CBS website, many 
foreign channels air The Bold and the Beautiful 
in prime time.

The Sense of an Ending

Despite these successes, the bbc 
states that “the number-one form of 
human entertainment on the planet” 

is not the American soap but the Latin Amer-
ican soap, or telenovela. On its continent of 
origin, the telenovela dominates prime time, 
attracting the highest advertising revenues 
and audience shares that often approach 
90%. Around the world, telenovelas have an 
estimated audience of 2 billion, from Russia 
and Eastern Europe to the Middle East and 
Malaysia. They also have a large following 
on Spanish-language channels in the United 
States.

Indeed, it seems that the only audiences 
who do not embrace telenovelas are those who 
speak English. A notable exception is the Co-
lombian Yo soy Betty, la fea (I am Betty, the 
ugly one), about an unlovely businesswoman 
who by making herself indispensable to her 
boss wins his heart. To date there have been 
20 foreign adaptations, including the Ameri-
can Ugly Betty, which ran on ABC between 
2006 and 2010. The success of Ugly Betty 
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Entertainment-Education

The opposite is true of the classic 
telenovela. The most beloved telenovela 
of all time, a 1969 Peruvian production 

called Simplemente María (Simply Maria), is 
all about a morally satisfying ending. Pro-
duced in black and white and lasting 448 epi-
sodes, the series tells the story of a village girl 
who goes to work as a maid in the city, only 
to be seduced and abandoned by a rich medi-
cal student. Fired from her job, María sup-
ports herself and her son while taking literacy 
classes and learning to sew on a Singer sewing 
machine. Eventually María marries Esteban, 
her kindly teacher, and becomes a successful 
fashion designer.

When first broadcast in Peru, Simplemente 
María was so popular, 10,000 people showed 
up for the taping of the wedding episode in a 
Lima church. More significant, there was a no-
ticeable uptick in the number of housemaids 
enrolling in adult literacy and sewing classes, 
and a surge in sales for Singer, which later pre-
sented a gold sewing machine to Saby Kamal-
ich, the actress who played María. When Sim-
plemente María had a similar impact in other 
Latin American countries, a Mexican pro-
ducer named Miguel Sabido began to wonder 
whether the telenovela might be harnessed for 
what he called “entertainment-education.”

Sabido and his colleagues at Televisa, 
Mexico’s largest commercial TV channel, be-
lieved in cooperating with sponsors and the 
government to create socially beneficial pro-
gramming that was also profitable. So after 
conducting a study of the Simplemente María 
phenomenon, Sabido developed a method in 
which a drama is built around a government-
approved cause—adult literacy, gender equal-
ity, child development, family planning—and 
the characters are divided into three groups: 
true believers, scoffers, and doubters (who just 
happen to resemble the program’s target de-
mographic). At the end, the true believers and 
converted doubters are rewarded, the scoffers 
are rebuked, and a prominent citizen appears 
in the role of Aesop reiterating the moral of 
the story.

Sabido used this method to produce five 
telenovelas between 1979 and 1982, all of 
which earned competitive ratings. Then he 
went global, working with the Indian govern-
ment to produce a telenovela called Hum Log 
(We People), which aired on the state-owned 
network, Doordarshan, in 1984. Hum Log was 
a huge success, attracting an average audience 
of 50 million (out of 80 million Indians with 
access to television at the time). But it also il-
lustrated the limits of the genre. The govern-

One Nation under AARP
The Fight over Medicare, Social Security, 

and America’s Future
FRedeRick R. LyNch

“A fresh and comprehensive look at the 
potentials for politically mobilizing the large 
Boomer generation. [Lynch] successfully 
mixes anecdotes, scholarship and statistics 
to present an entertaining and informative 
analysis of a timely topic. Anyone desiring 
to effect change in public policy will welcome 
this book.”

—William h. Frey, The Brookings institution

“A timely and important study of one of the 
most powerful lobbying groups in America 
as it redefines its mission and its message 
to confront the generational challenges of 
the twenty-first century.” 

—Steve Gillon, author of Boomer Nation and 
Resident historian of the history channel

Based on years of research, interviews with 
key strategists, and analyses of hundreds 
documents, One Nation under AARP profiles 
a largely white generation, raised in the rela-
tively tranquil 1950s and growing old in a 
twenty-first century nation buffeted by rapid 
economic, cultural, and demographic change. 
Lynch argues that an ideologically divided 
boomer generation must decide whether 
to resist entitlement reductions through its 
own political mobilization or, by default, to 
empower AARP as it tries to shed its “greedy 
geezer” stereotype with an increasingly post-
boomer agenda for multigenerational equity.
$25.95 paper, $60.00 cloth

At bookstores or www.ucpress.edu

ment-approved cause originally woven into 
Hum Log was family planning. But a drop in 
the ratings prompted a switch to “mutual re-
spect among family members,” most saliently 
the respect of husbands for wives, and the 
need for parents involved in arranging mar-
riages to consider the wishes of daughters as 
well as sons. These themes were well received, 
but Hum Log did not alter certain deeply in-
grained attitudes. For example, a character 
intended to be a negative role model—a sub-
missive, self-sacrificing grandmother—was 
cited as positive by 80% of the viewers in a 
national poll.

Entertainment-education is not unheard 
of in the United States. Many Americans 
between the ages of 30 and 50 will recall the 
ABC After School Specials that purported to 
teach valuable life lessons to children and teen-
agers. In the 1990s, a TV host named Sonny 
Fox joined forces with Secretary of Health and 
Human Services Donna Shalala to persuade 
soap producers to include socially beneficial 
messages. One result was the inclusion of an 
AIDS subplot in the 2001 season of The Bold 
and the Beautiful, which prompted thousands 
of viewers to call a posted 800-number spon-
sored by the Center for Disease Control. This 
kind of short-term effect is acknowledged ev-
ery time a trade group or nonprofit presents an 
award to a soap producer for including a lesson 
about this or that worthy cause. What is not 
acknowledged, however, is the long-term ef-
fect of post-1970s soaps, which appears, after 
four decades, to be greater public acceptance of 
morally obtuse sexual behavior. At least that’s 
how our soaps look to the millions of people 
around the world who prefer telenovelas.

The Ramadan Soap

Another name for entertainment-
education is propaganda, and the lat-
est chapter in the history of the soap 

opera is the appropriation of the genre by 
authoritarian governments. In no country ex-
cept perhaps North Korea are the masses still 
bludgeoned with true propaganda, the equiv-
alent of Stalinist films about collective farms 
joyfully fulfilling the latest five-year plan. In-
stead, the didactic soaps currently produced 
by the state-controlled media of China, Rus-
sia, Iran, and the still-standing dictatorships 
of the Arab Middle East are both popular and 
entertaining.

In the relatively wide open 23-nation Arab 
satellite TV market, there is even some room 
for real competition. With financing from 
the Gulf kingdoms and production facilities 
in Cairo, Beirut, Dubai, and Damascus, the 
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Arab soap, or musalsal, dominates the prime-
time schedule, especially during Ramadan, 
when families gather for Iftar, the sunset 
breaking of their daily fast. Before the mid-
1990s, Iftar was devoted to feasting and sto-
rytelling: today it is devoted to feasting and 
TV. And during the late evening hours, when 
the children are asleep, dozens of Ramadan 
soaps compete to become the Arab equivalent 
of “must-see TV.”

The first generation of Ramadan soaps was 
made by Lebanese and Egyptians, the old 
masters of Arabic-language popular culture. 
But these were soon joined by the Syrians, 
the new masters of dodging the genre’s many 
critics: officials of the producer’s own govern-
ment, officials of the 22 other governments in 
the market, Gulf financiers, established Is-
lamic authorities, outlawed Islamist radicals, 
and an exceedingly diverse viewership. The 
Syrians gained a reputation for successfully 
running this gauntlet while also producing ta-
boo-breaking fare. For example, in 2006 Syria 
produced musalsal about government corrup-
tion, the connection between terrorism and 
organized crime, and the difficulties facing 
university students.

But there are taboos and there are taboos. 
Ramadan this year falls in August, when 
long hot days of hunger and thirst give spe-
cial intensity to Iftar. All the more reason 
to create musalsal that speak to what’s on 
people’s minds. But that probably won’t hap-
pen, because not even the boldest and most 
beautiful producers dare tackle the recent 
upheavals. In Egypt, the new government 
will undoubtedly censor any attempt at a 
fictional portrayal of the revolution. In Syria, 

the besieged regime has taken time from re-
pressing its citizens to order several current 
productions cancelled or postponed. And in 
the Gulf, the princes are tightening the reins 
as well as the purse strings.

This does not portend a vacuum, however, 
because in recent years two new players have 
moved into the Arab market. One of these, 
Iran, has become quite adept at producing 
historical dramas with political subtexts that 
appeal to Arab viewers. But after the violent 
suppression of Iran’s green movement in 2009, 
the state-controlled Iranian TV industry has 
shown no signs of wanting to venture in the 
direction of popular uprising, even in a re-
mote historical setting.

Turkish Delights

That leaves the other new player: 
Turkey. Turkish television was dereg-
ulated in the 1980s, and for the first 

few years broadcasters filled air time with 
old soaps and telenovelas from the Americas. 
Then Turkish producers began to create their 
own telenovelas, often dealing with the ten-
sions between secular, Kamalist values and 
resurgent Islam. Between 2005 and 2007, 
one of these, Gümüş (Silver), enjoyed a mod-
est success in the Turkish market, then got 
sold to MBC, the Saudi-owned company that 
dominates the Arab airwaves.

MBC’s channels are free-to-air, meaning 
non-subscription, so they reach everyone in 
the region who has access to a satellite signal. 
Thus it was a major event when Gümüş, trans-
lated as Noor (Light), exploded in popularity. 
The plot was hardly original: a young woman 

from the provinces agrees to an arranged mar-
riage to the son of a wealthy Istanbul family, 
only to discover that her handsome new hus-
band still pines for another. Like María before 
her, Noor pulls herself together, learns to sew, 
and embarks on a career in fashion. In the end, 
she not only wins her husband’s heart, she 
also transforms him into the very model of a 
modern egalitarian husband.

Noor became the most-watched show in 
the history of Arab TV, with the final epi-
sode attracting 85 million viewers, including 
more than 51 million adult women (roughly 
half the total female population of the region). 
One measure of Noor’s impact was an abrupt 
rise in tourism between the Arab countries 
and Istanbul, where hundreds of thousands 
of Arab women dragged their husbands on 

“Noor Tours,” in the hope of making them 
more appreciative and supportive. And per-
haps even more worthy of note, hundreds of 
thousands of Arab men were apparently will-
ing to be dragged.

Across the political spectrum, we Americans 
talk a lot about gender equality in the rest of the 
world, especially Muslim-majority countries. 
But when it comes to doing what Irna Phillips 
did for the immigrants in Chicago—creating 
stories that help tradition-minded people cope 
with disruptive change—we are not even part 
of the game any more. Our soaps attract plenty 
of eyeballs around the world, but not because 
they are inspiring or uplifting. On the contrary, 
they are generally regarded, by non-Muslims as 
well as Muslims, as titillating, shocking, even 
degrading. This may be good for the entertain-
ment industry’s bottom line, but what does it 
say about America?
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Anchors Away

The 1968 film 2001: a space odyssey suggested that in an-
other 30 years commercial flights to the moon, extraterrestrial 
mining, and interplanetary voyages would be routine. Soon 

the United States would send multiple missions to the lunar surface, 
across which astronauts would speed in vehicles. If someone born be-
fore Kitty Hawk would shortly after retirement see man riding around 
the moon in an automobile, it was reasonable to assume that half again 
as much time would bring progress at a similarly dazzling rate.

It didn’t work out that way. In his 1962 speech at Rice University, per-
haps the high-water mark of both the American Century and recorded 
presidential eloquence, President John F. Kennedy framed the challenge 
not only of going to the moon but of sustaining American exceptional-
ism and this country’s leading position in the world. He was assassinated 
a little more than a year later, and in subsequent decades American con-
fidence went south.

Not only did we lose our enthusiasm for the exploration of space. 
Faced with cheap labor offshore and coming across the borders, we 
failed to deploy our expertise in computers and robotics to meet the 
challenge with traditional innovation and mechanization. We have 
ceded manufacturing to China, orbital transportation to Russia, en-
gineering to foreign nationals, energy independence to medieval dic-
tatorships, the Panama Canal to Panama, the automotive market to 
Japan, and the Big Board to Germany. 

Up to 30 ships, the largest ever constructed, each capable of carry-
ing 18,000 containers, will come off the ways in South Korea. We will 
neither build, own, nor man them. They will not even call at our ports, 
which will not be large enough to receive them. We are no longer ex-
actly the gem of the ocean. Not surprisingly, next in line for gratuitous 
abdication is our naval position on the high seas.

Separated by the oceans from sources of raw materials in the Mid-
dle East, Africa, Australia, and South America, and from markets and 
manufacture in Europe, East Asia, and India, we are in effect an island 
nation. Because 95% and 90% respectively of U.S. and world foreign 
trade moves by sea, maritime interdiction is the quickest route to both 
the strangulation of any given nation and chaos in the international 
system. First Britain and then the United States have been the guaran-
tors of the open oceans. The nature of this task demands a large blue-
water fleet that simply cannot be “downsized.”

With the loss of a large number of important bases worldwide, if 
and when the U.S. projects military power it must do so most of the 
time from its own territory or the sea. Immune to political cross cur-
rents, economically able to cover multiple areas, hypo-allergenic to res-
tive populations, and safe from insurgencies, the fleets are instruments 
of undeniable utility in support of allies and in response to aggression. 
Forty percent of the world’s population lives within modern naval gun-
fire range of the sea, and more than two thirds within easy reach of car-
rier aircraft. Nothing is better or safer than naval power and presence 

to preserve the often fragile reserve among nations, to protect Ameri-
can interests and those of our allies, and to prevent the wars attendant 
to imbalances of power and unrestrained adventurism.

And yet the fleet has been made to wither even in time of 
war. We have the smallest navy in almost a century, declining 
in the past 50 years from 1,000 to 286 principal combatants. 

Apologists may cite typical post-war diminutions, but the ongoing 
17% reduction from 1998 to the present applies to a navy that unlike 
its wartime predecessors was not previously built up. These are reduc-
tions upon reductions. Nor can there be comfort in the fact that mod-
ern ships are more capable, for so are the ships of potential opponents. 
And even if the capacity of a whole navy could be packed into a super 
ship, that ship could be in only one place at a time.

The overall effect of recent erosions is illustrated by the fact that 60 
ships were commonly underway in America’s seaward approaches in 
1998, but today, despite opportunities for the infiltration of terrorists, 
the potential of weapons of mass destruction, and the ability of rogue 
nations to sea-launch intermediate and short-range ballistic missiles, 
there are only 20.

As China’s navy rises and ours declines, not that far in the future 
the trajectories will cross. Rather than face this, we seduce ourselves 
with redefinitions such as the vogue concept that we can block with 
relative ease the straits through which the strategic materials upon 
which China depends must transit. But in one blink this would move 
us from the canonical British/American control of the sea to the in-
surgent model of lesser navies such as Germany’s in World Wars I and 
II. (Though in the Pacific we attacked Japan’s commerce, it was only 
in conjunction with the goal of total sea control.) If we cast ourselves 
as insurgents, China will be driven even faster to construct a navy that 
can dominate the oceans; a complete reversal of fortune.

The United Sates Navy need not follow the Royal Navy into near 
oblivion. We have five times the population and almost six times the 
GDP of the U.K., and unlike Britain we were not exhausted by the 
great wars and their debt, and we neither depended upon an empire 
for our sway nor did we lose one.

Despite its necessity, deficit reduction is not the only or even the most 
important thing. Abdicating our more than half-century stabilizing role 
on the oceans, neglecting the military balance, and relinquishing a po-
sition we are fully capable of holding will bring tectonic realignments 
among nations and ultimately more expense, bloodletting, and heart-
break than the most furious deficit hawk is capable of imagining. A tech-
nological nation with a GDP of $14 trillion and an ancient and also the 
most advanced and innovative naval tradition can afford to build a fleet 
worthy of its past and sufficient to its future. Pity it, if it does not.

A version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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Light of the WorLd - The Pope, the Church 
and the Signs of the Times
Pope Benedict XVI and Peter Seewald

In this acclaimed new book, Pope Benedict can-
didly and directly answers dozens of questions 

from veteran journalist Seewald on a wide variety 
of topics. This is no stern sermon or ponderous 
theological tract, but a lively, fast-paced, challeng-
ing and even entertaining exchange about many 
important issues facing the church and the world. 
Never before in a book-length interview has a Pope 
dealt so directly with such wide-ranging and con-
troversial issues as Benedict XVI does here.
LIWO-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $21.95   
LIWO:A-D . . . Audio Book, 6 CDs, $34.95  

happiness, god and Man
Christoph Cardinal Schoenborn

The longing for happiness is not learned, it is in-
nate. The Christian way of life, and the imita-

tion of Christ, are signposts pointing the way to 
happiness. Cardinal Schonborn explores in-depth 
the idea that all human beings are created for hap-
piness. He also considers the importance of litera-
ture through discussions of  works by C. S. Lewis, 
Gertrud von Le Fort and Shakespeare. He shows 
how their works give witness to a happiness that 
overcomes all darkness through suffering, trials 
and forgiveness. HGM-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $16.95

the WorLd of saint pauL
Joseph Callewaert

An engaging work on St. Paul that reads like 
a novel, with inviting, even dramatic, prose, 

as it recounts the story of the great Apostle to the 
Nations. This is no dry tome or ponderous biog-
raphy, nor is its subject a “safe” historical figure, 
irrelevant to the issues of today: St. Paul remains 
controversial. The Christian faith, some claim, is 
the creation of Paul’s religious experience, not the 
doctrine of Jesus. Callewaert rejects this theory, as 
do many other scholars. His interpretation rests 
on the Bible and the abiding tradition of the ages.  
WSP-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $16.95

poor Banished ChiLdren - A Novel
Fiorella De Maria

Cast out by her superstitious 17th century Mal-
tese family, young Warda turns to begging and 

stealing until she is fostered  by a kind Catholic 
priest who teaches her Latin and the healing arts, 
and prepares her to live as an anchorite. But the raid 
of a pirate ship dashes that, and Warda is captured 
and sold into slavery in Muslim North Africa. In the 
merciless land of Warda’s captivity, her wits, nerve, 
and self-respect are tested daily, as she struggles to 
survive without submitting to total and permanent 
enslavement. This historical novel, replete with Corsairs, Barbary pirates, 
shipwreck, suffering and heroic faith, is the moving tale of a memorable 
heroine, her momentous choices and relentless search for freedom and re-
demption.  PBC-H . . .   Sewn Hardcover, $19.95

unpLanned - The Dramatic Story of a 
Planned Parenthood Leader’s Journey 
Across the Life Line - Abby Johnson

Abby Johnson, the director of a Planned Parent-
hood clinic, made national news when, after 

participating in her first actual abortion procedure, 
she had a profound change of heart and walked 
across the road to join the Coalition for Life. Un-
planned is a heart stopping personal drama of life-
and-death encounters, a courtroom battle, and spir-
itual transformation that speaks hope and compas-
sion into the political controversy that surrounds 
this volatile issue. Telling Abby’s story from both 
sides of the abortion clinic line, this book is a must-
read for anyone who cares about the life versus 
rights debate and helping women who face crisis 
pregnancies. UNP-H. . .  Sewn Hardcover, $22.99

What We Can’t not KnoW
A Guide - J. Budziszewski

In this new revised edition of his groundbreak-
ing work, Budziszewski questions the modern 

assumption that moral truths are unknowable. 
Having gone through stages of atheism and nihil-
ism in his own search for truth, Budziszewski 
understands the philosophical and personal roots 
of moral relativism. With wisdom born of both 
experience and rigorous intellectual inquiry, he 
offers a firm foothold to those who are attempting 
either to understand or to defend the reasonable-
ness of traditional morality.
WWCNK-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $17.95

ManaLive  A Novel - G.K. Chesterton

This classic novel by the brilliant Chesterton tells 
the rollicking tale of Innocent Smith, a man who 

may be crazy-or possibly the most sane man of all. 
Beautifully written, mixing the ridiculous with the 
profound, full of hilarious dialogue and lushly de-
tailed writing, Chesterton’s main character Smith 
somehow manages to restore joy to all the dull, cyn-
ical lives around him. In this delightfully strange 
mystery, Chesterton demonstrates why life is worth 
living, and that sometimes we need a little madness 
just to know we are alive. MA-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $14.95

toWard the gLeaM - A Novel - T. M. Doran                                                                                                                         

On a hike in the English countryside, Professor 
John Hill takes refuge from a violent storm in a 

cave where he makes an astonishing discovery - an 
ancient manuscript housed in a mysterious metal 
box. Though a philologist, Hill can’t identify the 
language in the manuscript and its time period, but 
he can tell that the book and its case are the fruits of 
a long-lost, but advanced civilization. The transla-
tion of the manuscript and the search for its origins 
become a life-long quest, and as he uncovers an in-

credible epic, Hill tracks down scholars from Oxford to Paris to give him 
clues. But others with evil intentions are also after the manuscript, shadow-
ing and threatening Hill until they face off in a final, climatic confrontation.

TOGL-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $24.95
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