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from the editor’s desk

Romney's Dilemmas
by Charles R. Kesler

With three months to go, mitt romney’s campaign faces 
three strategic problems: what to say about his governorship 
of Massachusetts, how to describe his relation to the policies 

of George W. Bush’s administration, and how to explain to the public 
the stakes of the 2012 contest. 

Despite a few missteps, Romney has shown himself an able cam-
paigner who is continually improving. But there is a huge difference 
between campaigning and governing—President Obama is now back 
to his strong suit, running for office—and Americans are eager for a 
hint of what kind of leader Romney would be. 

That he turned around the 2002 Olympics in Salt Lake City is hard-
ly relevant, a fact confirmed by his blurting out the truth, while visiting 
London, about the shortfalls in British preparations for their Olympics. 

“It has always been desirable to tell the truth,” Lord Balfour once said, 
“but seldom if ever necessary.” Granted, being an Olympics organizer is 
better than being a community organizer, but neither is a reliable sign 
of presidential ability.

The obvious qualification to lean on is Romney’s term as Massachu-
setts governor, but this subject has almost disappeared from the cam-
paign. When he announced his presidential run in June 2011, he laud-
ed his record as a governor who had cut taxes 19 times and balanced 
the state budget every year. This theme will probably be reprised at the 
GOP National Convention when he is “reintroduced,” as the political 
consultants say, to the voters. But it will fade away once again, unless 
he comes to grips with the underlying problems blocking access to his 
own political biography. 

When Ronald Reagan ran for president in 1976 and 1980, he 
pointed insistently to his record as governor of California: cutting 
taxes, reforming welfare, facing down student demonstrators, and so 
on. He had two terms’ worth of achievements. Romney has only one. 
Reagan admitted to some big mistakes, like raising taxes during a bud-
get crunch and signing a bill liberalizing abortion; but he was proud 
of his achievements overall. Romney’s biggest mistake, alas, bears his 
name and blots out his other accomplishments. That’s Romneycare, his 
health care reform bill, and he has distanced himself from it without 
quite repudiating it. In politics, the half-apology is a deadly no man’s 

land. So his campaign doesn’t go there anymore. As a result, his gover-
norship commands a sort of embarrassed silence, like a first marriage. 

Also as a result, it’s all Bain Capital all the time. That’s the credential 
Romney prefers to use, and the one his opponents now attack.

How to deal with w’s legacy is the second of the nomi-
nee’s dilemmas. Obama charges that what the Republicans 
have on offer this time is more of the same, a repeat of the 

“failed policies” of the preceding GOP administration. A glance at the 
roster of Romney’s advisors would tend to confirm the charge. Bush 
has announced that he won’t attend the convention, so there is an op-
portunity for the candidate to put some polite but public distance be-
tween them. Romney could acknowledge that the GOP lost its way 
back then, spending too much and running up excessive debt, even 
though Obama has been far more profligate—precisely to show the 
breathtaking depth of Obama’s profligacy, and its awful consequences.

A large part of the Bush Administration’s deficits went to pay for the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Though Condoleezza Rice and others 
hate to admit it, Americans don’t view those wars as great successes, 
and with good reason. They weren’t. Fought for shifting and ultimately 
impracticable objectives that made victory elusive, they achieved some 
good but fell far short of ending tyranny in the world or even bringing 
peace to the region. Why would Romney want to resubscribe to that? 
Here too he has an opportunity to separate himself from recent ex-
cesses while endorsing the traditional aim of conservative or Reaganite 
foreign policy: making the world safe for American democracy.

Like Herbert Hoover and Wendell Willkie, Romney stakes much of 
his claim to leadership on his skills as a businessman. Those precedents 
ought to give him pause. In politics, the toughest problems usually can 
be faced only after the public mind has been prepared, which takes 
time. And most political problems can’t be “solved,” only made better 
or worse. Romney often speaks as if a new CEO could turn America 
around in short order. Maybe, but our problems are political and moral 
as well as economic, and in Europe, Asia, and the Persian Gulf storms 
gather. He may want to remind us that sometimes all a statesman can 
truthfully promise his country is blood, toil, tears, and sweat.
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Political 
Constitutionalism

In “Restoring the Constitu-
tion,” James Ceaser has presented 
a new teaching on “political con-
stitutionalism” (Spring 2012). 
Now that the Supreme Court has 
spoken on the Affordable Care 
Act, I wonder whether he wants to 
embrace Chief Justice John Rob-
erts as an adherent to this new 
kind of constitutionalism. But let 
me put off that question and start 
by explaining why I don’t believe 
the Constitution’s framers or pre-
vious generations of American 
statesmen subscribed to this ver-
sion of Ceaserism. 

The Philadelphia Convention 
remained preoccupied, down to 
the last weeks, with such seem-
ingly picayune issues as whether 
or not Congress should have 
the power to tax exports (finally 
deciding not: Article I, Section 
9, Clause 5) or whether states 
should or should not be allowed 
to collect any sort of fees for the 
use of their ports (yes, but only 
with severe limits: see Article I, 
Section 10, Clause 2). The Vir-
ginia delegates originally pro-
posed that Congress be autho-
rized “to legislate in all cases to 

which the separate states are 
incompetent”—as Ceaser would 
perhaps have preferred. The Con-
vention actually settled on a fairly 
detailed enumeration of federal 
powers—on the assumption that 
a more open-ended grant of pow-
ers would be abused. In Ceaser’s 
view, the framers should have in-
dicated in general terms that the 
principal federal officers should 
be “reasonably mature” and “rea-
sonably well-informed about their 
constituents.” Instead they stipu-
lated precise (but varying) age and 
residency qualifications for rep-
resentatives, senators, and presi-
dents. In Ceaser’s view, the fram-
ers should have included a gen-
eral admonition for cooperation 
between the branches. Instead, 
they stipulated in pedantic detail 
exactly which measures passed 
by the House and Senate would 
need presidential approval to 
take effect and which would not, 
which officers could be appointed 
by each chamber, which officials 
would be appointed by the presi-
dent (or by others, answerable to 
the president). And so on. 

From Ceaser’s perspective, the 
actual text of the actual Con-
stitution may seem excessively 

“legalistic,” preoccupied as it is 
with “formulas and rules.” But 
the fact is, most of the delegates 
at Philadelphia were trained law-
yers. And most had been involved, 
only a decade earlier, in mobiliz-
ing a revolution against Britain 
on the rather “legalistic” or “pro-
cedural” ground that the British 
Parliament was not authorized to 
impose “internal taxes” on Amer-
icans—not even the sort of mod-
est excise taxes that Americans 
were quite willing to impose on 
themselves. 

Nor is it true that great party 
debates thereafter eschewed le-
galistic wrangling in favor of 
Ceaser’s version of “political con-
stitutionalism.” Perhaps the early 
debates between Jeffersonians 
and Federalists—with their 
clause-by-clause parsings, to de-

termine the validity of Hamilton’s 
Bank or Washington’s Neutrality 
Proclamation—don’t count, be-
cause the participants were too 
close to the actual founding. But 
there was quite a lot of parsing 
of constitutional clauses and Su-
preme Court doctrine and pro-
cedure in the Lincoln-Douglas 
debates. The ensuing national 
Republican Platform in 1860 not 
only affirmed—against the con-
trary doctrine of Stephen Doug-
las Democrats—that Congress 
had power to prohibit slavery in 
federal territories: it also insist-
ed that the language of the 5th 
Amendment required Congress 
to avoid giving any protection to 
slavery in federal territories. 

True, there were ultimate win-
ners and losers in these disputes. 
Over time, the country has em-
braced different understandings 
of what the Constitution does 
actually allow or require. Ceas-
er, himself, however, condemns 
those “law professors” who claim 
that “the public” can decide each 
dispute as it pleases, making the 
Constitution whatever the pre-
vailing majority wants it to be. 
But Ceaser remains opposed to 
precedents and rules as a guide 
to what the Constitution means. 
If the broad ends of the Consti-
tution don’t imply limiting rules 
and formulae, how does the Con-
stitution constrain anyone from 
introducing new exceptions for 
particular favored measures? 

I take the point that we can 
hope to change predominant 
opinion and prevailing practice, 
by repudiating past practice in 
the light of later (hopefully better) 
understandings. President Harry 
Truman claimed that a resolution 
of the United Nations Security 
Council gave him authority to 
commit the United States to a 
full-scale war in Korea without 
any separate authorization from 
Congress. That stand provoked 
so much controversy that none 
of Truman’s successors has reaf-
firmed the argument. President 

Obama’s Justice Department in-
sisted the war in Libya was lawful 
without congressional authoriza-
tion, not because it was autho-
rized by the U.N. but because it 
was meant to be very brief and 
involve only a very peripheral 
American commitment. I hope 
our next president will try to lim-
it the force of that precedent, too. 

But the next president won’t 
still be fighting Truman’s war in 
Korea or Obama’s war in Libya. 
Ceaser’s notion seems to be that 
you can repudiate a past mistake 
without committing to a rule that 
excludes it—and so without actu-
ally repudiating the current legal 
validity of that supposed past 
mistake. For Ceaser, the real ar-
gument against Obamacare must 
turn on the net sum of effects of 
ordinary policies across all policy 
fields. Ceaser’s “political consti-
tutionalism” does not, as he tells 
us, require leaders to “undo every 
past obligation that has been vot-
ed into law, but to chart a course 
from where we are now.” Unless 
I’ve misunderstood, that consti-
tutional standard seems to invite 
proponents of Obamacare to say, 

“Well, yes, let’s respect the Consti-
tution from here on…and let’s es-
pecially restrict federal authority 
for President Romney. But let’s 
keep this last great Progressive 
measure in place.” 

Or else, Ceaser seems to think 
we can say, “No, Obamacare is 
too recent to qualify as consti-
tutional, but don’t worry about 
Social Security, even if it rests 
on the same constitutional mis-
takes—we’ll grandfather that one 
into our restored Constitution.” 
How do you distinguish those 
programs that should be allowed 
to remain and those that must be 
repudiated under the imperatives 
of “political constitutionalism”?

Critics of Obamacare offered 
an entirely serious legal argu-
ment, one so easy to grasp that 
even a number of federal judges 
embraced it, before five justices 
of the Supreme Court finally en-
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dorsed it in National Federation 
of Independent Business v. Sebelius. 
The argument boils down to this: 
if someone sitting at home doing 
nothing whatever can be forced to 
participate in a federal mandate—
on the grounds that his failure to 
conform is a threat to “commerce 
among the states”—then the con-
gressional power over “commerce” 
has no limits whatever. The proof 
that Congress never previously 
imagined it had this power is 
that, in all the vast accumulation 
of federal legislation now on the 
books, no previous law attempted 
what Obamacare does—impos-
ing new personal obligations on 
those not engaged in commercial 
activities nor engaged in any iden-
tifiable activities of any sort.

The problem is that, as even 
Chief Justice Roberts acknowl-
edged, the taxing power is not 
unlimited, either. It would have 
been quite odd for the framers 
to limit the reach of some powers 
and then insert a catch-all power 
to accomplish all the forbidden 
objects by simply fashioning con-
trols as prohibitive taxes. Apart 
from implied limits, one limita-
tion is stated quite explicitly: “No 
capitation or other direct tax 
shall be laid, unless in propor-
tion to the census [of population 
in each state]” (Article I, Section 
9, Clause 4). Viewed as a tax, the 
Obamacare mandate looks very 
much like a “capitation”—a head 
tax—on those heads harboring 
bad thoughts about participating 
in a federal program, who then 
are taxed for…the non-activity 
of declining to buy health insur-
ance. If that is not a prohibited 

“capitation,” what could be? If that 
restriction has already been re-
pealed by “political constitution-
alism,” why is there no precedent 
of any kind for such a head tax on 
soreheads? To his credit, Roberts 
did try to counter this argument. 
But he could cite no precedent for 
approving a federal tax on non-
activity by distinguishing it from 
a “direct tax” on ownership (or on 
having an intact head). As the dis-
senters pointed out, Roberts's ar-
gument rested on a “fly-by-night…

argument” leading to “lick and a 
promise” conclusions. 

I don’t think Chief Justice 
Roberts will have the last word 
in this debate. Perhaps he did not 
even expect to have the last word. 
I think the objections posed by 
the dissenters are worth pursuing 
precisely because they do draw 
some basic lines and because they 
are lines we might still insist upon. 
Obamacare crosses lines that are 
not obscure or arcane. That won’t 
solve our budget crisis in itself. 
But it will remind our elected 
representatives that their power 
is subject to limits. 

By insisting on respect for 
those boundaries that can be for-
mulated as rules, we don’t reduce 
the whole Constitution to rules. 
But we show that constitutional 
claims must be taken seriously. 
Even if you hope to appeal to the 

“spirit of the Constitution”—as 
opposed to the letter—you had 
better hope you still have some 
definite lettering to start your ar-
gument. Then you might hope to 
show that a questionable propos-
al is at least analogous to some-
thing clearly forbidden (as overly 
invidious laws have at times been 
compared with prohibited bills of 
attainder, though technically they 
are not bills of attainder if they 
do not impose explicit criminal 
penalties). 

Thomas Jefferson said, “Our 
peculiar security is in possession 
of a written Constitution. Let 
us not make it a blank paper by 
construction.” Let me say to my 
friend and colleague from Mr. Jef-
ferson’s university: Jefferson did 
have a good point there. We may 
not now accept all of Jefferson’s 
particular constructions, but we 
can’t embrace even the general 
idea of a limited constitution if 
we can’t specify some limits. Lim-
its that depend on calculating the 
net sum of all the laws and regu-
lations on the books may be “po-
litical” in some technocrat’s un-
derstanding of “politics.” If that 
is the meaning of “political con-
stitutionalism,” I don’t see how it 
ever can engage an ordinary citi-
zen and I don’t think it is a safe 

replacement for our traditional 
version of constitutionalism.

Jeremy Rabkin
George Mason University

School of Law
Arlington, VA

James W. Ceaser replies:

My good friend Jeremy Rabkin 
has grown more sensitive to legal-
ities since he became a law profes-
sor. It is therefore not surprising 
that his commentary is critical of 
the concept of political constitu-
tionalism. Rabkin claims that it is 
inaccurate and dangerous.

On the first count, he con-
tends that when the Constitution 
has been debated in the public 
arena in the past, most of the ar-
guments have in fact been legal-
istic. The term political constitu-
tionalism, he argues, contributes 
to a distortion of the historical 
record. Political debates are filled 
with lots of “parsings.”

Any disagreements Rabkin 
and I may have about the his-
torical record could not be settled 
without a long, detailed discus-
sion, which is impossible to un-
dertake here. But as the reader of 
my essay should be able to see, I 
never sought to exclude legal rea-
soning from expressions of politi-
cal constitutionalism, any more, 
I hope, than Rabkin would ban 
lawyers and judges from referring 
to general constitutional prin-
ciples. Both have been used. But 
discourse in programs of political 
constitutionalism tends to be dif-
ferent, not just because the public 
has a limited interest in lawyerly 
parsings, but also because the 
purpose of political constitution-
alism is often different from that 
of legal constitutionalism.

Political constitutionalism is 
usually less interested in settling 
a specific case than in enacting 
a whole agenda or preventing 
an agenda from being enacted. 
When, for example, Thomas Jef-
ferson spoke in his First Inaugu-
ral of “support of the State gov-
ernments in all their rights, as the 

most competent administrations 
for our domestic concerns and 
the surest bulwarks against anti-
republican tendencies,” he was in-
voking a general theme of political 
constitutionalism that his party 
had vigorously defended during 
the previous four years. He was 
not seeking a specific legal ruling 
in a case of law. Similarly, when 
President William Howard Taft 
in his 1912 presidential campaign 
sought to defend constitutional 
government against the “politi-
cal emotionalists and neurotics” 
[read: Theodore Roosevelt], he 
was launching a program of po-
litical constitutionalism: “The 
real usefulness of the Republican 
Party consists in its conservative 
tendencies to preserve our consti-
tutional government and prevent 
its serious injury.” 

Rabkin relents somewhat on 
his first criticism in order to tran-
sition to his second and more im-
portant point. His charge here is 
that the concept of political con-
stitutionalism can only do harm. 
It opens the floodgates to a sloppy 
way of thinking that undermines 
the legal articulation of clear lines, 
lines that alone can provide real 
constitutional protection. 

The important distinction for 
Rabkin—the one he believes can 
guide us—is between legalistic 
reasoning and constitutional bom-
bast. Political constitutionalism 
embodies and encourages consti-
tutional bombast. But Rabkin is 
so much in the thrall of legalistic 
discourse that he ends his essay 
by indulging in a bit of bombast of 
his own, wrapping himself and his 
cause in the mantle of Jefferson. 

Rabkin has fun at my expense 
by elevating me to the imaginary 
status of framer-for-a-day. In my 
Constitution, the qualifications 
for holding office would be the 
simple statements that elected 
officials should be “reasonably 
mature” and “reasonably well-
informed about their constitu-
ents,” rather than the legal lan-
guage we find in the Constitution 
that stipulates age and residency 
qualifications for representatives, 
for senators and for presidents. 
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Since Rabkin has extended the 
bait, let me swallow half of it. Let 
the founders’ legal language stand, 
but there is nothing wrong in in-
ferring from it the reasons and 
principles behind the words. Not 
only does an articulation of these 
principles aid in understanding 
the document and cultivating at-
tachment to it, but it can serve to 
help guide a program of political 
constitutionalism. We know, for 
example, that the goal of rep-
resentatives being “reasonably 
well-informed about their con-
stituents” was important enough 
to George Washington that it 
precipitated his only comment 
at the convention, when he asked 
for change in language to ensure 
a broader initial representation, 
on the grounds that the existing 
language might offer “insufficient 
security for the rights & interests 
of the people.” The purpose is im-
portant, and it figured in debates 
in Congress about whether or not 
to enact a statute requiring repre-
sentatives to be elected in individ-
ual districts, rather than selected 
at large by general tickets for the 
whole state. The letter of the law 
is only part of the Constitution. It 
bids us to try to recognize its spir-
it, so that we might know how to 
proceed to promote its objectives.

The sparring here opens up to a 
larger point. The aim of my essay 
was not to replace legal constitu-
tionalism with political constitu-
tionalism, but to revive political 
constitutionalism. The two are 
mechanisms that often proceed on 
different planes. Only sometimes 
do they overlap and it is rarer still 
that they directly conflict. Courts, 
as I see it, can continue doing all 
that they do legally, only we should 
not ascribe more authority to that 
function than it is supposed to 
have. Besides, courts and legal 
line-drawing are ill-equipped to 
promote constitutionality in some 
of its most important respects. 
There is often more constitution-
ality in the sum of legislation and 
of administrative rules than in 
much of the corpus of court de-
cisions. If one is speaking today 
of a concern for federalism and 
for maintaining a federal govern-

ment of enumerated powers, the 
protection of these ends will come 
from judging the implications of 
a statute like No Child Left Be-
hind, which risks, under the guise 
of testing standards, transferring 
effective control of large parts of 
the curriculum in our schools to 
federal authorities. If one is con-
cerned with the constitutional 
issue of excessive administrative 
discretion and delegation of au-
thority to administrative bodies, it 
will be necessary to look at the net 
effect of many statutes and formu-
late new legislative measures to 
address these problems.

Solutions can only come from 
a political party that articulates a 
full program of political consti-
tutionalism. Constitutionality is 
not always a matter of setting a 
legal line, but often advancing in 
a direction according to political 
judgments. One will not see the 
whole Constitution unless one 
knows where to look for it.

A revival of an understanding 
of what political constitutional-
ism is, which is a precondition to 
adopting any intelligent program 
of political constitutionalism, is 
now essential. It is essential not 
chiefly because political consti-
tutionalism was once robustly 
practiced (though it was), nor 
because political constitutional-
ism connects political leaders and 
the public more closely to the 
Constitution (though it does), but 
because it is the constitutional 
position that retains the proper 
balance among our institutions.

Jefferson for a time held that 
no written constitution would 
be able to sustain itself—hence 
his proposal that each genera-
tion write and ratify its own con-
stitution. In response, different 
methods were proposed or devel-
oped for maintaining a written 
constitution. One was a reliance 
on courts to settle the meaning 
of the Constitution by judicial 
determination. Another was to 
give sufficient power to different 
parts of the system to protect and 
defend their respective powers. 
Finally, there was political consti-
tutionalism, political leaders and 
parties sustaining the Constitu-

tion through the political process. 
It is no disparagement of judicial 
review to point out that courts 
were never intended to be the sole 
mechanism for settling constitu-
tionality. Such a role would give 
them more authority than they 
could safely exercise. 

What about the relations be-
tween legal and political consti-
tutionalism? In what areas and 
in what ways do they intersect 
with one another? There are a few 
different categories. First are the 
instances of direct conflict. The 
Supreme Court may hold that a 
law or action violates the Con-
stitution in opposition to what a 
program of political constitution-
alism supports. Under the system 
of judicial review, the Court’s view 
must be legally respected. Politi-
cal constitutionalism is not a doc-
trine of lawlessness or disobedi-
ence. It does not derogate from 
the legal powers of the Court. A 
second category consists of the 
instances in which the types of 
constitutionalism function in 
harmony. The Supreme Court 
interprets the Constitution in a 
manner favored by a program of 
political constitutionalism. There 
is a third area in which the two 
kinds of constitutionalism barely 
touch one another. A program of 
political constitutionalism suc-
ceeds in passing legislation and 
enacting measures that are never 
subject to litigation or challenge 
in the courts. The final category 
is one in which the two forms of 
constitutionalism embrace op-
posed positions intellectually or 
theoretically, but in which there 
is no legal conflict. When the 
Supreme Court holds a certain 
law to be constitutional, i.e., not 
in violation of any constitutional 
provision, it does not follow that 
a party, following a program of 
political constitutionalism, must 
recognize it as constitutional. A 
party can continue to seek to re-
peal the law based on its own view 
of constitutional standards.

Thus today, while the Court 
has judged Obamacare to be 
constitutional, there is no legal 
reason why the Republican Par-
ty must follow suit. The Court 

may control actions, it does not 
dictate thought. It is in this area 
today, however, that the public 
and parties increasingly accept 
the Court’s opinions as definitive. 
Here is where the ascendancy of 
legal constitutionalism is so evi-
dent. Some blame this develop-
ment on the arrogance of judges, 
an arrogance we have come to 
accept. It is more correct to attri-
bute it to a grave error of politi-
cal scientists, who have failed to 
make clear the character of our 
constitutional system. People will 
only challenge this outsized view 
of the Court if they understand 
what political constitutionalism 
is and why it is a legitimate part 
of the political system.

It is true that a program of 
political constitutionalism would 
be at its strongest, so far as pub-
lic presentation is concerned, if it 
had a perfect rule it could articu-
late and stick to without deviation. 
But political constitutionalism op-
erates in a realm in which success 
is achieved by winning a majority 
and pushing forward an agenda. 
Perfect consistency can some-
times be an impediment to popu-
lar support. A party is answerable 
to the public, not to judges. 

If it were a matter of strict 
legal reasoning, I would clearly 
wish to have Rabkin as counsel. 
We had a colloquy about Obam-
acare in October, before it was 
even clear that the case would 
be heard in this session. Fear-
ing that the law would not be 
struck down, I tried to rally the 
case against it by urging recourse 
to a program of political consti-
tutionalism. I tried to minimize 
the legal weight of what the court 
was doing, arguing that the act 
would have easily passed muster 
if the exact same law had been 
passed under the tax provision 
rather than relying, implicitly, 
on the Commerce Clause. My 
source for this claim was the 
consensus of legal experts, not a 
study of the Constitution. Rab-
kin not only took me to task for 
my laziness, but he presented for 
the first time a compelling legal 
argument for why the individual 
mandate was just as unconstitu-
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tional under the taxing power as 
under the commerce clause. Pars-
ing Article I, Section 9, Clause 4, 
he wrote “Viewed as a tax, the 
Obamacare mandate looks very 
much like a ‘capitation’—a head 
tax—on those…declining to buy 
health insurance.” He goes on, 

“If that is not a prohibited ‘capita-
tion,’ what could be?” Of course, 
as we know, the Court answered: 
almost nothing. I hope that Jer-
emy Rabkin pursues his legal line 
of reasoning and that at some 

point, by the power of his argu-
ment, he succeeds in forcing a 
change. In the meantime, howev-
er, the battle will need to move to 
the political arena. In the belief 
that the public might have some 
difficulty with his legal argument, 
I propose that he relax his stan-
dards a little and join with me in 
sounding the call: “No capitation 
without representation!”

 Rabkin at one point seems to 
offer a concession to me, on the 
condition that I offer one to him 

in return: “Even if you hope to ap-
peal to the spirit of the Constitu-
tion—as opposed to the letter—
you had better hope that you still 
have some definite lettering.” I en-
dorse the spirit of this comment. 
So it may be that we are not so far 
apart after all, though, to para-
phrase a fine legalistic distinction, 
it all depends what the meaning 
of “some” is.

For the full exchange between Jer-
emy Rabkin and James Ceaser, and 

for more discussion of the CRB’s 
Spring 2012 cover essays, visit our 
online feature, Upon Further Re-
view, at www.claremont.org/ufr.

Democratic 
Capitalism

In his classic essay, “When 
Virtue Loses All Her Loveli-
ness,” Irving Kristol argued that 
the libertarian case for free mar-



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2012 
Page 10

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

kets urged by F.A. Hayek was 
insufficient. It was not enough 
to show that capitalism produces 
prosperity and leads to greater 
individual freedom, defenders 
must also demonstrate that “the 
system” is just. Kristol published 
his essay in 1970, at the height of 
the Cold War, when Americans, 
having vanquished fascism, still 
faced an existential threat from 
Communism. Now comes Wil-
liam Voegeli to argue that, para-
doxically, the task of defending 
capitalism became more difficult 
after the fall of the Soviet Union 
in 1989 (“Reclaiming Democratic 
Capitalism,” Spring 2012).

Across the political spectrum, 
Americans may be resigned to 
capitalism, but they are hardly 
committed to it. They may not 
want the European social demo-
cratic model here at home, but 
they are not exactly terrified of 
it either. This strikes me as a tad 
too optimistic. Especially since 
the election of President Obama, 
elites in the Democratic Party 
continue to be seduced by visions 
of state-subsidized childcare, 
generous maternity and medical 
leaves, national health insurance, 
state-run railroads, long summer 
vacations, and languorous lunch-
es. Not only do they not fear 
democratic socialism, they posi-

tively yearn for it, and are doing 
all that they can to bring it about. 
Meanwhile, ordinary Americans, 
laid off from their jobs, stripped 
of their health insurance, and 
in danger of losing their homes 
along with their savings, may be 
excused if they fail to embrace 
the beauties of “creative destruc-
tion.” For good reason, they are 
no longer convinced that what 
has benefited giant corporations, 
investment banks, and the politi-
cal classes, is also good for them.

In this moment of economic 
peril, Voegeli explores what can-
didates and policymakers can do 
to cement the loyalty of Ameri-
can workers to the free enterprise 
system, while at the same time 
shoring up the political virtues 
necessary to sustain a self-gov-
erning republic. He begins with 
Thomas Jefferson, emphasizing 
the connection between agrar-
ian life and the broader political 
virtues that are necessary to pre-
serve republican self-government. 
But that link is now broken; the 
independent yeoman has long 
ago passed from the scene. Today, 
the vast majority of Americans in 
the labor force are wageworkers, 
dependent for their livelihood on 
economic and political forces be-
yond their control. This raises the 
question that Voegeli explores in 

his essay: how can wage earners 
cultivate the virtues of free men 
and women when they are so eco-
nomically dependent? 

Working at the intersection of 
political theory and public poli-
cy, Voegeli sees the need to con-
nect economic capital with social 
and political capital, or to put it 
another way, to show how free 
markets can help to foster free 
men and women. As things stand 
now, too many workers see them-
selves as idle spectators, watching 
passively from the sidelines as 
liberals make the case for more 
regulations and “fairness,” while 
conservatives, especially those of 
a libertarian bent, counter with a 
defense of “spontaneous order.”

Although the best solution is 
a thriving economy and a tight 
labor market that will enable 
workers to tell their bosses to 

“take this job and shove it” if they 
are unhappy with their prospects, 
Voegeli makes a couple of other 
suggestions as well. One of these 
is to give workers some “skin in 
the game,” that is, to tie their 
individual economic fortunes to 
the overall performance of their 
employer. In place of—or in 
addition to—a salary, workers 
might be given an equity share 
in the company. By rewarding 
them in good times, and spread-

ing out the losses in downturns, 
he suggests it may be possible 
to obviate the need for layoffs 
and financial catastrophe. This 
sounds promising on paper, but 
I’d like more details. Does he 
see this primarily as a way to 
connect the economic interests 
of the individual worker to his 
employer, or does he think that 
workers should also be given a 
share in workplace and manage-
ment decisions? And if the latter, 
how much power should they 
be granted, and what would en-
sure that the decisions of labor 
were sound from a management 
or larger economic perspective? 
Compounding the problem, 
worker participation has long 
been a goal of progressives, with 
Theodore Roosevelt first propos-
ing that workers share power 
with management. From the 
brief sketch that Voegeli offers, it 
is not immediately obvious that 
these proposals would strength-
en the free market system; they 
could just as easily promote the 
peaceful transition to democrat-
ic socialism, which is what T.R. 
came to favor.

Elsewhere in his essay, Voegeli 
observes that the principal chal-
lenge ahead is to turn Ameri-
cans into a nation of savers, so 
that they have the economic re-
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sources to provide for themselves, 
rather than having to rely on 
government. But this suggestion 
seems to be quite independent 
of whether we are wage earners, 
small businessmen and women, 
or self-employed. Here again, Jef-
ferson can be helpful because he 
did not rely exclusively on agrar-
ian virtue to keep civic spirit alive. 
He also stressed the importance 
of a certain kind of education. Jef-
ferson’s emphasis on political his-
tory, on how liberty is preserved 
and lost, remains essential to the 
perpetuation of our political in-
stitutions, and we should do all 
that we can to restore it. But this 
must also be supplemented by el-
ementary instruction in econom-
ics (something Jefferson himself 
never quite grasped). At this time, 
especially, we cannot afford eco-
nomic illiteracy. Citizens should 
be familiar with how capitalism 
works; they should also have 
some understanding of stocks, 
bonds, mutual funds, and the 
like so that they can plan intelli-
gently for their futures. It would 
be good too if they grasped how 
Social Security works, and what 
part of their extended retire-
ments they will realistically have 
to cover. And finally, taking one 
more leaf from Jefferson’s book (if 
not his personal life), they should 
cultivate the virtue of frugality 
both for themselves and in their 
government, so that they do not 
wind up as the Europeans have, 
bankrupt and working half of the 
year to pay the taxman. If they 
can master these lessons, the fu-
ture may not be so bleak. 

Finally, I’d like to suggest that 
in future essays Voegeli return to 
the question that Irving Kristol 
earlier raised. Where is the jus-
tice of a system that has shifted 
the burdens of this recession to 
ordinary Americans, some im-
provident, but others not, while 
letting those at the top of the 
economic and political ladder get 
off relatively unscathed? Voegeli 
could do readers an invaluable 
service by exploring the connec-
tion between the growth of the 
regulatory state and the crony 
capitalism that feeds on it, dis-

tinguishing this corrupt mutant 
from the free enterprise system 
it is so vital for Americans to 
preserve.

Jean M. Yarbrough
Bowdoin College
Brunswick, ME

William Voegeli replies:

I agree with Jean Yarbrough 
that a central challenge of turn-
ing a nation of employees into a 
republic of capitalists is that em-
ployee/investors have conflicting 
interests. Changes that might 
make a business more profitable 
and sustainable, such as greater 
automation or outsourcing, could 
also lead to laying people off. We 
see this tension at work in the 
recently reconstituted General 
Motors, where the biggest share-
holder is the United Auto Work-
ers pension fund. Since retired 
autoworkers’ central concern is to 
keep the firm that pays for their 
pensions and medical benefits 
solvent, they have set aside the 
solidarity of laborers to accept 
a two-tier wage system at GM, 
where new hires make much less 
than the older workers next to 
them on the assembly line, and 
probably will for as long as they 
work there.

This leads to another impor-
tant question: to what extent is 
participatory capitalism about 
sharing the financial burdens and 
benefits of private enterprise, and 
to what extent is it about the de-
mocratization of decision-mak-
ing? In Were You Born On the 
Wrong Continent? (2010) Thomas 
Geoghegan praises the German 
approach, where labor unions are 
represented on corporate boards, 
and worker-management councils 
collaborate on macro and micro 
decisions about how a business 
will operate. He’s a fine writer, 
but I found it difficult to believe 
that many American enterprises 
could operate on this basis. Ei-
ther it would take up too many 
evenings, or customers would be 
waiting at unattended cash regis-
ters while employees were in back 

debating vacation schedules and 
merchandising strategies.

That said, my inclination is that 
sharing financial burdens and 
benefits is a more important goal 
than inclusive decision-making. If 
groups of people—labor unions, 
but also associations with a reli-
gious, fraternal, or political basis—
had equity stakes in private firms 
and industries, they could express 
their concerns and be affected by 
the consequences of their agendas. 
Old-fashioned shareholders are, 
for this reason, preferable to new, 
nebulously defined “stakeholders.” 
The problem with the latter is that 
they’re at liberty to advance their 
agendas—more generous employ-
ee benefits, for example, or work-
place diversity programs—secure 
in the knowledge that all the costs 
of their pet causes will be passed 
onto customers and real—that is, 

“mere”—shareholders. I suspect, 
further, that widely shared own-
ership would usefully guide the 
question of how extensively work-
ers should participate in man-
agement. A market test, that is, 
would lead firms toward the sweet 
spot beyond which the blurring of 
the distinction between labor and 
management becomes counter-
productive and unprofitable.

Heidegger and 
Strauss

In his review, Steven Smith 
neglects to state the central ar-
gument of my book Heidegger, 
Strauss, and the Premises of Philoso-
phy (“Being and Tyranny,” Spring 
2012). Strauss faults Heidegger 
for ignoring the political and not 
treating “the tension between 
philosophy and the polis” in his 
account of human openness 
to Being—a failure evident for 
Strauss in Heidegger’s redemp-
tive conception of philosophy and 
in his related proclivity for ex-
tremist politics. For Strauss the 
stated tension is the starting point 
for Socratic, non-historicist in-
sight into fundamental problems 
relating to the duality of the hu-

man as political and transpolitical. 
Furthermore, Strauss finds roots 
of Heidegger’s conception of phi-
losophy in the earlier German 
philosophic tradition. My book 
maintains that Strauss clearly de-
nounces Heidegger’s engagement 
in visionary politics, and that 
Strauss’s thought does not just in-
herit the German philosophic tra-
dition but responds to it critically. 

“It is as important for Strauss to 
reject the German metaphysical 
approach to history as a meaning-
ful process as it is for Heidegger 
to endorse a version of it,” and, in 
Strauss’s judgment, “the appeal to 
History has the effect of conceal-
ing the skeptical and aporetic na-
ture of philosophy as the critique 
of custom and law. This is the real 
meaning of Strauss’s claim that 
Heidegger’s thought has no room 
for political philosophy” (from the 
Epilogue). There are profound dif-
ferences between the two thinkers 
even as they both undertake to re-
cover and reexamine the premises 
of the philosophic tradition.

Richard Velkley
Tulane University
New Orleans, LA

Good Vibrations, 
Better Lyrics

Michael Anton mistakenly 
writes in his essay that Tony 
Asher “penned most of the words 
for Pet Sounds and also for the 
single ‘Good Vibrations’” (“Para-
dise Lost and Regained,” Spring 
2012). It’s true that Asher penned 
a set of lyrics, but then the Beach 
Boys (wisely) replaced them with 
Mike Love’s elegant poetry. Love’s 
lyrics are on all Beach Boys ver-
sions of “Good Vibrations,” and 
the song is attributed to Wilson 
and Love. Only on Brian Wil-
son’s 2004 solo release of Smile do 
we hear Asher’s inferior offering.

Michael Calabrese 
California State University,

Los Angeles 
Los Angeles, CA
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Claremont review of books
Volume XII , Number 3 , Summer 2012

This was a fiendishly clever book 
review assignment. I am a notorious, 
one might even say promiscuous, fan 

of the Claremont Review of Books. I have tout-
ed it, blurbed it, promoted it, passed it on like 
samizdat to interns and tycoons alike; I’ve all 
but walked through the streets with a sand-
wich-board sign, ringing a bell like a modern 
day Jeremiah: “Salvation arrives quarterly!” 
So while no inappropriate pressure was put 
upon me to offer a favorable review of Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness: Ten 
Years of the Claremont Review of Books, it 
was something of a foregone conclusion. It’s 
like asking a food critic who’s already praised 
a restaurant to the heavens to review a tasting 
menu of their best dishes. There’s no guaran-
tee he’ll like it all, but chances are the review 
won’t be too negative. 

The plot becomes fiendish when you con-
sider how difficult it is to review such col-
lections in general and this one in particular, 
expertly compiled by the magazine’s editor 
and managing editor. The CRB is famously 
generous with the space it grants its authors. 
Her editors are a bit like the officials of the 
old American frontier who said you can take 
as much space as you need, so long as you can 
profitably cultivate your parcel and defend 
your claim against attacks from any direc-
tion. Still, even with all of the literary elbow 

room available, there’s nowhere near the space 
that would be required to engage authors as 
diverse and formidable as those featured in 
this volume: William F. Buckley, Harry V. 
Jaffa, James Q. Wilson, Hadley Arkes, Lar-
ry P. Arnn, Victor Davis Hanson, Allen C. 
Guelzo, Joseph Epstein, James W. Ceaser, 
and Mark Helprin, to name a few. So instead, 
the reviewer must search for a theme in the 
pudding, to paraphrase Winston Churchill (a 
fitting name to drop in these pages, after all), 
even if doing so pays short shrift to some of 
the worthy essays, engaging arguments, and 
lyrical prose found therein. 

One of the most remarkable things about 
modern conservatism is how, well, modern 
it is. For all of its indebtedness to the past, 
American conservatism is of a remarkably 
fresh vintage emerging not quite, but almost, 
ex nihilo in the first decade of the Cold War. 
It was not a continuation of the so-called “Old 
Right,” which, to the extent such a thing ex-
isted at all, was a heterodox popular front 
shaped by the madness of the Woodrow Wil-
son presidency and galvanized to oppose the 
New Deal and FDR’s pre-World War II for-
eign policies. (Pearl Harbor shattered what 
remained of the popular front.) Bill Buckley 
took some inspiration from the old American 
Mercury and Albert Jay Nock’s The Freeman, 
but he was really carving out fresh territory, 

and few if any of the early writers for National 
Review came from what could properly be 
called the Old Right. United by the clarion 
call of anti-Communism, they were a remark-
ably diverse lot. “Contrary to the restrictive 
paradigms established by fashionable aca-
demic opinion, modern conservatism tends 
to defeat neat doctrinal definition,” writes 
Michael M. Uhlmann in an insightful essay 
on Buckley found in this volume (“The Right 
Stuff,” Summer 2005). “National Review un-
derstood and acted upon that fact from its 
inception. Then as now, five different kinds of 
libertarians warred with five different kinds 
of traditionalists, debating everything from 
theology and epistemology to whether Rich-
ard Nixon was or wasn’t a ‘true’ conservative. 
However else they differed, they agreed that 
they were not liberals.”

Indeed, it’s always amusing to listen to 
people of a certain conspiratorial bent cat-
erwaul about the perfidiously “Trotskyist” 

roots of the “neocons” while extolling the red-
blooded Americanism of the old National Re-
view. Irving Kristol and Norman Podhoretz 
were amateur dabblers in Communist poli-
tics compared to many of NR’s early editors 
and contributors: James Burnham (a Trotsky 
confidante, former editor, with Max Shact-
man, of The New International, and co-found-

AmeriCons

Book Review by Jonah Goldberg

Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness: Ten Years of the Claremont Review of Books,
edited by Charles R. Kesler and John B. Kienker.

Rowman & Littlefield, 520 pages, $39.95
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er with Sidney Hook of both the American 
Workers Party and Marxist Quarterly), Frank 
Meyer (Communist apparatchik), Max East-
man (former editor of The Masses, Trotsky’s 
friend, translator, and unofficial American 
literary agent), and, of course, Whittaker 
Chambers (a spy for Stalin’s Russia). The 
list of former leftists hardly ends there. Will 
Herberg, Ralph De Toledano, Willmoore 
Kendall—former leftists all. Like men with 
much to atone for assuming new names in 
the French Foreign Legion, these warriors—
some happy, some not—leapt into the breach 
of post-war ideological battle in no small part 
because they believed the fate of the world, 
or in Chambers’s gloomy case, his soul, de-
pended on it.

The point here is not to cast aspersions on 
so many heroes or to question the authentic-
ity of their convictions. Rather, it is simply to 
note that necessity is the mother of invention, 
and the conservative alloy that Buckley and 
his allies forged from so many disparate com-
ponents was a necessary product of the times 
they lived in. When the ship is going down, 
you grab what floats—regardless of whether 
it is an “approved” flotation device. And those 
who saw Western Civilization imperiled by 
Leftism, broadly understood, grabbed what 
worked.

It is perhaps with this in mind that 
CRB editor Charles Kesler writes in the 
splendid introduction to this anthology:

Some conservatives start, as it were, 
from Edmund Burke; others from 
Friedrich Hayek. While we respect 
both thinkers and their schools of 
thought, we begin instead from Amer-
ica, the American political tradition in 
all its genius and profundity, and the 
relation of our tradition to revealed 
wisdom and to what the elderly Jef-
ferson once called, rather insouciantly, 

“the elementary books of public right, 
as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, etc.” 
We think conservatism should take its 
bearings from the founders’ statesman-
ship, our citizens’ loyalty to the Decla-
ration and Constitution, and the scenes, 
both tender and proud, of our national 
history.

What Kesler is getting at here is something 
not merely deeply profound, but to a certain 
extent politically (though not philosophically) 
heretical. Although there was a great deal that 
was brilliant and vital about the conservative 
movement started by Buckley, it was nonethe-
less embroiled in the wrong arguments. 

This in a nutshell is what the late Thomas 
Silver, the former president of the Claremont 
Institute and first publisher of its journal, ar-
gues in his bracing essay, “Why Conservatives 
Lost the War of Ideas” (Winter 2001/02). 
He spares no constituency on the Right from 
criticism for rejecting the founders’ ground-
ing in the “n-word—Nature.” Even Ronald 
Reagan, the one national politician nearly 
all of the authors in this collection seem to 
revere, failed in his most—or second most—
important mission. “From our vantage point 
more than 20 years after Reagan took office, 
it is evident that the man who would over-
throw the New Deal rode into Washington 
as St. George and rode out as Don Quixote,” 
writes Silver. He reserves no such reverence 
for the various members of the coalition that 
brought Reagan to power: the Christian 
Right, the originalists, traditionalists, liber-
tarians, and neoconservatives all belong to a 

“motley camp” that confuses ends, means, or 
both. The most successful of the bunch are 
the conservative economists who, as of 2001, 
had beaten back the Keynesians (who’ve since 
mounted a mighty counter-assault). But even 
the economists don’t understand that “Pro-
gressivism was—and is—at its deepest level a 
teaching about human and political ends. The 
successes of free-market economics, to the ex-
tent that they are broadly convincing, can be 
assimilated, sometimes easily, into the prag-
matic framework of American progressivism 
or liberalism.” Indeed, the whole technocratic 
approach to politics can mislead conservatives 
because it lacks a metaphysic or, more properly 
understood, it is blind to its own metaphysical 
assumptions. “We begin to see how the per-
plexities of conservative thought contribute to 
the progressive hold on the American mind 
and why progressivism cannot be dislodged 
by mere policy studies, however many and 
however persuasive.”

It is not clear to me that conservatives 
have to subscribe to a dogmatic belief in 
nature in order to be reliable conserva-

tives, to get right with the founding, or to 
make strides in the fight against the unfold-
ing progressive revolution in politics (after 
all, it was this motley camp that got Reagan 
elected in the first place). At the very least, if 
this natural law approach to politics is the 
ultimate and proper destination of the street 
car called conservatism, other right-wing fel-
low travelers can ride for a good long while in 
the same direction before the insufficiency of 
their philosophical fare requires them to hop 
off. There may be some first-order disagree-
ment between the Claremont conservatives 
and the more technocratic thinkers around, 
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The same holds true for many of the other 
instruments in the conservative symphony. 
William F. Buckley’s criticisms of Ann Coul-
ter (“Tailgunner Ann,” Winter 2003/04) are 
well-taken, particularly given his light touch. 
The same goes for criticisms of other strident 
voices on the Right (a group in which some 
would include me). But a political project as 
grand as the conservative one must allow for 
divergent appeals because not every audience 
is persuadable by the same arguments.

Where the “claremonsters” are 
undeniably right, however, is that 
the exigencies and arguments of 

the Cold War—and roughly the first decade 
after—caused far too many conservatives to 
simply miss the ball. Going through the ar-
chives of National Review, for instance, it is 
remarkable how little attention is paid to the 
Progressive era. John Dewey comes under as-
sault a bit (mostly on educational issues), as 
does Woodrow Wilson (but only on foreign 
policy). Meanwhile, Herbert Croly isn’t men-
tioned until 1960—and only in passing. The 
first sustained criticism of Croly doesn’t ap-
pear until 1986, three decades after the maga-
zine’s founding. But in the past decade (after 
the CRB’s founding, nota bene) we’ve been go-
ing after Croly hammer and tongs. 

Because the Right was fighting on different 
fronts, some important things were forgotten. 
For starters, the Progressives, with little to no 
help from Marxism-Leninism, had their own 
vision for a socialist America—though the 
word socialist wasn’t always used. This is why 
the late liberal philosopher Richard Rorty 
considered Marxism a “catastrophe” not just 
for countries where the Marxists took power, 
but for the reformist Left in all of the coun-
tries where the Marxists didn’t take power. 
The Cold War, and in particular the radical-
ism fostered by Vietnam, caused the Ameri-
can Left to become deracinated from the 
indigenous “American type of socialism,” in 
Richard Ely’s words, championed by Ely, Her-
bert Croly, John Dewey, and even such later 
adherents as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (“There 
seems no inherent obstacle to the gradual 
advance of socialism in the United States 
through a series of New Deals,” he wrote in 
1947.) This American type of socialism was 
in fact in key respects something of a foreign 
import as well, as Ronald Pestritto (whose 
gracious and thoughtful review of my book 
Liberal Fascism appears in this collection [“A 
Nicer Form of Tyranny,” Spring 2008]) and 
other contributors to the CRB have labored 
mightily to demonstrate. The “higher lawless-
ness,” in Kesler’s phrase, of the “living consti-

say, the excellent fledgling journal National 
Affairs, but those disagreements seem entirely 
academic given the political and economic re-
alities we face. Indeed, the diversity of philo-
sophical opinion among the supposedly unan-
imous Founding Fathers themselves seems far 
greater than that among the leading conserva-
tive intellectuals today. 

Moreover, in their defense, it should be not-
ed that the Cold War conservatives had little 
choice; they were simply fighting where the 
fight was. Vast swaths of the Left were thor-
oughly and completely bewitched by Marx-
ism and its self-anointed priesthood. Even 
anti-Communist liberals were in many ways 
hostages to the fact that no left-wing solidar-
ity was possible without a certain amount of 
tolerance of, and apologizing for, the Marxists 
in their midst. The social scientific method 
practiced by the neoconservatives may have 
been philosophically insufficient—at least by 
Silver’s standards—but it was better suited to 
winning countless political arguments than 
were appeals to natural law or the wisdom of 
the founders. Politics must ultimately be about 
persuasion, and while it may (or may not!) be 
a sad consequence of progressivism’s success 
that technical policy papers are necessary to 
win political battles in a technocratic age, that 
doesn’t change the reality of their necessity. 
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tution” which made progressivism possible 
may have been injected into the body politic 
by Woodrow Wilson & Co. but they did so in 
no small part because they were apish admir-
ers of European intellectual fads.

And this is where the crb’s indis-
pensable contribution comes into 
focus. Though monumentally impor-

tant, in terms of the American intellectual 
tradition the Cold War is shaping up to have 
been something of a Great Detour and the 
20 years since its end have been marked by 
a groping quest to get back to the main road. 
The Claremont Review of Books sees itself as 
standing at the mouth of that road ringing 
the bell in the darkness for all of the strag-
glers and refugees to heed. “American conser-
vatism stands or falls…” Kesler writes, “by its 
allegiance to the American Revolution and 
founding, even as modern liberalism really 
began, in the Progressive era, with a condem-
nation and rejection of America’s revolution-
ary and constitutional principles.”

In an odd way, Rorty was a bit like the 
Professor Moriarty to Kesler’s Sherlock 
Holmes. They both recognized the real game 
that was—is—afoot, even as so many of their 
respective confreres did not.

This, in short, is not just the theme of the 
pudding, it is the theme of the moment. After 
being so rudely interrupted by Lenin’s arrival 
at Finland Station, liberalism is returning to 
its roots. Barack Obama and his followers 
have been forthright in their desire to resur-
rect the arguments, rationales, and premises 
of the Progressive Era (minus, for the most 
part, the racism, imperialism, and eugenics). 
Indeed, over the last two decades, liberals 
have constructed an intellectual infrastruc-
ture around the idea that progressivism was 
an idea whose time has come—again. New 
think tanks billed themselves as inheritors 
of the progressive tradition. Liberal writers 
were resuscitating progressive thinkers. By 
2008 Hillary Clinton openly rejected the lib-
eral label, defining herself instead as a “mod-
ern progressive,” a term she helpfully added, 

“which has a real American meaning, going 
back to the progressive era at the beginning 
of the 20th century.” Obama defeated her 
by successfully being “Crolier than thou” (to 
borrow Albert Jay Nock’s old barb). When 
Obama all but locked up the nomination he 
held a rally at the University of Wisconsin. 

“Where better,” he asked, “to affirm our ideals 
than here in Wisconsin, where a century ago 
the progressive movement was born?” In his 
acceptance speech at the 2008 Democratic 
Convention, Obama rhetorically dethroned 

“the American dream”—an individualistic 

conception—and installed the old collectivist 
Crolyite “America’s promise” as the new lode-
star. Three years later he doubled down on 
this commitment, ostentatiously following in 
Teddy Roosevelt’s footsteps in Osawatomie, 
Kansas.

Stripped of its idealism, hyperbole, 
and demagoguery, the modern pro-
gressive project, like the original one, is 

simply a doctrine of power. “If any trait bub-
bles up in all one reads about Wilson,” writes 
historian Walter McDougall in his book 
Promised Land, Crusader State: The Ameri-
can Encounter with the World since 1776, “it 
is this: he loved, craved, and in a sense glo-
rified power.” Wilson himself admitted, “I 
cannot imagine power as a thing negative and 
not positive.” Love of power is what defined 
Walter Lippmann’s preference for progres-

Many of the essays in this book 
expand on this very theme. Steven 
Hayward’s devastating dissection 

of the contemporary environmental move-
ment (“All the Leaves Are Brown,” Winter 
2008/09) reveals that much of it is an elabo-
rate rationalization for giving technocratic 
greens the ability to circumvent liberal de-
mocracy. Among the books he reviews is The 
Climate Change Challenge and the Failure of 
Democracy by David Shearman and Joseph 
Wayne Smith. The former, Hayward notes, 
has argued that:

[l]iberal democracy is sweet and addic-
tive and indeed in the most extreme 
case, the U.S.A., unbridled individual 
liberty overwhelms many of the collec-
tive needs of the citizens…. There must 
be open minds to look critically at lib-
eral democracy. Reform must involve 
the adoption of structures to act quickly 
regardless of some perceived liberties.

Hayward then asks:

Whom does Shearman admire as an 
example of environmental governance 
to be emulated? China, precisely because 
of its authoritarian government: “[T]he 
savvy Chinese rulers may be first out of 
the blocks to assuage greenhouse emis-
sions and they will succeed by delivering 
orders…. We are going to have to look 
at how authoritarian decisions based on 
consensus science can be implemented 
to contain greenhouse emissions.”

It is the same argument that has caused New 
York Times columnist Thomas Friedman to 
argue that Chinese authoritarianism is supe-
rior to American liberal democracy. If only we 
could be “China for a Day,” in Friedman’s pithy 
summation, we could overturn the rule of law, 
constitutional limitations of any kind, and im-
pose “optimal” policies on the American peo-
ple. Another author in Hayward’s sights calls 
for alternatives to “the classical liberal state, 
the indiscriminate growth-dependent welfare 
state, and the increasingly ascendant neoliber-
al competition state” under the banner of what 
Hayward calls “green constitutionalism.” And 
why shouldn’t the living constitution be green, 
for isn’t that the color of life?

The American Founders’ vision took into 
account the one immutable insight of con-
servatism and the Judeo-Christian tradition: 
human nature has no history. The genius of 
the founders lay in their recognition of the 
fact that not only are men not angels, but no 
government of men can make it otherwise. 

Virtually every critique 
of the Progressive Era in 
the last ten years in any 
conservative publication 
or forum can be traced 
back to the work of the 
Claremont Institute, the 

CRB, and her contributors 
in one way or another.

sive “mastery” over the “drift” that character-
izes a free society. The living constitution, as 
so many CRB writers have demonstrated, is 
simply an invisible talisman of power. Invoke 
it and it transmogrifies the principles of our 
republic into the perquisites of progressive 
rule. Franklin Roosevelt’s legacy, writes Rob-
ert Eden in his essay from the Fall 2004 issue 
(“FDR as Statesman”), was to “‘constitution-
alize’ social experimentation on a national 
scale, conducted by permanent governmental 
institutions, and funded by taxation.” Experi-
mentation is a close sibling of “pragmatism,” 
and both words serve the same function: to 
give technocrats the license to exert arbitrary 
power at their whim, heedless of constitu-
tional or “ideological” constraints. A potent 
brew of nostalgia, unconquerable self-regard, 
and philosophical incoherence has led liber-
als to internalize this love of power, to the 
point where no policy can be wise if it does 
not grant liberals more of it.
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The quest to change this fact is at the heart 
of progressivism of every sort. Hence, Hay-
ward notes the great irony of the environmen-
tal cause: the “concern for the preservation of 
unchanged nature has grown in tandem with 
the steady erosion in our belief in unchanging 
human nature.”

In his essay “the endless party” (win-
ter 2004/05, and his excellent book Never 
Enough [2010] that it became), CRB senior 

editor William Voegeli puts his finger on the 
indispensable observation about liberalism, 
past and present: its total lack of a limiting 
principle. Voegeli shows that in liberal rheto-
ric the measure of a program or policy is to be 
found in the intentions of those promoting it, 
not in its objective success. Failure is only proof 
that the government should “try harder” with 
more funding and deeper meddling. Tactically 
and philosophically, liberals can never concede 
that there will ever be a point where the pro-
gressive’s job is done, because that means they 
would be out of work. And the real occupation, 
and preoccupation, of progressivism is to re-
main in power. Voegeli writes:

Keeping open, permanently, the op-
tion for the growth of the welfare state 
reflects the belief that the roster of hu-
man needs and aspirations to which the 
government should minister is endless. 
Any attempt to curtail it would be ar-
bitrary and wrong. (In his concession 
speech after losing to Ronald Reagan in 
1984, Walter Mondale listed the groups 
he had devoted his political career to as-
sisting: “the poor, the unemployed, the 
elderly, the handicapped, the helpless, 
and the sad” [emphasis added].)

This gets us to the theoretical rea-
son why liberalism cannot incorporate 
a limiting principle or embrace an ulti-
mate destination. Given humankind’s 

long history of sorrows, most people 
would consider securing “abundance 
and liberty for all,” ending poverty and 
achieving racial justice, a pretty good 
day’s work. For LBJ it was, astoundingly, 

“ just the beginning.”

Obviously, I have left out of consideration 
here numerous stirring essays and reviews in 
this collection on a range of topics, from the 
Civil War and American oratory to architec-
ture, television, and Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
(not to mention a generous selection of art 
director Elliott Banfield’s eye-catching and 
clever illustrations that make the volume that 
much more sumptuous).

But even on these fronts, the core philoso-
phy of the Claremont Review of Books is ob-
vious. In the essays on art and culture, the 
important questions about human nature 
and the proper purpose of man’s creative en-
deavors are always present. In the essays on 
foreign policy and war, the central question 
is again: what are the proper uses of power, 
specifically military, within the parameters of 
the founders’ vision. It is telling that the es-
says by Angelo Codevilla, Mark Helprin, and 
Kesler led Norman Podhoretz in the pages 
of Commentary to call them the “superhawks,” 
even though this journal has been notably 
skeptical of what the liberal establishment 
considers to be the superhawkishness of the 
neoconservatives.

At home or abroad, the fundamental 
question of the Constitution is how, 
in a free society, shall men use power 

over other men. The founders’ answer was, 
in short, very carefully. That is why we have 
checks and balances, separation of powers, di-
vided government, and all of the other mecha-
nisms that make it hard for us to oppress one 
another. For this form of government to work, 
citizens must believe in self-government, an 

idea itself grounded in the framers’ under-
standing of human nature as expressed in the 
Declaration of Independence and elsewhere. 
No other publication has more effectively or 
eloquently made that argument over a sus-
tained period of time. This is all the more im-
pressive given that they have done so without 
falling into cant or cliché. Each piece in this 
book—and in the magazine—reads like what 
it is: an honest and deep examination of the 
books and ideas that shape the intellectual 
climate. 

The Claremont Review of Books came on 
the scene far too late, but also just in time. Its 
influence on the conservative movement has 
been as enormous as it has been unheralded 
by the mainstream media. Virtually every 
critique of the Progressive Era in the last ten 
years in any conservative publication or forum 
can be traced back to the work of the Clare-
mont Institute, the CRB, and her contributors 
in one way or another. (My own arguments 
about the progressive roots of liberalism were 
overwhelmingly inspired and informed by the 
works of scholars in the orbit of the Clare-
mont Institute and the CRB. Whatever suc-
cess Liberal Fascism had in popularizing the 
assault on the Progressive Era can be traced 
back to their work.) More impressive still, 
their indictment of the progressive revolution 
in politics and call for a renewed constitution-
alism has become the defining and unifying 
cause of the Right in the Obama years and, I 
hope, beyond. 

Of course, one need not agree with or even 
care about such things to enjoy this book. It, 
like the magazine, shines on its literary qual-
ity alone.

Jonah Goldberg is editor-at-large of National 
Review Online, a fellow of the American Enter-
prise Institute, and the author, most recently, of 
The Tyranny of Clichés: How Liberals Cheat 
in the War of Ideas (Sentinel).
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In the late innings of the health care 
fight President Barack Obama told a joint 
session of Congress, “we did not come 

here just to clean up crises,” even one as big 
as the Great Recession. “We came to build 
a future,” to do the “great things” that “will 
meet history’s test.” He concluded, “This is 
our calling. This is our character.” And that 
had been his ambition all along. “Let us trans-
form this nation,” he implored in 2007 when 
he announced his candidacy for president. As 
Election Day 2008 approached, he promised, 

“We are five days away from fundamentally 
transforming the United States of America.”

Those words mean this will be a different 
country when he’s finished with it. If, Rip 
Van Winkle-style, one had slept through the 
Obama Administration, one would awaken, 
as it were, in a new land. The old word for 
such a profound change was revolution. As a 
self-proclaimed progressive, however, he reck-
ons his revolution will be one in a series, an 
unending series generated by social progress 
or history itself. His reforms will connect to 
Woodrow Wilson’s, Franklin Roosevelt’s, and 
Lyndon Johnson’s before him, and others yet 
to come, and all these together will constitute 
a continual upward evolution. That sounds 
reassuring, insofar as it promises to take the 
sting and surprise out of change; but such 

inevitability comes at the expense of liberty, 
because there is no choice about the whole 
of liberal-style progress. In the old days, one 
could choose to make a revolution or not. A 
revolution could be defeated or reversed. But 
you cannot deliberate about the inevitable, 
which is how progressives think of history. As 
we’ve been told for generations now, ad nau-
seam: you can’t turn back the clock.

History’s Test

By the same token, however, you 
can’t turn the clock ahead, either. 
What Obama invokes as “history’s 

test” is a stern one: success or irrelevance, 
power or nothingness, to borrow Michael 
Tomasky’s suggestive language. Either you’re 
on the right side of history or the wrong side, 
where the right side is necessarily understood 
to mean the winning side, and the wrong side 
the losing one. Otherwise this would not be a 
historical test but an abstract moral or philo-
sophical one. The obvious moral difficulty—
does the right side always win its wars?—can 
be finessed for a while by distinguishing 
between wars and mere battles. It’s possible 
to lose many battles and still win the war, 
eventually. But “history’s test” is of necessity 
a final examination; it can’t be postponed in-

definitely without the whole idea of histori-
cal validation becoming a laughingstock or 
an otherworldly stalking horse, neither of 
which liberalism fancies itself to be. Meeting 
history’s test, as Obama sees it, means recog-
nizing that the “moment” has come for bold, 
new reforms; but if these prove untimely and 
unattainable, if the moment comes and goes 
fruitlessly, then it casts doubt not only on the 
prophecy and the prophet but on the whole 
prophecy business. If Obama cannot repeal 
the George W. Bush-era tax cuts or close the 
Guantanamo detention facility, those are 
battles lost. If he cannot get reelected, that’s 
a defeat of an altogether more serious sort. If 
his heralded new majority for change does 
not triumph in congressional and state elec-
tions in 2012 or 2014 or 2016, then the long-
term prospects for a liberal transformation 
drop still further. If Obamacare is repealed 
and replaced after 2012 by an energized 
conservative majority that controls the presi-
dency, Senate, House of Representatives, and 
most state legislative chambers and governor-
ships, then Obama’s legacy and his claim to 
leadership will lie in ruins.

Even so, American liberals would try to 
overcome their embarrassment by insisting 
that poor Obama was too far ahead of his 
time. Desperate as it is, that argument is nei-

Essay by Charles R. Kesler

The Crisis of Liberalism
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ther unprecedented nor implausible, and it 
has the capital advantage of being unfalsifi-
able. But it would certainly be a stretch, be-
cause it would highlight, by trying to ignore, 
the dispiriting truth that Obama had it won—
had Obamacare enacted and written into law, 
its implementation under way—only to suf-
fer the ignominy of defeat. After the repeal of 
Prohibition, for example, how many observ-
ers concluded that the problem with the 18th 
Amendment was that it had been ahead of its 
time? After the dissolution of the USSR, how 
many Russians, or even Communists, defend-
ed the extinct Soviet Union as too good for 
this world, or tragically in advance of its age? 
It’s one thing to claim grandiloquently to rep-
resent the future, to be the future, ever glori-
ous and ever distant. It’s quite another to have 
been the future. The former trades in utopian 
speculation, however scientific the specula-
tion claims to be. The latter forces one, wea-
rily, to confront a history of failure and disil-
lusionment—to confess “the god that failed,” 
to borrow that ever resonant term from the 
Cold War.

American progressives’ favorite tense is fu-
ture perfect; they hate like hell to wrestle with 
past imperfect. So President Obama faces, by 
his own standards, a crucial test. The election 
of 2008 proved, as that of 1992 had as well, 
that post-Reagan Democrats could win con-
trol of all three elected branches of the nation-
al government. In his first two years in office 
Obama further demonstrated that the Reagan 
legacy, both ideological and institutional, had 
not rendered impracticable an aggressive agen-
da of liberal social reform and government ex-
pansion. Now he faces an electorate that in 
2010 moved dramatically rightward, even as 
his policies were moving American govern-
ment briskly leftward. Among other things, 
he has to show both liberals and conservatives 
that the future is on his side, not Reagan’s, and 
that the voters will come around to his “new 
politics for a new time.” Tacking rightward, 
as Bill Clinton did in the 1990s, is out of 
the question, because Obama’s whole project, 
though he would never put it so candidly, is 
to prove that the era of big government is not 
over. Whatever rhetorical and even policy con-
cessions he may feel compelled to make, you 
can be sure they will be minor compared to 
Clinton’s. Obama has in effect doubled down 
on the Left’s bet on big government, and it is 
too late to take the chips off the table now.

But his bet comes just when the political 
economy of the welfare state is reaching a 
turning point, both in the United States and 
Europe. Everyone knew, vaguely, that with 
Baby Boomers beginning to collect benefits 
and fewer young workers available to pay taxes, 

the welfare state would hit a demographic wall 
eventually—a decade or two or three down 
the road. That crisis, of unfunded liabilities 
and revenue shortfalls, is still to come, in fact. 
The current crisis is related, but different in or-
igin. The wall that Europe is hitting, and that 
we are coming up on fast, is a wall of deficits 
and debt. Although unrestrained entitlement 
spending is a part of it, the immediate prob-
lem was precipitated by the financial crisis of 
2007–2008, the ensuing Great Recession, and 
governments’ reaction to these shocks. Rather 
than learn from the Bush Administration’s 
fiscal and monetary mistakes, the Obama 
Administration compounded them. Obama’s 
costly stimulus and bailouts stimulated main-
ly the deficit, and the Federal Reserve flooded 
the economy with money to prevent the bank-
ing system’s collapse and to prop up economic 

as William Voegeli dubs it, that much more 
acute. The advent of the true crisis of the wel-
fare state has been accelerated, the hole into 
which it will plunge the economy dug deeper, 
and the options for dealing with the chronic 
shortfalls made worse. The Marxists call this 
policy of speeding up the social and political 
reckoning “heightening the contradictions.” 
It’s possible that Obama wants to heighten the 
contradictions in order to bring about a crisis 
of the American welfare state that would be 
solved by its engorging another 10 or 20% of 
the American economy: the Swedenization 
of America. Perhaps, though, he is content to 
win the moral battle—a historic expansion of 
the welfare and regulatory state—and leave 
it to the next administration to wage the fis-
cal one. Or maybe he believes his own talking 
points, and regards Obamacare, green energy, 
and Dodd-Frank as reforms that will save 
money over the long run. But whatever his in-
tention, even he acknowledges now, with eco-
nomic growth in the doldrums, that the wel-
fare state cannot continue indefinitely along 
the same paths.

What history confronts him with, in 
short, is not merely a test of his own leader-
ship but also a test of liberalism’s credibility 
as the once-and-future American public phi-
losophy. More and more, the blue-state social 
model, as Walter Russell Mead calls it, looks 
anachronistic and unimaginative—behind 
rather than ahead of the times. A health care 
reform bill, to take the central example, that 
stretches to 3,000 pages and creates 159 new 
boards, commissions, and agencies hardly be-
trays the nimbleness, efficiency, transparency, 
reliability, and personalization that Ameri-
cans expect from new companies, products, 
and services at their best. Liberalism seems 
about to succumb to the very critique it once 
leveled disdainfully at the old American con-
stitutional and political order: the failure to 
evolve. Beyond its bureaucratic shortcomings, 
however, looms a deeper problem with liber-
alism’s understanding of human nature and 
the purposes of government, which led it to 
presume to lead and administer a free society 
and concoct rights to health care, housing, 
and a job in the first place. Heightening the 
contradictions could soon produce a kind of 
revolution all right, but not the one Obama 
believes in and anticipates.

The president had a century of modern 
American liberalism to draw on, and in a 
strange way his administration has recapitu-
lated that history. He campaigned on Hope 
and Change, attempting, like Woodrow Wil-
son (and later John Kennedy), through soar-
ing speechmaking to awaken the idealism of 
a generation and resume the forward march 

growth. Unemployment insurance and other 
“automatic stabilizers” cost much more than 
anticipated, tax revenues dropped due to the 
prolonged downturn, and rather than cut dis-
cretionary spending the administration piled 
on more. In other words, the same rock-bot-
tom interest rates, massive deficits, and credit-
fueled consumption boom that helped get us 
into the financial crisis are now being counted 
on, by a bit of Keynesian magic, to get us out 
of it. When the banks couldn’t handle their 
bad debts, they sent them to the U.S. govern-
ment. But to whom does the government turn 
when it can’t pay its bills?

Even as Greece proved insolvent and many 
other European countries teetered on the 
brink, Obama’s policies on health care, taxa-
tion, and regulation pushed America further 
toward the European model of social democ-
racy. In effect, his audacity made the prob-
lems of the American welfare state worse and 
more urgent. His policies made the chronic 
inability of big government to “make payroll,” 

Today liberalism looks 
increasingly elderly.

Hard of hearing, irascible, 
enamored of past glories, 
forgetful of mistakes and 
promises, prone to repeat 
the same stories over and 
over—it isn’t the youthful 
voice of tomorrow it once 

imagined itself to be. 
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of progressive politics. Like FDR, Obama ex-
ploited an ongoing economic collapse to pass 
far-reaching regulatory reforms, boost federal 
stimulus spending, and enact a major new en-
titlement program that, not incidentally, at-
tempted to fulfill the right to adequate medi-
cal care Roosevelt had proclaimed in 1944. 
And like Lyndon Johnson’s administration, 
only much sooner, Obama faced an electoral 
rebellion against his signature policies that 
threatened to eject him and his party from 
power and to discredit liberalism itself. All in 
one term, really just two years. The accelera-
tion and compression of events were remark-
able. His administration launched a fourth 
wave of liberal reform to add to the storied 
greatness, in liberals’ eyes, of the first three. 
But the wave crested so abruptly that it raised 
questions about its very existence, much less 
its significance. The wave was real enough in 
legislative and electoral terms, and coming af-
ter almost 30 years of domestic politics (and 
foreign policy, though that’s a more compli-
cated story) conducted in the shadow of Ron-
ald Reagan, it surprised liberals as well as con-
servatives. Whether it has changed liberalism, 
and if so, how that change may affect liberal 
hopes and conservative fears, will soon be-
come pressing questions. President Obama’s 
tenure thus poses the test of history in con-
centrated form: is liberalism on its last legs, or 
about to be reborn?

Relativism

Liberals like crises, and one shouldn’t 
spoil them by handing them another on 
a silver salver. The kind of crisis that is 

approaching, however, is probably not their fa-
vorite kind, an emergency that presents an op-
portunity to enlarge government, but one that 
will find liberalism at a crossroads, a turning 
point. Liberalism can’t go on as it is, not for 
very long. It faces difficulties both philosophi-
cal and fiscal that will compel it either to go 
out of business or to become something quite 
different from what it has been.

For most of the past century, liberalism was 
happy to use relativism as an argument against 
conservatism. Those self-evident truths that 
the American constitutional order rested on 
were neither logically self-evident nor true, 
Woodrow Wilson and his followers argued, 
but merely rationalizations for an immature, 
subjective form of right that enshrined self-
ishness as national morality. What was truly 
evident was the relativity of all past views of 
morality, each a reflection of its society’s stage 
of development. But there was a final stage of 
development, when true morality would be 
actualized and its inevitability made abun-

dantly clear, that is, self-evident. Disillusion-
ment came in the 1960s when the purported 
end or near-end of history coincided not with 
idealism justified and realized, but with what 
many liberals, especially the young, despaired 
of as the infinite immorality of poverty, ra-
cial injustice, Vietnam, the System, and the 
threat of nuclear annihilation. Relativism 
rounded on liberalism. Having promised so 
much, liberalism was peculiarly vulnerable to 

the charge that the complete spiritual fulfill-
ment it once promised was neither complete 
nor fulfilling. History’s test was postponed 
indefinitely, or cancelled rather, because there 
were no final and true standards by which to 
judge it. As Obama’s own life shows, intelli-
gent and morally sensitive liberals may try to 
suppress or internalize the problem of rela-
tivism but it cannot be forgotten or ignored. 
Despite his rhetorical investment in “delibera-
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tive democracy” and pragmatic progressivism, 
Obama is willing to throw it all aside at the 
moment of decision because it doesn’t satisfy 
his love of justice or rather his love of a cer-
tain kind of courage or resolute action. “The 
blood of slaves reminds us that our pragma-
tism can sometimes be moral cowardice,” he 
writes in a revealing section of The Audacity of 
Hope (2006). In a moment like that, he argues, 
a great man must follow his own absolute 
truth, and the rest of us are left hoping it is 
Abraham Lincoln and not John Brown, much 
less Jefferson Davis, whose will is triumphant. 
The great man doesn’t anticipate or follow or 
approximate history’s course then; he creates 
it, wills it according to his own absolute will, 
not absolute knowledge.

When combined with liberalism’s lust for 
strong leaders, this openness to Nietzschean 
creativity looms dangerously over the liberal 
future. If we are lucky, if liberalism is lucky, 
no one will ever apply for the position of liber-
al superman, and the role will remain vacant. 
But as Lincoln asked in the Lyceum speech,

Is it unreasonable then to expect, that 
some man possessed of the loftiest ge-
nius, coupled with ambition sufficient 
to push it to its utmost stretch, will at 
some time, spring up among us? And 
when such a one does, it will require 
the people to be united with each other, 
attached to the government and laws, 
and generally intelligent, to successfully 
frustrate his designs.

Distinction will be his paramount 
object; and although he would as will-
ingly, perhaps more so, acquire it by do-
ing good as harm; yet, that opportunity 
being past, and nothing left to be done 
in the way of building up, he would set 
boldly to the task of pulling down.

More worrisome even than the danger of an 
Übermensch able to promise that everything 
desirable will soon be possible is a people un-
attached to its constitution and laws; and for 
that, liberalism has much to answer.

In one crucial respect, our situation would 
seem more perilous than the future danger 
Lincoln sketched, insofar as the very defini-
tions of political “good” and “harm” are now 
uncertain. Richard Rorty, the late postmod-
ern philosopher, specialized in trying to 
think through this liberal dilemma, which 
could not be resolved but could be expressed 
in sharp terms. He called himself a “liberal 
ironist.” Liberals, he said, following the po-
litical theorist Judith Shklar, are “people who 
think cruelty is the worst thing we do”; and 
an “ironist” faces up to “the contingency of 

his or her most central beliefs and desires,” 
including the “belief that cruelty is horrible.” 
Unflinching liberals understand that lib-
eralism consists in the revulsion to human 
cruelty or humiliation, combined with the 
knowledge that hatred of cruelty is no more 
moral, or rational, than love of cruelty. (Con-
servatives are lovers of cruelty, he implies.) In 
short, thoughtful liberals recognize that lib-
eralism is a value judgment, with no ground 
in truth or science or Being or anything else 
supposedly “out there.” Its central value judg-
ment is not even a view of justice or of no-
bility, exactly, or an affirmation of something 
good; it stands merely for the negation of cru-
elty. Real liberalism is relativism, colored by 
a Rousseauian pity for the suffering animal 
who is sensitive to humiliation.

To Rorty’s disappointment, most actual 
liberals are not relativists, of course, but he 
thought they may eventually fall in line and 
at any rate could not refute postmodernism. 
They cannot even change the subject, though 
as a practical matter he recommends this, 
urging liberals to resume fighting for con-
tinual political reforms as in the glory days, 
rather than listening to the siren calls of the 
academic and cultural Left with its endless 
criticisms of America and of futile efforts to 
reform her.

Avant-garde liberalism used to be about 
progress; now it’s about nothingness. You call 
that progress? Perhaps, paradoxically, that’s 
why Obama prefers to be called a progressive 
rather than a liberal. It’s better to believe in 
something than in nothing, even if the some-
thing, Progress, is not as believable as it used 
to be. His residual progressivism helps insure 
him against his instinctual postmodernism. 
Still, liberalism is in a bad way when it has 
lost confidence in its own truth, and it’s an 
odd sort of “progress” to go back to a name it 
surrendered 80 years ago.

The Best and the Brightest

Adding to liberal self-doubt is that 
its monopoly on the social sciences, 
long since broken, has been supplanted 

by a multiple-front argument with conserva-
tive scholars in economics, political science, 
and other fields. In the beginning, Progressiv-
ism commanded all the social sciences because 
it had invented, or imported, them all. Wil-
son, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson 
could be confident in the inevitability of prog-
ress, despite temporary setbacks, because the 
social sciences backed them up. An expertise 
in administering progress existed, and experts 
in public administration, Keynesian econom-
ics, national planning, urban affairs, modern-
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ization theory, development studies, and a 
half-dozen other specialties beavered away at 
bringing the future to life. What a difference 
a half century makes. The vogue for national 
planning disappeared under the pressure of 
ideas and events. Friedrich Hayek demon-
strated why socialist economic planning, lack-
ing free-market pricing information, could 
not succeed. In a side-by-side experiment, 
West Germany far outpaced East Germany 
in economic development, and all the people 
escaping across the Wall traveled from east to 
west, leaving their workers’ paradise behind. 
Keynesianism flunked the test of the 1970s’ 
stagflation. The Reagan boom, with its repeat-
ed tax cuts, flew in the face of the orthodoxy at 
the Harvard Department of Economics, but 
was cheered by the Chicago School. Milton 
Friedman’s advice to Chile proved far sounder 
than Jeffrey Sachs’s to Russia. Monetarism, 
rational choice economics, supply-side, “gov-
ernment failure,” “regulatory capture,” “incen-
tive effects”—the intellectual discoveries were 
predominantly on the Right. Conservative 
and libertarian think tanks multiplied, carry-
ing the new insights directly into the fray.

The scholarly counterattack proceeded in 
political science and the law, too. Rational 
choice and “law and economics” changed the 
agenda to some degree. Both politics and the 
law became increasingly “originalist” in bear-
ing, enriched by a new appreciation for 18th-
century sources and the original intent of the 
founders and the framers of the Constitution. 
Above all, the Progressives’ attempt to replace 
political philosophy with social science foun-
dered. After World War II, an unanticipated 
and unsung revival of political philosophy 
began, associated above all with Leo Strauss, 
questioning historicism and nihilism in the 
name of a broadly Socratic understanding of 
nature and natural right. New studies of the 
tradition yielded some very untraditional re-
sults. Though there were left-wing as well as 
right-wing aspects to this revival, the latter 
proved more influential and liberating. The 
unquestionability of both progress and rela-
tivism died quietly in classrooms around the 
country. Economics is an instrumental science, 
studying means not ends, and so much of the 
successes of free-market economics could be 
swallowed, pragmatically, by liberalism’s maw. 
The developments in political philosophy 
challenged the ends of progressivism, prov-
ing far more damaging to it. In sheer numbers 
the academy remained safely, overwhelmingly 
in the hands of the Left, whose members in 
fact grew more radical, with some notable 
exceptions, in these years. But they gradually 
lost the unchallenged intellectual ascendancy, 
though not the prestige, they once had enjoyed.

Thanks to this intellectual rebirth, the case 
against Progressivism and in favor of the Con-
stitution is stronger and deeper than it has 
ever been. Progressivism has never been in a 
fair fight, an equal fight, until now, because its 
political opponents had largely been educated 
in the same ideas, had lost touch, like Antaeus, 
with the ground of the Constitution in natu-
ral right, and so tended to offer only Progres-
sivism Lite as an alternative. The sheer su-
perficiality of Progressive scholarship is now 
evident. They could never take the ideas of the 
Declaration and Constitution seriously, for 
many of the same reasons that Obama cannot 
ultimately take them seriously. Wilson never 
demonstrated that the Constitution was inad-
equate to the problems of his age—he assert-
ed it, or rather assumed it. His references to 
The Federalist are shallow and general, never 
betraying a close familiarity with any paper or 
papers, and willfully ignorant of the separa-
tion of powers as an instrument to energize 
and hone, not merely limit, the national gov-
ernment. Like many of his contemporaries, 
his criticisms of the national government are 
based on an exaggeratedly negative reading of 
constitutional theory and practice, as though 
John C. Calhoun had been right to see it as 
a weak compact, devoted above all to inac-
tion lest action harm the propertied interests. 
Though he thought of himself as picking up 
where Alexander Hamilton, Daniel Webster, 
and Lincoln had left off, Wilson never inves-
tigated where they left off and why. Neither 
he nor his main contemporaries asked how far 
The Federalist’s or Lincoln’s reading of national 
powers and duties might take them, because 
they assumed it would not take them very far, 
that it reflected the political forces of its age 
and had to be superseded by new doctrines for 
a new age. They weren’t interested in Lincoln’s 
reasons, only in his results. Not right but his-
torical might was the Progressives’ true focus.

Today liberalism looks increasingly, well, 
elderly. Hard of hearing, irascible, enam-
ored of past glories, forgetful of mistakes and 
promises, prone to repeat the same stories 
over and over—it isn’t the youthful voice of 
tomorrow it once imagined itself to be. Only 
a rhetorician of Obama’s youth and artfulness 
could breathe life into the old tropes again. 
Even he can’t repeat the performance in 2012. 
With a track record to defend, he will have 
to speak more prose and less poetry. With a 
century-old track record, liberalism will find 
it harder than ever to paint itself as the dis-
interested champion of the public good. Long 
ago it became an establishment, one of the 
estates of the realm, with its court party of 
notoriously self-interested constituencies, the 
public employee unions, the trial lawyers, the 

feminists, the environmentalists, and the big 
corporations aching to be public utilities that 
pay private-sector salaries. Not visions of the 
future, but visions of plunder come to mind. 
This is one side of what Mead means when he 
criticizes the blue state social model as out-
moded and heavy-handed. The Patient Pro-
tection and Affordable Care Act could have 
been written by the faculty of the Rexford G. 
Tugwell School of Public Administration in 
1933. In fact it resembles Roosevelt’s NIRA 
(the National Industrial Recovery Act) in its 
attempt to control a huge swath of the econ-
omy through collusive price-fixing, restraints 
on production, aversion to competition, and 
corporatist partnerships between industry 
and government. It is exhibit A in the case for 
the intellectual obsolescence of liberalism.

Bankruptcy

Finally, we come to the fiscal embar-
rassments confronting contemporary 
liberals. Again, Obamacare is wonder-

fully emblematic. President Obama’s solution 
to the problem of two health care entitlement 
programs quickly going bankrupt—Medicare 
and Medicaid—is to add a third? Perhaps it 
is a stratagem. More likely it is simply the re-
flexive liberal solution to any social problem: 
spend more. From Karl Marx to John Rawls, 
if you’ll excuse the juxtaposition, left-wing 
critics of capitalism have often paid it the su-
preme compliment of presuming it so produc-
tive an economic system that it has overcome 
permanently the problem of scarcity in hu-
man life. Capitalism has generated a “plenty.” 
It has distributional problems, which produce 
intolerable social and economic instability; 
but eliminate or control those inconveniences 
and it could produce wealth enough not only 
to provide for every man’s necessities but also 
to lift him into the realm of freedom. To some 
liberals, that premise implied that socioeco-
nomic rights could be paid for without severe 
damage to the economy, and without oppres-
sive taxation at least of the majority. Obama 
is the first liberal to suggest that even capital-
ism cannot pay for all the benefits promised 
by the American welfare state, particularly 
regarding health care. Granted, his solution is 
counterintuitive in the extreme, which makes 
one wonder if he is sincere. To the extent that 
liberalism is the welfare state, and the welfare 
state is entitlement spending, and entitle-
ments are mostly spent effecting the right to 
health care, the insolvency of the health care 
entitlement programs is rightly regarded as a 
major part of the economic, and moral, crisis 
of liberalism. “Simply put,” Yuval Levin writes, 

“we cannot afford to preserve our welfare state 
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in anything like its present form.” According 
to the Congressional Budget Office, by 2025 
Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security, and the 
interest on the federal debt will consume all—
all—federal revenues, leaving defense and all 
other expenditures to be paid for by borrow-
ing; and the debt will be approaching twice 
the country’s annual GDP.

If something can’t go on forever, Herbert 
Stein noted sagely, it won’t. It would be pos-
sible to increase federal revenues by raising 
taxes, but the kind of money that’s needed 
could only be raised by taxing the middle class 
(defined, let us say, as all those families mak-
ing less than $250,000 a year) very heavily. 
Like every Democratic candidate since Walter 
Mondale, who made the mistake of confessing 
to the American people that he was going to 
raise their taxes, Obama swore not to do that. 
Even supporters of Obamacare, like Clive 
Crook, a commentator for the Atlantic and the 
Financial Times, regretted the decision.

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

If the bankruptcy of the entitlement pro-
grams were handled just the right way, with 
world-class cynicism and opportunism, in an 
emergency demanding quick, painful action 
lest grandma descend into an irreversible di-
abetic coma, then liberalism might succeed 
in maneuvering America into a Scandinavia-
style überwelfare state, fueled by massive 
and regressive taxes cheerfully accepted by 
the citizenry. But odds are we stand, instead, 
at the twilight of the liberal welfare state. As 
it sinks, a new, more conservative system will 
likely rise that will feature some combination 
of more means-testing of benefits, a switch 
from defined-benefit to defined-contribution 
programs, greater devolution of authority to 
the states and localities, a new budget pro-
cess that will force welfare expenditures to 
compete with other national priorities, and 
the redefinition of the welfare function away 
from fulfilling socioeconomic “rights” and 

toward charitably taking care of the truly 
needy as best the community can afford, 
when private efforts have failed or proved 
inadequate. Currently, the aptly named “wel-
fare state” operates almost independently 
alongside the general government. Taken 
together, these reforms will reintegrate the 
welfare state into the government, curtailing 
its state-within-a-state status, and even more 
important, integrating it back into the con-
stitutional system that stands on inalienable 
rights and consent.

The End of Liberalism?

Is it just wishful thinking to imagine 
the end of liberalism? Few things in politics 
are permanent. Conservatism versus liber-

alism didn’t become the central division in our 
politics until the middle of the 20th century. 
Before that American politics revolved around 
such issues as states’ rights, wars, slavery, the 
tariff, and suffrage. Parties have come and gone 
in our history. You won’t find many Federalists, 
Whigs, or Populists lining up at the polls these 
days. Britain’s Liberal Party faded from pow-
er in the 1920s. The Canadian Liberal Party 
collapsed in 2011. Recently, within a decade 
of its maximum empire at home and abroad, 
a combined intellectual movement, political 
party, and form of government crumbled away, 
to be swept up and consigned to the dustbin of 
history. Communism, which in a very differ-
ent way from American liberalism traced its 
roots to Hegelianism, Social Darwinism, and 
leadership by a vanguard group of intellectu-
als, vanished before our eyes, though not with-
out an abortive coup or two. If Communism, 
armed with millions of troops and thousands 
of megatons of nuclear weapons, could col-
lapse of its own deadweight and implausibil-
ity, why not American liberalism? The paral-
lel is imperfect, of course, because liberalism 
and its vehicle, the Democratic Party, remain 
profoundly popular, resilient, and changeable. 
Elections matter to them. What’s more, the 
egalitarian impulse, centralized government 
(though not centralized administration), and 
the Democratic Party have deep roots in the 
American political tradition—and reflect per-
manent aspects of modern democracy itself, as 
Tocqueville testifies.

Some elements of liberalism are inherent 
to American democracy, but the compound, 
the peculiar combination that is contempo-
rary liberalism, is not. Compounded of the 
philosophy of history, Social Darwinism, the 

living constitution, leadership, the cult of the 
State, the rule of administrative experts, en-
titlements and group rights, and moral cre-
ativity, modern liberalism is something new 
and distinctive, despite the presence in it, too, 
of certain American constants like the love of 
equality and democratic individualism. Un-
der the pressure of ideas and events, that com-
pound could come apart. Liberals’ confidence 
in being on the right, the winning side of his-
tory could crumble, perhaps has already be-
gun to crumble. Trust in government, which 
really means in the State, is at all-time lows. A 
majority of Americans opposes a new entitle-
ment program—in part because they want to 
keep the old programs unimpaired, but also 
because the economic and moral sustainabil-
ity of the whole welfare state grows more and 
more doubtful. The goodwill and even the pre-
sumptive expertise of many government ex-
perts command less and less respect. Obama’s 
speeches no longer send the old thrill up the 
leg, and his leadership, whether for one or two 
terms, may yet help to discredit the respect-
ability of following the Leader.

The Democratic Party is unlikely to go 
poof, but it’s possible that modern liberalism 
will. A series of nasty political defeats and 
painful repudiations of its impossible dreams 
might do the trick. At the least, it will have to 
downsize its ambitions and get back in touch 
with political, moral, and fiscal reality. It will 
have to—all together now—turn back the clock. 
But it is much more likely to fight than switch, 
certainly at first, and therefore much will de-
pend, too, on what conservatives say and do 
in the coming years. Will they have the pru-
dence and guile to elevate the fight to the level 
of constitutional principle, to expose the un-
democratic presumptions of their opponents? 
President Obama’s decision to double down 
aggressively on the reach and cost of big gov-
ernment, just as the European model of social 
democracy is hitting the skids, provides the 
perfect opportunity for conservatives to ex-
ploit. Sooner or later, the crisis will come. If 
the people remain attached to their govern-
ment and laws, and American statesmen do 
their part, the country may yet take the path 
leading up from liberalism.

Charles R. Kesler is the editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books. This essay is adapted 
from his new book, I Am the Change: Barack 
Obama and the Crisis of Liberalism, which 
HarperCollins (Broadside Books) will publish 
in September.
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Occupy wall street no longer occu-
pies Wall Street, other public spaces 
around the country, or the nation’s 

attention. Whatever accounts for the demise 
of that movement, which stopped moving 
without ever settling on a political destina-
tion, the culprit cannot be lack of encourage-
ment from prominent writers. In 2010, as the 
Tea Party was poised to propel Republicans 
to big gains in the midterm elections, Timo-
thy Noah, a journalist then working for Slate, 
lamented that despite growing economic in-
equality, “the prospect of class warfare is ut-
terly remote.” Why, he asked, isn’t “the bot-
tom 99 percent marching in the streets?” A 
year later, Occupiers were in the streets, and 
even calling themselves the 99%. Noah, by 
that time a senior editor of the New Republic, 
was enthused. “[P]rotesters are finally taking 
notice of America’s 30-year income-inequality 
binge.” Like American capitalism’s need for 
reforms “more drastic than anything under 
current consideration within the polite main-

stream,” the emergence of a populist egalitar-
ian movement to demand those reforms was 

“long overdue.”
Columbia University’s Joseph Stiglitz went 

further. The 2001 Nobel laureate in econom-
ics and chairman of the Council of Economic 
Advisors under President Clinton, Stiglitz ad-
dressed the Occupy protestors in New York 
City’s Zuccotti Park in October 2011. He as-
sured them that our present system, “where 
we’ve socialized losses and privatized gains,” 
will deliver neither a “robust recovery” nor a 

“ just society.” We knew about financial prac-
tices like predatory lending before the finan-
cial crisis, he said. “There were some people 
who tried to stop it. But Wall Street used 
their political power to stop those who tried 
to stop them.”

In the event there’s a second act in Occupy 
Wall Street’s life, the reconstituted movement 
will find itself with not one but two manifestos, 
thanks to Noah and Stiglitz. Indeed, because 
book publishing remains an anachronistically 

deliberate process in our tweeted, hyperlinked 
age, Stiglitz’s The Price of Inequality contains 
passages speaking of Occupy in the present 
rather than the past tense, hailing its broad 
support and congruence with most Americans’ 
views. To banish doubts that Occupy isn’t really 
an egalitarian vanguard, he cites the protestors’ 
ability to gather 300,000 signatures to pre-
vent—as it turned out, postpone—Occupy’s 
eviction from Zuccotti Park, and some Oak-
land policemen’s expressions of support for the 
protesters after disbanding their encampment.

Noah and stiglitz invest so heav-
ily in the existence of a broad, popu-
lar movement to reduce economic 

inequality because the whole point of their 
books is that growing inequality is flagrantly 
undemocratic. Noah goes so far as to invoke 
The Epic of America (1931) by James Truslow 
Adams, which popularized the phrase the 
“American Dream.” That dream, according to 
Adams, was of “a social order in which each 
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affluent half of it (the 91st through the 95th 
percentiles of the income distribution) had in-
comes between $108,024 and $150,400, and 
received 12.2% of total household income. 
The next four percentiles, with incomes up to 
$352,055, accounted for 16% of total income.

Even the top percentile can be broken into 
smaller units—“fractiles.” The lower half 
of that percentile, households with incomes 
above $352,055 and below $521,246, re-
ceived 4.1% of all income in 2010. The next 
four-tenths of the top percentile (those in the 
99.5% to 99.9% segment of the income distri-
bution) received 6.2% of all income and made 
up to $1,492,175. The top thousandth can 
also be dissected. Its bottom 90%, making 
up to $7,890,307, received 4.9% of total in-
come, while those with higher incomes—the 
top percent of the top percent, which is to say 
the most affluent ten-thousandth of the in-
come distribution, designated by Noah as the 

“Stinking Rich”—received 4.6%.

poverty, and people who aren’t poor to have 
ample opportunities to avoid it.) In a stagnant 
economy more inequality will inevitably mean 
more poverty and insecurity, since wealth 
necessarily causes poverty in that no-growth, 
zero-sum dystopia.

In a growing economy, however, your gain 
does not have to be my loss. (According to my 
calculations from Census Bureau and Office of 
Management and Budget data, America’s per 
capita Gross Domestic Product was $25,731 
in 1979, when the Great Divergence began, 
and $42,215 in 2011, a 64% increase. To fac-
tor out inflation, the amounts are expressed in 
terms of the dollar’s value in 2005.) Both of our 
incomes can increase in a dynamic economy. 
Even if yours grows more rapidly than mine, 
mine still grows. A smaller slice of a bigger pie 
could leave more on my plate than I formerly 
had with a bigger slice of a smaller pie.

Noah and stiglitz, in an attempt 
to address this problem, have each 
included a chapter titled, “Why It 

Matters.” Neither, however, puts forward a 
compelling explanation for why the increas-
ing wealth of the wealthy does matter, why 
it’s necessarily injurious to those who aren’t 
rich. Part of this failure is that both authors 
make clear that any reader who really needs 
to be persuaded that inequality is a problem 
is obtuse. Noah introduces his why-it-mat-
ters chapter, more than four-fifths of the way 
through Divergence, by writing, “Up to this 
point I’ve assumed the reader would instinc-
tively believe that growing income inequality 
was inherently undesirable in a democratic 
society.” The obligation to consider differing 
viewpoints can’t hide Noah’s irritation at their 
existence. He declares it “indisputable” that 
income inequality is “bad not only for people 
on the losing end but also for society at large,” 
and elsewhere states, “You’d have to be blind 
not to see that we are headed in the wrong di-
rection, and we’ve been heading that way for 
too long.”

Stiglitz is equally insistent. An upbeat 
chapter, “1984 Is Upon Us,” explains that 
conservative ideas about the fairness and ef-
ficiency of markets, or the unintended con-
sequences of government intervention, are 
given political credence because of the 1%’s 
ability to use money and marketing to bam-
boozle the 99%. “The 1 percent has worked 
hard to convince the rest that an alternative 
world is not possible; that doing anything 
that the 1 percent doesn’t want will inevita-
bly harm the 99 percent.” The wealthy have a 

“huge advantage” in the battle of ideas, since 
they possess “the instruments, resources, and 
incentives to shape beliefs in ways that serve 

man and each woman shall be able to attain to 
the fullest stature of which they are innately 
capable, and be recognized by others for what 
they are, regardless of the fortuitous circum-
stances of birth or position.”

The claim that the present degree of eco-
nomic inequality is undemocratic and un-
American becomes dubious if the people 
supposedly hurt by inequality are more ac-
quiescent than outraged. Occupy Wall Street 
appears to have catalyzed nothing but drum 
circles, even as 2011’s furious demonstrations 
in Madison, Wisconsin, succeeded only in 
giving Governor Scott Walker a bigger vic-
tory when his opponents tried to recall him 
from office than he received when first elected. 
How can inequality be an affront to democ-
racy if the demos reacts to it with a shrug?

The explanation does not appear to be a re-
fusal to accept that the rich are getting richer. 
The evidence on this point, presented in both 
books, is strong. Noah writes that “the differ-
ence in America between being rich and being 
middle class became much more pronounced,” 
beginning around 1979. This is the “Great Di-
vergence” of his title, a term borrowed from 
Princeton economist and New York Times 
columnist Paul Krugman. As a result, ac-
cording to Noah, “People with high incomes 
consumed an ever-larger share of the nation’s 
total income, while people in the middle saw 
their share shrink.”

The great divergence marks a rever-
sal of the “Great Compression”: Amer-
ican household incomes grew more 

equal during the Depression, World War 
II, the war’s immediate aftermath, and then 
entered a long period of stasis. According to 
the World Top Incomes Database, a research 
tool developed by economists Emmanuel 
Saez and Thomas Piketty and cited by both 
Noah and Stiglitz, Americans in the top 10% 
of the income distribution received 49.3% of 
total household income in 1928, before the 
start of the Great Depression. This propor-
tion declined to 45.3% in 1940, 35.6% in 
1950, 33.5% in 1960, and still equaled 33.5% 
in 1978. “The rich were getting richer,” Noah 
writes approvingly, “but not disproportion-
ately to everyone else.”

In 1979 the top tenth’s share rose to 
34.2%…and then kept rising, to 40% in 1990, 
47.6% in 2000, and a peak of 49.7% in 2007, 
the start of the Great Recession. In 2010, the 
latest year for which data are available, the top 
tenth—all households with a pre-tax income 
of at least $108,024, including capital gains—
accounted for 47.9% of total household in-
come. The Top World Incomes data also al-
low us to disaggregate this top tenth. The less 

How can inequality be 
an affront to democracy 
if the demos reacts to it 

with a shrug?

As we look at successively smaller and 
more prosperous segments of the income dis-
tribution, the increases over the past three de-
cades become increasingly dramatic. In 1979 
the top twentieth of the income distribution 
received 22.9% of all income; in 2010 the pro-
portion for this group was 35.7%, more than 
half again as large. For the most affluent 1% of 
the nation, the object of Occupy Wall Street’s 
enmity, the proportion doubled from 10% 
in 1979 to 19.8% in 2010. For households in 
the top thousandth the income share nearly 
tripled, from 3.4% in 1979 to 9.5% in 2010. 
Finally, the top ten-thousandth’s 4.6% share 
was more than three times the size of its 1.4% 
share in 1979.

Well, so what? income inequality 
used to be large, then diminished, 
then stayed about the same for a 

while, and subsequently increased. How does 
inequality, per se, harm those whose share of 
total income declines?

To ask the question in that way is to dis-
tinguish inequality, on the one hand, from 
poverty and economic insecurity, on the other. 
(Poverty and insecurity are two sides of the 
same coin, in that we want people who are 
poor to have ample opportunities to escape 
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their interests.” An example of their power 
is that “deficit fetishism” has been embraced 
by conservatives and “even, alas, among many 
in the center.” “The 1 percent has captured 
and distorted the budget debate” in order to 

“increase inequality” and “even used the occa-
sion of the budget battle to argue for reduced 
progressivity in our tax system and a cutback 
in the country’s already limited programs of 
social protection.”

For Stiglitz, the ancient question cui 
bono?—“whom does it benefit?”—settles ev-
ery argument. A sufficient guide to any public 
policy debate is whether the proposal helps or 
hurts the rich. Once we establish which dog 
the 1% has in that fight, and understand that 
their propaganda’s sole purpose is to fool the 
99% into supporting an agenda inimical to 
their own well-being, we know everything we 
need to know. The possibility that decent, rea-
sonable people might have different, disinter-
ested opinions about social welfare spending, 
progressive taxation, or government regula-
tion isn’t worth serious consideration.

Conservatives can do only so much, how-
ever, to make sure the facts don’t “get in the 
way of a pleasant fantasy.” Even the “Ameri-
can Right,” according to Stiglitz, “can’t deny 
that those at the bottom and in the middle 
are doing poorly and that those at the top are 
grabbing an increasing fraction of the nation’s 
income—so much of a larger share that what’s 
left over for the rest is diminished….” The em-
phasis is Stiglitz’s, as is the assertion, “There 
has been a hollowing out of the middle class.” 
Conservatives’ lame response is to “quibble 
about the statistics.”

Noah has the same focus. dur-
ing the Great Divergence, “People 
with high incomes consumed an 

ever-larger share of the nation’s total in-
come, while people in the middle saw their 
share shrink.” We have, as a result, drifted 
further and further from the inclusive egali-
tarianism of the Great Compression, when 
there “probably was no better time to hold 
membership in America’s middle class.” His 
account of middle-class economic anxiet-
ies, however, is comparatively cautious. He 
writes early on that the Great Divergence 
is really two trends, not one. There is, first, 

“the ‘upper tail’ trend of ever-growing high in-
comes,” and then “the more complex societal 
changes plaguing the middle class.” It’s “not 
at all clear” that the former has much to do 
with the latter, since the fact that “two bad 
things happen at the same time doesn’t mean 
they have a common cause.” Still, “[t]he most 
dramatic difference” between life during the 
Great Divergence and the Great Compres-

sion “didn’t involve the poor; it involved the 
middle class and the rich.”

The middle class is even more important to 
Noah and Stiglitz’s political cause than it is to 
their analysis. For all its organizational and in-
tellectual disarray, Occupy Wall Street under-
stood clearly that a coalition of the 99% would 
be irresistible in a democracy where the votes of 
a mere 50.01% can confer power. The problem 
for both Occupy Wall Street and Democrats 
has been to convince those making $75,000, 
or $250,000, or even $350,000, just below the 
top percentile threshold, that their interests 
and principles are better served by joining a 
bottom-up coalition than a top-down one with 
the rich. A 2010 column by the Boston Globe’s 
Joshua Green argued that the key to Demo-
crats’ congressional victories in 2006 and ’08 
was the realization that they had been “delud-
ing themselves” when complacently assuming 
their agenda spoke to middle-class concerns.

Most Democratic policies, such as the 
earned income tax credit or increasing 
the minimum wage, were geared not 
toward the middle class but the poor. 
When middle-class Americans heard 
Democrats describe their problems, it 
did not resonate because they were ac-
tually the problems of the working poor.

The hollowing out of the middle class 
would seem like a perfect opportunity for 
Democrats to persuade downwardly mobile 
refugees from the central regions of the in-
come distribution to cast their lot with the 
people, against the powerful. Perhaps one rea-
son Democrats’ mid-decade gains continue to 
look tenuous after being reversed in 2010 is 
that this hollowing out has been more equivo-
cal than Noah and Stiglitz allow. One does 
not have to be a conservative to quibble about 
this. In Rebound: Why America Will Emerge 
Stronger From the Financial Crisis (2011), Ste-
phen Rose, an economist at Georgetown Uni-
versity who served as an advisor to Secretary 
of Labor Robert Reich during the Clinton 
Administration, argues that the decline of 
the middle class reflects people moving up 
rather than down. He shows a 14% increase, 
between 1979 and 2007, of households con-
sidered “well off”—that is, having an infla-
tion-adjusted income of at least $105,000 for 
a family of three. That increase corresponds 
to a 12% decrease in “middle class” families, 
those making between $35,000 and $70,000, 
plus rounding-error declines for the poor and 
the near-poor (making less than $35,000), 
and the upper middle class (making between 
$70,000 and $105,000). Rose agrees with 
Noah and Stiglitz that “inequality has risen 
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considerably, and this is a bad thing for Amer-
ica.” Nonetheless,

The middle class “shrunk” because 
many Americans moved up to higher 
incomes. Notwithstanding the serious 
challenges that many Americans face, 
from paying for health care to sending 
their children to college, more middle-
class Americans are enjoying higher liv-
ing standards than ever before.

Stiglitz never mentions Rose’s book. To his 
credit Noah does, conceding—after grous-
ing about superior upward mobility in other 
times and places—that it “does continue to 
exist, and going up certainly beats going down 
or staying put.” Having grudgingly allowed 
that most of the exodus from the middle class 
appears to be toward the top of the income 
distribution rather than the bottom, Noah 
quickly reverts to lamenting growing inequal-
ity as if Rose had never demonstrated his con-
tention: “Still, a thriving middle class is right-
ly judged an important indicator of a society’s 
overall health. The alternative is extremes of 
wealth and poverty, mutual alienation, and, at 
some point, political instability.” As Professor 
Stiglitz might say, never let the facts get in the 
way of a useful horror story.

The books also stack the deck to con-
tend that wealth has caused poverty by 
asserting, rather than arguing, that 

widely inclusive economic progress doesn’t 
matter much if some people prosper mark-
edly compared to others. According to a 2008 
report by the Brookings Institution’s Project 
on Economic Mobility, “67 percent of Ameri-
cans who were children in 1968 had higher 
levels of real family income in 1995–2002 
than their parents had in 1967–1971.” Ad-
just the figures to reflect that Americans had 
smaller households at the end of the century 
than in the 1960s, and the proportion better 
off than their parents increases to 81%. For a 
large majority of people to be living in better 
circumstances than the ones they grew up in 
sounds like a considerable achievement, not-
withstanding that it transpired over decades 
when incomes were increasing especially rap-
idly at the top of the high end.

Noah takes note of the Brookings findings, 
too, but only one kind of mobility interests him. 
If my household income is 30% higher than my 
parents’ when they were my age, I’ve had up-
ward absolute mobility. If, however, most people 
my age have incomes that are 60% greater than 
their parents did, I’ve experienced downward 
relative mobility. I’m better off than my parents 
in terms of purchasing power, but worse off in 

the sense that the proportion of Americans 
with higher incomes than mine is larger than 
the proportion that once had higher incomes 
than my parents. The former counts for very 
little while the latter is crucial because, writes 
Noah, “We are social creatures and we estab-
lish our expectations in relation to one another.”

Stiglitz agrees that we “cannot ignore rela-
tive deprivation.” Who cares if most poor 
people in America have TVs? Even in “poor 
Indian and Chinese villages, there is, in gen-
eral, access to TV.” That anthropological data 
point hardly disposes of findings, like those 
by economists Bruce Mayer and James Sul-
livan, that between 1980 and 2009, “median 
after-tax income plus noncash benefits grew 
by 58 percent….” (The median is the amount 
received by a household at exactly the middle 
of the income distribution, where half of all 
households make more, and half less. As such, 
it differs from mean income in describing a 
population’s economic center solely in terms 
of the number rather than the amount of 
larger incomes.) For Americans in the middle 
fifth of the income distribution over this 29-
year period, their research shows that “living 
units are bigger and are much more likely to 
have air conditioning and other features. The 
quality of the cars that these families own has 
also improved considerably.” Even for families 
in the bottom fifth of the income distribution, 

“living units became bigger, and the fraction 
with any air conditioning doubled. The share 
of households with amenities such as a dish-
washer or clothes dryer also rose noticeably.”

Noah and Stiglitz’s position requires us to 
consider a disagreement that is not just em-
pirical, but conceptual. There is more to be 
said than they allow for the proposition that 
a less equally prosperous country is likely to 
be a better place to live than a more equally 
impoverished one. The list of countries where 
the “Gini coefficient,” the standard statistical 
measure of income inequality, is significantly 
lower than in America includes all the nations 
liberal egalitarians want the U.S. to emulate—
basically, Europe’s social democracies. It also 
includes, however, Bangladesh, Egypt, Niger, 
Pakistan, and other countries where the me-
dian income is a fraction of ours. It should not 
surprise us if few Americans are so intent on 
experiencing life in a more economically equal 
society that they would eagerly change places 
with the citizens of those nations. If we di-
rect a thought-experiment over time instead 
of distance, it’s equally doubtful that many 
Americans would disdain, because it did 
nothing to alleviate what Noah’s subtitle calls 
our “growing inequality crisis,” a future where 
every household’s real disposable income was 
twice what it is today. Even if the income of 
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today’s 1% were to triple, while the 99%’s dou-
bled, it’s hard to believe many people would 
reject a much better standard of living simply 
because part of the package deal was that the 
gap between their income and a Fortune 500 
CEO’s would widen.

Stiglitz and noah’s books are most 
similar in their closing chapters, which 
offer a list of public policies to mitigate 

the Great Divergence. Their agendas are fa-
miliar because they could be drawn from any 
recent Democratic Party platform, combined 
with proposals the platform committees 
found too provocative to include: increase reg-
ulation of business, especially finance; revive 
the labor movement; and spend much more on 
social welfare programs. Stiglitz calls for fis-
cal and monetary policies that make fighting 
unemployment a higher priority than reduc-
ing deficits and inflation. Noah wants the fed-
eral government to revive a program like the 
New Deal’s Works Progress Administration 
to help the unemployed, and to impose price 
controls on colleges to prevent young people 
from being unable to afford the most impor-
tant ladder to the middle class. The familiar-
ity of such proposals supports the conclusion 
that egalitarianism is the ultimate rationale 
for everything the Democratic Party wants to 
do, but also the alternative interpretation that 
everything Democrats want to do anyway has 
the bonus effect of curbing inequality.

And, of course, Noah and Stiglitz want 
taxes to be far more progressive. If you in-
stinctively believe that growing inequality is 
inherently undesirable in a democratic society, 
the obvious corrective is for the government 
to take away some of the rich’s money. Both 
books treat President Obama’s determination 
to raise the federal income tax rate on fami-
lies with incomes over $250,000 from 35% 
to 39.6%, where it stood during Bill Clinton’s 
presidency, as no more than “a good start,” in 
Noah’s words. Each author writes warmly of a 
50% tax bracket that would begin at a higher 
income threshold, and a 70% rate—the one 
that obtained until Ronald Reagan passed his 
tax cuts in 1981—on still higher (and still un-
specified) incomes. Stiglitz holds open the pos-
sibility that an additional bracket or two above 
70% might be enacted. America would return 
to the good old days of the Great Compression 
in the 1940s and ’50s when the highest income 
tax rates exceeded 90%, except without the tax 
code’s maze of esoteric provisions where the 
rich, with help from their lawyers and accoun-
tants, could hide income from the tax collector.

Stiglitz sees a way that a more progressive 
tax system could make a silk purse out of the 
sow’s ear of rising inequality.

The good news is that the wealthy take 
so much of the nation’s income pie that a 
relatively small increase in their tax rates 
would yield large revenues. It used to 
be said that the top didn’t have enough 
money to fill the hole in the deficit; but 
that’s becoming less and less true.

There’s a difference, however, between “less 
true” and “not true.” In 2010 the federal defi-
cit was $1.293 trillion, 37.4% of the federal 
government’s total outlays of $3.456 trillion. 
According to my analysis of the Top World 
Incomes Database numbers for America 
in 2010, a new 100% tax bracket starting at 
$352,055, the threshold for the top percentile 
of the income distribution, would have yield-
ed additional federal tax revenues of $1.042 
trillion, filling 80.6% of the deficit hole.

There could be problems with such an 
approach, however. For one thing, this 
deficit hole-filling endeavor isn’t going 

to go well if we’re digging the hole deeper at 
the same time we’re trying to fill it. “Reducing 
the budget deficit…needs to be done,” writes 
Noah, which may qualify him as a deficit fe-
tishist in Stiglitz’s eyes. In any case, the agenda 
endorsed by the authors—and liberal politi-
cians and intellectuals across the country—
calls for the government to spend more money 
on many things and less money on few things. 
(Really, just one thing: national defense.) The 
$3.6 trillion the federal government spent in 
2011, or the $4.5 trillion the Obama Adminis-
tration wants it to spend in 2017, get criticized 
because these amounts are too small, not too 
large. To the extent Democrats win arguments, 
elections, and Capitol Hill knife fights, the def-
icit hole will get deeper, reducing our ability to 
cut deficits by relying solely on higher taxes on 
the rich, even if we agree with Noah that every 
American in the top percentile of the income 
distribution is “Undeniably Rich.”

Secondly, if we want the rich to bear a larger 
and larger portion of our national tax burden, 
it will become increasingly important for them 
to go on being rich and getting richer. “Some 
thirty years ago [1984, in fact], the top 1 per-
cent of income earners received only 12 percent 
of the nation’s income,” Stiglitz writes (empha-
sis in the original). “That level of inequality 
should itself have been unacceptable; but since 
then the disparity has grown dramatically.” If 
we had maintained 1984’s unacceptable but 
less unacceptable distribution of income, how-
ever, the hypothetical 100% tax bracket on the 
top percentile would have yielded $625 billion 
in 2010. (This calculation assumes the amount 
of income in excess of $352,055 falls to the 
point where the total received by the top per-

penn state press
820 N. University Drive, USB 1, Suite C | University Park, PA 16802 

www.psupress.org | 1-800-326-9180

The New Holy Wars
Economic Religion Versus Environmental Religion in 
Contemporary America
Robert H. Nelson

Winner, 2010 Eric Hoffer Award 

“The New Holy Wars is an essential read for anyone interested 

in contemporary religion and the relationship between 

Christianity, economics and environmentalism. Many of the 

arguments are compelling and often controversial, making this 

work a primer for rewarding debates. Throughout the work it 

is emphasised that secular religion presents more than just an 

intellectual puzzle. Secular versions of religion are arguably 

more influential in everyday life than ‘traditional’ Christianity, 

and they have vast political implications too. Nelson’s final con-

clusion is therefore one that all scholars in the field of religion 

must surely heed: ‘It is time to take secular religion seriously.’”

 —Sarah Maidman, Religion
416 pages | $24.95 paper

Also of Interest

Economics as Religion
From Samuelson to Chicago and Beyond
Robert H. Nelson

“Nelson argues that [economists] are really theologians, though 

mostly unaware of that fact, in his thoughtful and challenging 

new book. [He] makes a strong case that economics cannot be a 

purely positive science.” —Claremont Review of Books

“Economics as Religion is a major work—one that everyone con-

cerned with economics (and everyone ought to be concerned 

with economics, in my opinion) should read. It prompts the 

reader to reconsider the intellectual legacy of the discipline, to 

rethink the roles of economists in public debate, and to ponder 

the rising challenges to the religion of progress.” 

 —Andrew P. Morriss,  

 Books and Culture: A Christian Review
408 pages | $35.95 paper



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2012 
Page 28

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

centile declines from 19.8% to 12%, while that 
7.8% of the total is redirected to the bottom 
and middle of the income distribution, leav-
ing $352,055 as the top percentile’s threshold.) 
This less unacceptable income distribution 
means the take-it-all tax bracket would now fill 
in only 48.3% of the 2010 federal deficit hole.

The paradoxical result is that the 
revenue stream sustaining the liberal 
project will become increasingly depen-

dent on the rich getting richer. If they stop, due 
to changing regulations or social norms that 
trigger a Second Great Compression of pre-
tax incomes, the government’s ability to fund 
its social welfare spending commitments will 
be severely compromised. Several states face a 
similar dilemma. They enacted heavy sales tax-
es on cigarettes, intending to encourage fewer 
people to start smoking and more to quit. De-
spite the disincentives, many residents contin-
ue to smoke, creating a dilemma for the state 
governments. The revenues from the “sin tax” 
surcharges wind up preventing budget cuts or 
increases in other taxes, making it hard for the 
politicians to tell citizens to go and sin no more. 

Revenues from the cigarette taxes will also 
fall short of projections if the surtax is so high 
that some people find it worth their while to 
drive across state lines to buy their smokes in 

jurisdictions where the taxes are lower. Such 
tax avoidance points us to the third and most 
fundamental problem with relying on a con-
fiscatory tax bracket to fund the government. 
In short order, such taxes will yield zilch in-
stead of zillions, as people abandon the labors 
and investments that generate income, every 
dime of which will be taken by the Internal 
Revenue Service. Advocates of supply-side 
economics have established this point, at least, 
beyond dispute. “Of course,” writes Stiglitz, 

“the Right is right in noting that if marginal 
tax rates were near 100 percent tax rates, in-
centives would be significantly weakened, 
but…we’re nowhere near the point where this 
should be of concern.”

If the goal of fiscal policy is to increase tax 
rates, and revenues, to the point just below 
where incentives to generate income subject 
to taxation would be significantly weakened, 
then it will still be difficult for progressive 
taxes to accomplish all that Stiglitz envisions. 
Assume that much higher but non-confiscato-
ry tax rates have no effect on pre-tax income. 
The 2010 deficit of $1.293 trillion could have 
been reduced by $836 billion, nearly two 
thirds, with a 70% tax bracket beginning at 
the top percentile threshold of $352,055 (gen-
erating $356 billion), plus a 90% bracket on 
income above $1,492,175, the income thresh-

old for the highest thousandth of the income 
distribution. (The latter bracket yields the 
government $480 billion.) Start those tax 
brackets at lower amounts and revenues ex-
pand. A 70% income tax rate applied to all 
income between $150,400 (the threshold for 
the top twentieth of the income distribution) 
and $352,055 would have raised $462 billion. 
Applying the 90% tax rate to all income above 
$352,055 yields an additional $937 billion, 
for a total of $1.399 trillion, eliminating the 
2010 deficit with $106 billion left over for ad-
ditional spending.

Under the second scenario just de-
scribed, a family with an income of 
$250,000 would receive, not Presi-

dent Obama’s assurance that none of its fed-
eral taxes would increase, but an income tax 
surcharge of $69,720 on its $99,600 of income 
in excess of $150,400, causing it to send an ad-
ditional 27.9% of its total income to the IRS. It 
will be noted that neither book prepares us for 
tax rates this high beginning at thresholds this 
low. Stiglitz believes “the top tax rate should 
be well in excess of 50 percent, and plausibly 
in excess of 70 percent,” but doesn’t specify the 
lower income boundaries of these tax brackets. 
Noah thinks “we should consider adding” a 
70% top bracket “for annual incomes exceed-
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policies to reduce them “a bit,” solely in terms 
of the incentives that affect the generation of 
more economic activity and taxable income. 
Thus, “A corporate CEO will not exert less 
effort to make the company work well simply 
because his take-home pay is $10 million a 
year rather than $12 million.”

At the same time,

When government does its job well, the 
returns received by, say, a worker or an 
investor are in fact equal to the benefits 
to society that his actions contribute. 
When these are not aligned, we say 
there is a market failure, that is, mar-
kets fail to produce efficient outcomes.

The sort of inequality Stiglitz sees no need for 
government to correct would obtain if “inven-
tors who have reshaped technology, or scien-
tists who have reshaped our understanding 
of the laws of nature” were “at the top of the 
wealth distribution.” Under those circum-
stances, benefits to society and benefits to the 
individuals who produce them are commensu-
rate. Unfortunately, “the 1 percent are by and 
large not those who earned their incomes by 
great social contributions—the great think-
ers who have transformed our understanding 
of the world or the great innovators who have 

speaking, the richest nation on Earth is start-
ing to resemble a banana republic,” according 
to Noah. “The experience of Latin America, 
the region of the world with the highest level 
of inequality,” warns Stiglitz, “foreshadows 
what lies ahead: civil conflict for decades,…
high levels of criminality and social instability.” 
And yet the steps needed to avert this calamity 
always sound like painless, incremental modi-
fications to our economy. The “real question,” 
Noah states in the book’s penultimate para-
graph, is how we can align the distribution of 
income “a bit more successfully with our demo-
cratic ideals.” Stiglitz describes his aspirations 
similarly. He cites Jonathan Chait, Noah’s 
predecessor as the New Republic’s inequality 
Savonarola, who endorsed policies “that leave 
in place skyrocketing inequality of income, just 
ever so slightly ameliorated by government.” 
Writing in his own voice, Stiglitz declares, “I 
and, as far as I know, most progressives—do 
not argue for full equality…. The question is, 
how seriously would incentives be weakened if 
we had a little bit less inequality?”

These reassurances fail to remove 
doubts not only about the egalitarian 
project’s scope, but also about its jus-

tification. Stiglitz addresses questions about 
high incomes, and the regulatory and tax 

ing $20 million.” In 2010 a 70% bracket begin-
ning at $7,890,307, the threshold for the top 
ten-thousandth of the income distribution, 
would have generated $174 billion in govern-
ment revenue, a sum equal to 5% of federal 
spending that year. 

Assume, plausibly, that most members of 
this exclusive club had incomes greater than 
$7,890,307 but less than $20 million in 2010. 
Then: 1) The revenue increase for the govern-
ment from a 70% tax starting at $20 million 
would have fallen far short of $174 billion, cov-
ering only a sliver of federal spending; and 2) 
Even Timothy Noah, scourge of the Stinking 
Rich, can’t or won’t recommend soaking more 
than a subset of them. Our most committed 
egalitarian polemicists, needing neither votes 
nor campaign contributions and facing no 
pressures to hold a coalition together, cannot 
bring themselves to come down harder on the 
rich, much less assert that those just inside 
the top 5% of the income distribution, whom 
Noah calls the “Basically Rich,” should face 
tax rates historically applied to tycoons. Giv-
en such timidity by intellectuals, what hope is 
there for Democratic politicians to wage and 
win such battles?

This quandary is part of a larger ambiguity 
neither book resolves. On the one hand, our 
growing inequality is dreadful. “Economically 
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transformed our economy.” Instead, “many of 
the individuals at the top of the wealth distri-
bution are, in one way or another, geniuses at 
business.” Worse still, “more than a small part 
of their genius resides in devising better ways 
of exploiting market power and other market 
imperfections.”

In short, government has the right and 
the duty to get very, very active in the fair-
ness business. “Government never corrects 
market failures perfectly,” the sort of market 
failures that leave great thinkers with too lit-
tle income and geniuses at exploiting market 
power with too much, “but it does a better job 
in some countries than in others.” America 
should disenthrall itself from its worship of 
the market, and strive to be the country where 
government does the best job of aligning indi-
viduals’ financial rewards with their contribu-
tion to social benefits.

This sounds like a big, never-ending 
project. It also sounds like a scary one, 
if government prosecutes it in the ab-

sence of clear, persuasive standards for trans-
lating nebulous concepts like “benefits to soci-
ety” and “exploiting market power” into use-
able rules. Such standards won’t be found in 
The Price of Inequality, which decries “outsize 
profits,” “disproportionate executive compen-
sation,” and the wealthy’s use of their political 
power “to benefit excessively the corporations 
they control,” without elaborating the level of 
profits and compensation that would be the 
right size and merely proportionate.

To the contrary, the book instructs us to 
set aside our concerns about the legitimacy 
of government efforts to specify, then correct, 
the market’s maldistribution of income. Sti-
glitz approvingly quotes two writers who con-
tend that “if much of what we have comes to 
us as the free gift of many generations of his-
torical contribution, there is a profound ques-
tion as to how much can reasonably be said 
to be ‘earned’ by any one person, now or in 
the future.” The profound answer implied by 
that profound question is that our individual 
claims to the earnings we receive in exchange 
for our labors and investments are tenuous 
and frail, but the need for the government to 
promote benefits to society by redistributing 
income from the undeserving to the deserving 
is both urgent and abiding.

The absence of standards that would di-
rect the government’s comprehensive work 
in promoting fairness and social benefits 
wouldn’t matter if we could entrust the day-
to-day responsibilities to philosopher-kings 
who would make incisive, disinterested de-
cisions. Unfortunately, the coincidence of 
perfect wisdom and unstinted power is no 
likelier in modern America than it was in 
ancient Greece. To give sweeping powers to 
those who claim, dishonestly or deludedly, 
to possess surpassing wisdom invites des-
potism—maybe soft, maybe not. The work 
of moving as many dollars as possible from 
the wallets of the disdained into the wallets 
of the admired, will turn into a rationale for 
crony capitalism that harms the adversaries 
and helps the friends of the people in charge 
of the wealth allocation apparatus.

“Justice is the end of government,” ac-
cording to The Federalist, and “the end of 
civil society.” Liberals and conservatives 

can both agree on that point—if kept at a high 
level of abstraction. The arguments start be-
cause liberals understand justice in terms of 
results, and conservatives believe it’s about pro-
cesses. Thus, liberals, believing that growing 
inequality is inherently undesirable, ask con-
servatives how they can justify—how they can 
accept—the income distribution’s asymmetry, 
or the disparity between morally dubious X’s 
vast income and morally deserving Y’s mod-
est one. Conservatives reply that, in general, 
a particular set of economic results is neither 
more nor less just than the processes that led 
to them. That is, it’s not unjust that Albert Pu-
jols has a 10-year, $240 million contract with 
the Los Angeles Angels while a nurse making 
$50,000 can’t afford to take her son, the An-
gels’ biggest fan, to more than a couple games 
a year. If both the first baseman and the nurse 
developed their talents and accepted the best 
offers they could find for their services, there is 
no moral imperative to adjust the results. 

By the same token, it’s not unjust that Arte 
Moreno, the Angels’ owner, was in a position 
to sign Pujols eight years after buying the club 
for $183 million. Moreno’s silver-spoon be-
ginnings in our plutocratic age included grow-
ing up in Tucson as the oldest of 11 children, 
serving in Vietnam, and then enrolling in the 
University of Arizona. The G.I. Bill helped, 

but Moreno worked in a shoe store to cover ex-
penses until he received his marketing degree. 
After graduating he went into the billboard 
business, relocating several times around the 
country while a salesman, before joining Out-
door Systems in Phoenix. Under his leader-
ship, annual sales grew from $500,000 to $90 
million within a decade. Outdoor Systems 
went public in 1996, shortly before Infinity 
Broadcasting bought it for $8.3 billion. In 
2010 Forbes estimated that Moreno had a per-
sonal net worth of $1 billion.

Where, conservatives ask, is the 
flagrant injustice in this biography 
crying out for government rec-

tification? If, every step of the way, Moreno 
engaged in transactions unsullied by force 
or fraud, the only basis for taking away some 
of his money in the interests of justice is that 
he has “too much.” But that charge is made 
by people who don’t, won’t, and can’t ever say 
what amount would be “ just right.” Noah 
rejects demands that egalitarians “state pre-
cisely what the proper distribution of income 
ought to be,” to excuse himself from stating 
even vaguely what it ought to be. Stiglitz as-
serts that 1984’s level of inequality, when the 
top percentile received 12% of total income, 
should have been “unacceptable” without 
saying why, or indicating an acceptable level. 
(Since 1913 the 1%’s smallest share was 8.9% 
in 1976. Also unacceptable?)

In full cui bono mode, Stiglitz calls for re-
setting top marginal tax rates to where they 
were “before President Reagan started his 
campaign for the rich.” This characterization 
makes sense only by assuming that it’s not 
possible, at least through tax or regulatory 
policies, for the government to commit an 
injustice against a rich person. Conservatives 
reject the premise, and reject the policy argu-
ments and agendas that flow from it. This re-
jection is done not for the sake of the rich, but 
for the sake of justice. Equality before the law 
is diminished, not enhanced, when govern-
ment makes the pursuit of equality after tax 
audits its highest goal.

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 R. Shep Melnick

A Tale of Two Cities
Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010, by Charles Murray.

Crown Forum, 416 pages, $27

Charles murray knows how to 
draw attention. Soon after Coming 
Apart appeared, nearly everyone who 

follows public affairs knew of the yawning 
gap separating the declining, demoralized 

“Fishtown”—Murray’s name for the 30% of 
the white population in households lacking a 
college graduate—and the prosperous, rem-
oralized “Belmont”—his term for the 20% 
of the population in well-paying professional 
and managerial positions. He convincingly 
demonstrates that our conventional stereo-
types of the religious, family-oriented, white 
working class and the secular, individualistic, 
educated elite are incorrect. In fact, what was 
once the white working class is now beset not 
only by falling wages, but by a precipitous de-
cline in two-parent families, religious engage-
ment, work ethic, law-abidingness, and social 
capital. Just the opposite is true in the affluent 
suburbs, whose residents have both benefited 
from increasing economic returns on educa-
tion and rediscovered what Murray calls the 

“Founding Virtues”: industriousness, religios-
ity, honesty, and marriage. 

If Coming Apart had ended with Murray’s 
alarming analysis of the contrasting cultures 

of Fishtown and Belmont, it would have 
added a crucial element to the current debate 
over the causes of growing income inequal-
ity. Unfortunately, he does not stop there, but 
wraps his Fishtown-Belmont story into a spec-
ulative and ultimately unconvincing populist 
tale about how a culturally and geographically 
isolated “new upper class”—a small slice of 
Belmont composed of “Overeducated Elitist 
Snobs (OES)”—bears responsibility for the 
disappearance of the Founding Virtues from 
Fishtown and ultimately for the impend-
ing end of the “American project.” Many re-
viewers have politely ignored these grandi-
ose assertions. But since Murray claims that 
Coming Apart is the product of a half-century 
of his thinking on the future of the “American 
project,” his entire argument deserves to be 
rehearsed and evaluated. To do justice to the 
book as a whole I will identify the eight prop-
ositions that form its spine, starting with the 
most convincing and working my way down. I 
end on an optimistic note, showing that what 
is “coming apart” is not our exceptional nation, 
but the various strands of Murray’s argument.

1. There is a real Fishtown, a Philadelphia 
neighborhood that until recently was blue-col-

lar, but not poor. Murray’s fictional “Fishtown” 
represents all those white families in the coun-
try in which “nobody has more than a high 
school diploma,” and the chief breadwinner 
has “a blue-collar job, mid- or low-level service 
job, or a low-level white-collar job.” Not only 
has the average income of Fishtown residents 
declined significantly since the 1970s, but 
many of the poorly educated men have disap-
peared from the labor force. The percentage 
of Fishtown males ages 30-49 not in the labor 
force has more than tripled since 1970, and 
many of the rest are working less than full 
time. The percentage of Fishtown residents 
who either profess no religion or attend church 
no more than once a year now approaches 
60%. Only 10% are regular churchgoers, the 
group that builds social capital by maintain-
ing religious communities. In this anomic 
environment a third of Fishtown residents 
are socially isolated, “disconnected from the 
matrix of community life.” Most alarmingly, 
the rate of out-of-wedlock childbirth, divorce, 
and separation has increased so dramatically 
that only a third of Fishtown children are now 
living with both biological parents, a rate “so 
low that it calls into question the viability of 
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white working-class communities as a place 
for socializing the next generation.” All these 
problems reinforce each other, making it hard 
to see how Fishtown can pull out of its social 
nosedive.

Murray does us an important ser-
vice by showing that these serious 
problems are not limited to ra-

cial minorities. His focus on white America 
makes it possible to talk about the work hab-
its and family structure of those riding this 

“downbound train” (to use the title of a Bruce 
Springsteen song capturing this group’s res-
ignation and despair) without getting bogged 
down in endless debates over race. Murray 
shows that the plight of educationally defi-
cient whites is not much different from that of 
their black and Hispanic counterparts, dem-
onstrating that our most serious divisions in-
volve class, not race or ethnicity.

2. Murray’s “Belmont”—not to be confused 
with the real Boston suburb that is home to 
Mitt Romney and many Harvard professors—
reflects the 20% of the population in which at 
least one parent has “a bachelor’s or graduate 
degree and works in the high-prestige profes-
sions or management.” Belmont is thriving, not 
just economically, but socially. Not only have 
Belmonters benefited from the increasing eco-
nomic returns on education—a well-known 
and well-documented fact—but their divorce 
rates are down and in the early years of the 21st 
century their participation in organized reli-
gions edged up. Crime, unemployment, and 
single-parent families remain rare.  Educated 
baby-boomers’ flirtation with drugs, sexual 
promiscuity, religious skepticism, and sloth 
has flickered out, producing the industrious, 
family-oriented “Bobos,” David Brooks’s bour-
geois bohemians. (Rock-and-roll, in contrast, 
is here to stay, even if now sung by geriatric 
patients forever in blue jeans.) Murray does a 
masterly job contrasting the remoralization of 
Belmont with the demoralization of Fishtown.

3. Since the 1960s we have created a meri-
tocracy fuelled by SAT scores, highly selec-
tive admission practices at the most presti-
gious colleges, and an economy that rewards 
brains—enormously at the very top—but not 
brawn. What former Labor secretary Robert 
Reich has called “symbolic analysts,” urban 
studies theorist Richard Florida “the creative 
class,” and David Brooks the more endearing 

“Bobos,” Murray terms “the cognitive elite.” 
This lucky group includes many more women, 
minorities, and recent immigrants than the 
stuffy old WASP establishment it has so thor-
oughly replaced. Unfortunately, the resources 
needed to compete in this new meritocratic 
system—good genes, good parenting, good 

schools, and well-connected friends—are 
available only to a limited number of people. 
Demands for equal educational opportunity 
opened the doors of elite schools to smart, 
ambitious women. Through “associative mat-
ing” they became increasingly likely to marry 
smart, ambitious men. These high-earning, 
two-income couples then sent their children 
to high-quality schools and taught them self-
discipline—“We studied hard, and see how 
well we did.” Stripping away so much artificial 
privilege has created a new elite, possessed 
of more ethnic, racial, religious, and gender 
diversity than before, but with new and even 
sturdier mechanisms for self-perpetuation. 
We have increased educational and economic 
opportunity while decreasing social mobil-
ity, a paradox deserving more attention than 
Murray gives it.

4. After claiming that he will not examine 
the question of why America is “coming apart 
at the seams,” Murray forcefully rejects the 
argument that the decline of manufacturing 
jobs caused Fishtown’s downward spiral. Jobs 
are available there, he argues, but the men 
just aren’t taking them. To be sure, these jobs 
don’t pay as well as the old ones at General 
Motors or U.S. Steel, but they do pay enough 
to support a family. 

Liberals, of course, reject the idea that the 
loss of manufacturing jobs is a sideshow. But 
not just liberals. David Frum has provided a 
critique of Murray’s argument so extensive 
and persuasive I won’t reprise it here. Suffice 
it to say there is no reason we must choose be-
tween arguments based on the decline of good 
jobs and the decline of beneficial social norms. 
Murray is describing one part of a vicious cy-
cle. The exodus of industrial jobs led to the ex-
odus from Fishtown of the most industrious 
men, leaving behind fewer role models, fewer 
eligible marriage partners, more crime, and 
more powerful peer pressure from those in-
habiting “the street.” Even though the decline 
of manufacturing jobs initiated this chain of 
events, simply increasing job opportunities 
cannot reverse it. Adequately addressing this 
deeply troubling vicious cycle requires us to 
move beyond the incomplete stories partisans 
insist on repeating.

5. One might assume that the class divide 
that so alarms Murray is the one between 
Belmont and Fishtown. Wrong. It is the divide 
between what he calls “the new upper class”—
a small subset of Belmont—and everybody 
else. His most sweeping, most inflammatory, 
and least persuasive argument is that this new 
upper class is: a) more insulated from the rest 
of society than any previous American elite; 
and b) somehow responsible for the demoral-
ization of Fishtown.

“HIGHLY ILLUMINATING.”
—Cleveland Plain Dealer
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Pinning down the foundations of this ar-
gument is hard, since Murray changes his 
definition of the nefarious elite so often that 
it’s difficult to be sure where his scorn is di-
rected. He starts by describing a “narrow elite” 
that numbers in the tens of thousands, imply-
ing that these are the people who really run 
the country. But he focuses much more of 
his attention on a larger group; his “new up-
per class” comprises the 2.4 million people 
in families headed by “the most successful 5 
percent of adults ages 25 and older who are 
working in managerial positions, in the pro-
fessions…and in content-production jobs in 
the media.” He then goes to great lengths to 
convince us that most of these people live ei-
ther in “SuperZips”—zip codes with lots of 
really wealthy people—or “SuperZip clus-
ters”—which include contiguous zip codes 
with lots of relatively affluent people.

As one reads his increasingly con-
voluted argument, it’s important to 
keep in mind that people not in his 

new upper class constitute the overwhelming 
majority residing in these clusters. Murray 
wants to show that his new elite is, to an un-
precedented extent, isolated geographically as 
well as culturally. But all he shows is that the 
rich live near the nearly rich, who live near the 
somewhat less affluent, and so on. This is not 
exactly news.

Then, to make his argument more telling, 
he suddenly shifts to an attack on the “Big 
Four” SuperZip clusters, those surrounding 
New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and 
Washington, D.C. Here we find the Wizard 
of Oz of the conservative imagination, the 
all-powerful “liberal elite” sabotaging “the 
American project.” Murray has no interest in 
the “SuperZip clusters” surrounding Houston, 
Dallas, Atlanta, Phoenix, San Diego, or even 
(surprisingly) Boston. He is like the skilled 
magician who creates so many diversions that 
few in the audience can see how he is pulling a 
rabbit out of his hat.

What are we to make of Murray’s claims 
that the gap between this new upper class 
and the rest of society is different, in kind 
and degree, “from anything the nation has 
ever known”? Or his assertion that the new 
upper class culture “has been accompanied 
by growing ignorance about the country over 
which they have so much new power”? One 
cannot help wondering how those liberal me-
dia elites manage to create so many popular 
TV shows and movies that mesmerize and 
degrade a public about which they know so 
little. Murray makes the arresting claim that 
this new elite has become large enough and 
wealthy enough to create its own culture, but 

he offers no evidence to demonstrate that 
this is true now or wasn’t before—during the 
Gilded Age, for example. Admitting that we 
have virtually no evidence on what this upper 
class knows about those outside its borders, 
Murray resorts to a cute quiz to convince the 
reader that he is right.

The quiz, to which he devotes an en-
tire chapter, is designed to show how 
little his well-educated readers know 

about everyone outside their bubble—un-
like Charles Murray, the erudite Harvard-
educated scholar who still has his hand on 
the pulse of the real majority. This is a won-
derful device for condescending to both the 
insulated elite and the vulgar mass. He can 
demonstrate his familiarity with the trash 
average people watch on TV, and simulta-
neously condemn the “Overeducated Elitist 
Snobs” who live in liberal SuperZips for be-
ing grievously out of touch with evangelical 
Christians and NASCAR fans. This is his first 
big step toward convincing us that this “hol-
low elite” is “as dysfunctional in its way as the 
new lower class is in its.” Apparently Murray 
wants OESs to follow the example of that real 
resident of the real Belmont, Mitt Romney, 
and attend more NASCAR races. That should 
help bring us together.

In attempting to describe the culture of the 
new upper class Murray frequently refers to 
David Brooks’s Bobos in Paradise (2000). The 
contrast between the two is instructive. Brooks 
describes a group of educated, accomplished 
people trying—often humorously, sometimes 
clumsily—to cope with the conflict between 
their wealth and their antipathy to everything 
bourgeois, between their distrust of authority 
and their recognition that they are now in po-
sitions of authority, between their insistence 
on being liberated and their search for attach-
ment and community. Brooks helps us under-
stand these people because he recognizes their 
foibles, but does not despise them. In fact, he 
acknowledges that he, too, is a Bobo. Murray, 
in contrast, is so intent upon heaping scorn 
on all those Overeducated Elitist Snobs that 
he creates stick figures that harden prejudices 
rather than promote enlightenment.

6. Murray’s most obviously incorrect claim 
is that the new upper class leans heavily to the 
political left. Lest it appear that I am unfairly 
attributing this assertion to him, let me quote: 

“The new upper class tends to be liberal, right? 
There’s no getting around it: Every way of an-
swering that question produces a yes.” (Emphasis 
added.) I doubt he could find a single serious 
student of public opinion or voting behavior 
who would agree with that bald statement. 
Sure, some of the top 5% vote Democratic, but 
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even more vote Republican. Murray himself 
shows that, outside the “Big Four,” SuperZip 
clusters elect approximately equal numbers of 
liberal and conservative members of Congress. 
For Murray’s statement to be true, we would 
need to redefine the “new upper class” to in-
clude only those who live in liberal enclaves. 
Then it would become perfectly true because 
completely tautological. Define “the elite” as 
you see fit, and you can attribute to it all the 
features of American politics you hate. This is 
partisan rhetoric gussied up in a few statistics.

7. In the book’s final chapter, Murray puts 
our present discontents into world-historical 
perspective, drawing on Arnold Toynbee’s 
argument that a civilization goes into decline 
when the “creative minority” who built it with 

“a strong, self-confident sense of style, virtue, 
and purpose” eventually loses its confidence 

“and no longer set[s] the example.” Our new 
upper class has failed to instill the Founding 
Virtues in the residents of Fishtown. They 
have descended into an enervating “non-
judgmentalism.” How they managed to in-
still these virtues so well in the citizens of 

“Belmont” remains something of a mystery. 
When Murray says that the new upper class 
lacks self-confidence, he seems to have in 
mind university professors who suffer from 

“status-income disequilibrium” (a phrase he 
takes from Brooks) rather than the “Masters 
of the Universe” (to invoke Tom Wolfe’s apt 
term) whose arrogance brought the world 
economy to the brink of collapse.

 

This failing of the new upper class 
is compounded by its support for our 
slow slide into a European-style wel-

fare state. From out of the blue come stun-
ning assertions devoid of any support save 
the revealed truths of Murray’s libertarian 
religion. This is particularly apparent in the 
section entitled “Watching the Intellectual 
Foundations of the Welfare State Implode.” 
Unable to offer any social science evidence to 
support his claims about the new elite’s cul-
pability for the descent of the white working 
class, he offers wild speculation about what 
sociobiology and neuroscience will teach us 
in the future. “During the next ten or twenty 
years, I believe that all of these intellectual 
foundations of the modern welfare state will 

be discredited by a tidal change in our scien-
tific understanding of human behavior that is 
already underway.” This “new knowledge will 
make us rethink every domain in which the 
central government has imposed its judgment 
about how people ought to live their lives.” “It 
will be found,” Murray assures us, that “the 
institutions surrounding marriage, vocation, 
community, and faith” inevitably “deteriorate 
in the advanced welfare states for reasons that 
are intrinsic to the nature of the welfare state.” 
It will be found, in other words, that Murray 
was right about everything all along. Here is 
one member of the new upper class who does 
not lack confidence. I promise to revisit this 
review in 20 years to see if this confidence is 
justified.

8. This brings us to one of the oddest ar-
guments of the book: despite the severity of 
the crisis confronting the nation, there is 
nothing the government can do to address 
the problem. Our new crisis of the house di-
vided is even greater than the one confront-
ing Abraham Lincoln. We face the impend-
ing collapse of “the American project,” the 
end of this “different way for people to live 
together, unique among the nations of the 
earth, and immeasurably precious.” Anything 
government does, however, will only make 
matters worse. When government intervenes, 
the web of family and community inevitably 

“frays, and eventually disintegrates.” Once bu-
reaucracies are given the task of catering to 
human needs “the neighborhood becomes a 
sterile place to live at best and, at worst, be-
comes the Hobbesian all-against-all free-fire 
zone that we have seen in some of our major 
cities.” Three decades ago Murray believed 
that we could attack the problems of jobless-
ness and single-parent families by reforming 
welfare. He doesn’t bother to mention that 
the 1996 Welfare Reform Act incorporated 
some of his recommendations (and also in-
creased benefits to the working poor, some-
thing he did not advocate), or that these re-
forms seemed to make the situation some-
what better. Such incremental adjustment is 
now beneath him. What we need, he asserts, 
is not different policies, but another Great 
Awakening.

Here Murray takes a key conservative in-
sight—government actions often constrain 

and displace the voluntary associations 
and informal networks so vital to a thriving 
community—and turns it into libertarian 
dogma—government destroys everything it 
touches. This dogmatism forces Murray to 
propose puny responses to the crisis of the 
West: employers should abolish unpaid in-
ternships and colleges should rely more on 
achievement tests like the ACT and less on 
aptitude tests like the SAT. Rather than send 
more and better teachers to Fishtown schools, 
he seems to want more Bobos to begin preach-
ing about the Founding Virtues on its street 
corners. As a social scientist, I can confidently 
predict that the major consequence of that 
initiative would be to make criminal assaults 
more frequent in Fishtown.

How has a man of charles murray’s 
intelligence managed to paint him-
self into this intellectual corner? 

Facing the same set of problems, the late 
James Q. Wilson, a man Murray credits 
with being among his most important teach-
ers, recommended experimental programs in 
preschools and government efforts to improve 
the parenting skills of poor young mothers. 
Not Murray, who boldly asserts that his liber-
tarianism is “grounded in premises about the 
nature of human life and human society that 
are beyond the reach of data.” 

Such dogmatism prevents Murray from 
entertaining Tocqueville’s argument that the 
individualism that lies at the heart of democ-
racy constantly threatens to undermine the 
institutions and character traits that sustain 
a decent liberal democracy. That, of course, is 
a paradox, and true believers seldom appreci-
ate paradox. Mores may be stronger than the 
laws, Tocqueville argues, but good laws can 
help to sustain good mores. One cannot know 
how to write good laws or to run effective gov-
ernment programs without understanding 
why unalloyed individualism is so corrosive 
to our Founding Virtues. Murray claims that 
this book is the culmination of a half-century 
of thinking about the topic. Now that he has 
completed this task, perhaps he could rethink 
his premises.

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

Disraeli's Ghost
The Conservatives: A History, by Robin Harris. 

Bantam Press, 640 pages, $65

The great expansion of commerce 
and material power that has taken 
place since the dissolution of medieval 

Christendom has begotten an immensity of 
riches, such wealth and luxury as would once 
have seemed as fabulous as a tale in the Ara-
bian Nights. But the great expansion was also 
a great disruption, one that overwhelmed cul-
tural forms that distinguish a merely prosper-
ous community from a civilized one—or so 
conservatives from Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
and John Henry Newman to T.S. Eliot and 
Christopher Dawson have argued.

When, in the first decades of the 19th cen-
tury, England’s Conservative Party was born, 
the great question for conservative think-
ers was how a freer and more plentiful trade 
could be reconciled with fitness of culture. 
William Wordsworth, moving from radical-
ism to conservatism, lamented that ever since 
the “old usages and local privilege” of the an-
cient market centers fell into decay, men had 
come to live “irregularly massed.” His friend 
Coleridge proposed to counter the “Christian 

Mammonists” of the Manchester school with 
a national “clerisy,” a cultivated priesthood 
which would superintend the “harmonious 
development of those qualities and faculties 
that characterize our humanity.” The idea, 
with its origins in the paideia of the Greeks, 
was taken up by Matthew Arnold in his cam-
paign against the philistines: in Culture and 
Anarchy he argued that a culture in which 
“trade, business, and population” are pursued 
as “ends in themselves” is a defective one, inca-
pable of “developing all sides of our humanity.”

Neither Arnold’s nor Coleridge’s was the 
language of the hustings, but as Robin Harris 
demonstrates in The Conservatives, his lively 
and comprehensive history of the Tory party, 
the politicians got no further than the poets 
in their efforts to reconcile market prosperity 
with cultural virtue—or rather they did get 
further, only the solution they lit upon was 
wrong. 

The capital figure in this history is Benja-
min Disraeli. Harris, a former director of the 
Conservative Party’s Research Department 

and member of Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher’s Policy Unit, says that it is not fair 
that English conservatives should so often 

“exalt Disraeli” when Lord Salisbury was the 
more effective party leader, keeping the To-
ries in office for 14 of his 17 years as leader. 
But Harris himself devotes considerably more 
pages (68) to his chapters on Disraeli than to 
those on Salisbury (52), Winston Churchill 
(40), and Thatcher (21)—and rightly so. Dis-
raeli was, from early manhood, sensitive to the 
tension in the conservative mind between its 
recognition of the virtues of free markets and 
its suspicion that a people whose aspirations 
begin and end in a dream of material opulence 
is likely to be a culturally degenerate one.

In his 1845 novel sybil; or, the two na-
tions, Disraeli, speaking in the voice of his 
narrator, criticized the first Reform Act 

in the language of Coleridge: “Has it cultured 
the popular sensibilities to noble and enno-
bling ends? Has it proposed to the people of 
England a higher test of national respect and 
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superintendence of the church, had their 
center in the old market-square culture of 
Europe. Disraeli had once been a leader in 
this Romantic school, but now, with sub-
stantial power in his hands, he overcame his 
fondness for the “last enchantments of the 
Middle Age,” and proposed that the mod-
ern state should take up the role of paternal 
guide, cultural teacher, pastoral almsgiver, 
and spiritual healer.

It is true that the social-reform legislation 
enacted during Disraeli’s second ministry 
was modest in comparison with what came 
later. The “forces of property, commercial 
and industrial as well as landed,” Lord Blake 
wrote in his classic biography, “were by 1874 
too deeply rooted in the Conservative party 
to make it politically possible” for Disraeli to 
pursue a broader program of social reform. 
Nor is it clear that he wished to do so, and he 
made a distinction between what he called 
his own “permissive” reforms and the “coer-
cive” reforms advocated by dirigiste thinkers. 
Harris, however, rightly calls the distinction 

“flimsy,” and at any rate the Acts of Parlia-
ment themselves were of less consequence 
than the philosophy with which Disraeli 
justified them. “The divine right of kings,” 
he wrote in the general preface to the 1870 

“Hughenden edition” of his novels, “may have 
been a plea for feeble tyrants, but the divine 
right of government is the keystone of hu-
man progress.”

Disraeli’s ghost has never ceased 
to haunt Anglo-American conser-
vatism. The great man’s spectral fin-

gerprints are all over the history of big-state 
conservatism, from the pleas for protectionist 
tariffs with which Stanley Baldwin and Nev-
ille Chamberlain revived the Disraelian fronde 
against Peel, to the Beaconsfieldian “Big So-
ciety” proclaimed by David Cameron at the 
last general election. Disraeli’s example justi-
fied Tory acquiescence in the “thirty years of 
socialistic fashions” deplored by Keith Joseph 
at Upminster in 1974; it supplied a rationale 
for the Keynesian policies Harold Macmil-
lan pursued during a ministry devoted, in his 
words, to “that pragmatic and sensible com-
promise between the extremes of collectivism 
and individualism for which the Party has al-
ways stood in its great periods.” Nor has the 
shade of Disraeli been idle in America, where 
the influence of the Beaconsfieldian romance 
on the country’s Right can be detected in The-
odore Roosevelt’s New Nationalism, in Nel-
son Rockefeller’s welfare-state Republicanism, 
and in Richard Nixon’s dalliance with a guar-
anteed minimum income.

confidence than the debasing qualification 
universally prevalent in this country since 
the fatal introduction of the system of Dutch 
finance?” Disraeli fingered, as Wordsworth 
had, the deterioration of cultural institutions 
that once exercised a pastoral care over par-
ticular human flocks and fused man’s cha-
otic, fragmentary existence into something 
approaching wholeness. “There is no com-
munity in England,” Stephen Morley, a char-
acter in Sybil declares, “there is aggregation, 
but aggregation under circumstances which 
make it rather a disassociating than a uniting 
principle.” 

When, in 1846, Prime Minister Peel 
came out for free trade and moved to repeal 
the Corn Laws, Disraeli led the Tory revolt 
against a leader whom he accused of having 
betrayed the party. Yet six years later the un-
Peeled party itself renounced protectionism, 
and Disraeli, in spite of his antipathy to the 
Manchester school, acquiesced in what Har-
ris calls the “broadly laissez-faire approach 
to economic and social policy” that was then 

“dominant in conservative thinking.” 
By his own confession, however, Disraeli 

continued to meditate on “the moral and 
physical condition” of the people, and on “the 
means by which it might be elevated and im-
proved.” During his “Young England” phase, 
in the 1830s and ’40s, Disraeli argued that 
the Church of England—“the spiritual and 
intellectual trainer of the people”—could be 
an agency of regeneration. He pointed, too, 
to the cultural office the aristocracy might 
perform, if only it would, as Carlyle said in 
Chartism, act like “a real Aristocracy,” the kind 
which, before “Cash Payment” became “the 
universal sole nexus of man to man,” taught, 
guided, and succored the little people. 

When, however, after the election of 1874, 
the Conservatives came in with an absolute 
majority in the Commons for the first time 
in a generation, Disraeli, who kissed hands 
as prime minister a second time, did noth-
ing to advance a “Young England” program 
which, fanciful as it had been in the 1840s, 
was by the middle ’70s positively antediluvian. 
But rather than give up his ambition to im-
prove “the moral and physical condition” of 
the people, he performed the brilliant sleight 
of philosophic hand that has inspired and be-
deviled right-of-center politics in England and 
America ever since. 

The partisans of what harris calls 
the “paternalistic” strain in Tory poli-
tics had always looked, for inspiration, 

to feudal noblesse oblige and to the local in-
stitutions of pastoral care which, under the 
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It is true that right-of-center fishing expedi-
tions in paternalist seas have often been un-
dertaken not from conviction but from expe-
diency, to win an election or to forestall a more 
radical policy. When in 1948 Churchill ar-
gued that the Tories should (in Harris’s précis) 

“take as much credit as possible for the welfare 
state now taking shape,” the démarche was 
frankly cynical, and during his last ministry 
Sir Winston candidly described his domestic 
program—“Houses and meat and not being 
scuppered”—as a means of staying in power. 
But if, like Naaman in the House of Rimmon, 
Churchill conformed without believing, it is 
not evident that Chamberlain and Baldwin—
or even David Cameron—can be similarly ab-
solved on grounds of politic Tartuffery.

 

Harris shows that cameron, on be-
coming Tory leader, pursued a Bea-
consfieldian agenda of “re-branding” 

the party in order that it should appear sen-
sitive to people’s cultural concerns. True-blue 
M.P.s of the old school were looked upon as 
little better than therapsidian brutes; in re-
modeling the franchise the Cameronians 
sought to replace the fogeys with “socially lib-
eral young people and representatives of eth-
nic and sexual minorities.” The renovation of 
the party required, too,

the discarding of what were regarded as 
old shibboleths, such as commitment 
to a small state (a banned phrase), low 
taxes, business interests and hostility to 
Europe. In their place the emphasis was 
to be on concern for green issues, social 
and sexual equality, quality of life—
GWB (General Well Being) rather 
than GNP (Gross National Product)—
and on government’s social functions 
and spending (above all, the NHS).
 

The Cameronians were influenced, Harris 
observes, by American theories of “libertarian 
paternalism,” and mindful of the admonition 
in Sibyl that there “is no community in Eng-
land,” their pursuit of a governing philosophy 
culminated in the vision of a “Big Society,” a 
plan to promote community (that most deli-
cate and elusive of associative forms) by means 
of a bureau in Whitehall, described in the 
party literature as “a powerful Office for Civil 
Society to fight for the interests of charities 
and community groups,” to be staffed by the 
usual public-sector mandarins. 

“You had better try to do no good,” Lord 
Melbourne used to advise politicians, “and 
then you will get into no scrapes.” The pre-
dicament of the conservative is that the advice 
is sound even though the cultural debacle is 
real. The West is poorer for the destruction 
of her historic culture, the memory of which 
is still vivid in the old regional and provincial 
centers of Europe, in the Piazza del Campo in 
Siena and the Place de la République at Ar-
les, in the old agora centers of Prague, Flor-
ence, and Bruges, where even after the lapse 
of centuries the visitor is conscious of a com-
plex cultural machinery in which art and po-
etry cooperated with dramatic and liturgical 
forms, as well as with religious faith, to nour-
ish a civilization that was not only creative but 
in some degree unifying, a civilization which, 
in addition to realizing a high idea of style, de-
veloped an ingenious system of pastoral and 
charitable care.

The culture was in many ways splendid: 
the modern state cannot begin to recreate it, 
or devise an effectual substitute for it. Ed-
mund Burke questioned whether the state 
can even distribute alms without doing more 
harm than good. “Of all things,” he wrote in 
his 1795 “Thoughts and Details on Scarcity,”

an indiscreet tampering with the trade 
of provisions is the most dangerous, 
and it is always worst in the time when 
men are most disposed to it; that is, in 
the time of scarcity…. To provide for 
us in our necessities is not in the power 
of government. It would be a vain pre-
sumption in statesmen to think they 
can do it. The people maintain them, 
and not they the people. It is in the 
power of government to prevent much 
evil; it can do very little positive good in 
this, or perhaps in anything else [empha-
sis added].

Not that Burke would have turned men 
out (in Orestes Brownson’s words) “into a 
bleak and wintry world to starve, freeze, and 
die.” “Whenever it happens,” Burke said,

that a man can claim nothing accord-
ing to the rules of commerce, and the 
principles of justice, he passes out of 
that department, and comes within 
the jurisdiction of mercy…. Without 
all doubt, charity to the poor is a direct 
and obligatory duty upon all Christians.

It is precisely this culture of chari-
table and pastoral care, evident in institu-
tions like the French Hôtels-Dieu (Hostels 

of God) and the Venetian Scuole Grandi (Great 
Schools), that conservative paternalists in the 
mould of Disraeli and liberal paternalists in 
the mould of Franklin Roosevelt tried to build 
with the resources not of culture but of the state. 
The experiment failed; the remedies devised to 
repair the cultural fabric proved in many cases 
more damaging than the initial ruptures. To 
paraphrase George Moore, the philanthropic 
statesman is the Nero of the modern age. 

Because the goods the paternal statist seeks 
are cultural, not political, they cannot be ob-
tained by political means. The culture of the 
old market-place centers, the shells of which 
bear witness even now to the historic core 
of what C.S. Lewis called the “Old Western” 
civilization, was not, except incidentally, the 
work of politics or the state. It was the work 
of faith acting in cooperation with art, of mys-
ticism acting in concert with customs, man-
ners, and tradition. It was largely spontaneous, 
highly imaginative, profoundly musical: it was 
saturated with myth, and deeply indebted to 
the poets. It was above all the work of particu-
lar people in particular places, acting on their 
own intimate knowledge of local needs, condi-
tions, and ways of doing things. 

If Harris’s The Conservatives teaches a les-
son, it is that cultural reform must be sharply 
distinguished from political and economic re-
form. The two greatest conservative reformers 
of the last century, Ronald Reagan and Marga-
ret Thatcher, knew the importance of cultural 
forms and “values,” but being no less conscious 
of the impotence of government in this sphere 
they did not seek to codify a cultural renova-
tion in the statute book. Cultural reformations 
are the work not of legislative acts but of revolu-
tions in the popular mind. They are inspired not 
by statesmen but by prophets: the confusion of 
the two vocations is a characteristic symptom 
of our time. The young Disraeli—the compos-
er of the mystic trilogy of Sibyl, Coningsby, and 
Tancred—was a prophet manqué who missed 
his destiny in becoming merely a politician.

Michael Knox Beran, a lawyer, writer, and con-
tributing editor to City Journal, is the author, 
most recently, of Pathology of the Elites: How 
the Arrogant Classes Plan to Run Your Life 
(Ivan R. Dee) and Forge of Empires: Three 
Revolutionary Statesmen and the World 
They Made, 1861–1871 (Free Press). 
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Historian richard aldous has pro-
duced a well-written, well-paced look 
at the extra-special “special relation-

ship” between Ronald Reagan and Margaret 
Thatcher. Any such undertaking is necessar-
ily revisionist, since its main theme—that the 
friction between Reagan and Thatcher nearly 
resulted in open breaks—is well known and 
unflinchingly acknowledged in previous ma-
jor works on Ron and Maggie. (These include 
Geoffrey Smith’s 1991 book, Reagan and 
Thatcher, and Nicholas Wapshott’s Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher: A Political 
Marriage, published in 2007.)

For Aldous to break new ground requires 
him to go further by suggesting the appar-
ently close working relationship between the 
two was a façade. His Difficult Relationship 
does offer some new details about familiar 
flash points, especially the Falklands War in 
1982 and the train wreck of Reagan’s sanc-
tions against the Soviet gas pipeline, in ad-
dition to introducing a few smaller conflicts 
that other authors have missed. In its entirety, 
however, the book doesn’t bear the weight of 
its sensational opening, which leans heavily 
on the hearsay comment from Sir Nicholas 

Henderson, Britain’s ambassador to the U.S. 
when Reagan took office: “If I reported to 
you what Mrs. Thatcher really thought about 
President Reagan, it would damage Anglo-
American relations.”

Reagan and Thatcher were ideological soul 
mates, conviction politicians shunned by their 
respective party establishments for their “ex-
tremism.” Their numerous clashes over the 
eight years of Reagan’s presidency show that 
strong ideological ties and a common politi-
cal culture as “English-speaking nations” can 
reconcile only so many differences. Aldous’s 
account of this aspect of the Reagan-Thatcher 
story places these difficulties in the context of 
underlying tensions between Britain and the 
U.S. stretching back through the Suez Crisis 
to World War II. He notes that the “spe-
cial relationship” was cemented by Winston 
Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt even though 
Roosevelt was, to quote Walter Russell Mead, 

“the most Anglophobic American president of 
the twentieth century.” 

Examined from this longer perspective, 
the friction between Reagan and Thatcher re-
sembles the Churchill-Roosevelt relationship 
closely. Churchill, as we know, was bitterly 

critical of American strategic shortsighted-
ness toward the end of World War II, and 
suppressed criticisms of Dwight Eisenhower 
in his World War II memoirs, which were 
nearing completion when Eisenhower was 
elected president. Yet Churchill’s love of 
America and respect for American leadership 
was unshakeable. “Never be separated from 
the Americans,” Churchill said in his last 
Cabinet meeting in 1955. In this respect the 
deep Reagan-Thatcher differences on so many 
issues, amidst a strong personal bond, are not 
extraordinary. Practically from the first day to 
the last, “It took a crowbar to get them apart,” 
in the words of Reagan’s press secretary James 
Brady. By contrast, Aldous notes, there was 
no personal chemistry between Thatcher and 
Reagan’s successor, George H.W. Bush. The 

“forty-first president,” he writes, “seemed ac-
tively to dislike her.”

That the special relationship en-
dures, despite regularly recurring fis-
sures between the nations, ultimately 

suggests the strength of Anglo-American ties. 
Aldous would have departed from his nar-
rative to investigate this subject. Doing so, 
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however, would have illuminated some of the 
deeper reasons for the frictions between the 
U.S. and the U.K. in general, and for differ-
ences in the executive styles of Reagan and 
Thatcher in particular. Parliamentary govern-
ment shapes the character and practices of 
British prime ministers, for example, in ways 
quite different from how the American sys-
tem affects presidents. This difference alone 
explains some of the ways Thatcher dealt with 
Reagan, and vice versa.

Instead, Aldous is content to cite repeat-
edly Lord Palmerston’s famous comment: 

“Nations have no permanent friends or allies, 
they have only permanent interests.” Aldous 
adds, “Rather like the rules of cricket or base-
ball, the terms of that relationship have a 
quaint and archaic quality that obscures the 
reality of a fast and often adversarial conflict.” 
It is unfortunate the matter is left with this 
gloss. Neither he nor other authors observing 
the fights between Reagan and Thatcher have 
extended themselves on the obvious question 
of how they remained so personally close de-
spite their clashes.

Though his treatment is only one level deep, 
Aldous gets many things right about Reagan, 
even as some of the British, like their late am-
bassador to the U.S., Nicholas Henderson, 
didn’t. (Henderson is clearly a British coun-
terpart of Clark Clifford, who famously dis-
missed Reagan as an “amiable dunce.”) In con-
trast to the domineering Thatcher, “Reagan 
never seemed bothered about needing to be 
the smartest guy in the room,” Aldous ob-
serves, “and was relaxed about listening more 
than he spoke.” He discounts the lingering 
theme that Reagan was overly dependent on 
his staff, concluding that Thatcher recognized 
that “in important ways the president was en-
tirely his own man” and “strategist-in-chief.” 
Aldous also notes correctly that Reagan was a 
shy and intensely private man, making him an 
outlier among politicians in yet another way.

These insights sit uncomfortably along-
side some crude and credulous claims about 
Reagan. Aldous describes Reagan’s initial 
election as governor of California in 1966 as 
part of “a radical right-wing ticket,” and writes 
that Reagan’s time visiting with the Hoover 
Institution in the late 1970s “gave Reagan the 
grounding in ‘Jefferson’ to add to his Sunbelt 
evangelical ‘Jesus.’” These ill-founded judg-
ments, along with the jaw-dropping state-
ment that “Jimmy Carter began the process 

of realignment toward supply-side econom-
ics,” give reason to doubt Aldous’s command 
of politics.

This mixture of perception and care-
lessness helps explain why The Difficult 
Relationship fails to debunk the popular 

impression of a close Reagan-Thatcher collab-
oration. The sensible grasp of Reagan’s ability 
and main ideas complicates claims elsewhere 
in the book that Thatcher “did not consider 
Reagan to be her intellectual equal,” a con-
tention resting on the not necessarily reliable 
Henderson, while Reagan thought Thatcher 
was “not a great listener.” 

The author does not reflect long on the 
apparent contradiction between Thatcher’s 
concern that Reagan was too reflexively anti-

And yet thatcher and reagan never 
allowed any distance to open between 
them, despite several serious breaches 

that might have sundered any other alliance. 
“Even when the two were at loggerheads,” 
Aldous writes in his conclusion, “both lead-
ers took care to maintain an impeccable bon-
homie during their public appearances.” They 
bucked each other up when each was threat-
ened with scandal (the Westland helicopter 
contract affair in Thatcher’s case; Iran-Contra 
in Reagan’s), and rode together in harness 
at most of the G-7 meetings. Differences in 
national interest could not efface the deeper 
common bonds of language, ideology, and po-
litical tradition. 

Aldous recognizes this but apparently 
finds it wanting or defective. A key passage at 
the end reads:

Even Thatcher, in an attitude that 
would solidify as time went by, devel-
oped an analysis that departed from 
the hardheaded realism of her early 
years. Then she had recognized that a 
close relationship with the American 
president was important because it al-
lowed her, the leader of a medium-sized 
country, to speak truth to power in the 
furtherance of British interests. Now 
she had come dangerously close to see-
ing that relationship as an absolute 
good in itself.

What, exactly, is “dangerous” about this? 
Aldous never explains, nor meditates on what 
Thatcher said in later years about the overrid-
ing nature of the special relationship. In 1999, 
for example, she explained, “In my lifetime 
all our problems have come from mainland 
Europe and all the solutions have come from 
the English-speaking nations across the world.” 
Clearly there is something shared between the 
principal English-speaking nations beyond 
their common language. This is why there 
is no real contradiction between Nicholas 
Wapshott’s subtitle for his Reagan-Thatcher 
book—A Political Marriage—and the subtitle 
of Aldous’s—The Difficult Relationship. What 
is more difficult than a marriage?

Steven F. Hayward is the Thomas Smith 
Distinguished Visiting Professor at Ashland 
University, and the author of the two-volume 
study, The Age of Reagan (Crown Forum).

Soviet and not open to the reform possibilities 
of Mikhail Gorbachev, and her alarm when 
she thought Reagan was getting too close to 
Gorbachev and allowing himself to be be-
guiled by the Russian’s deceptive charm. The 
narrative does contain the answer to this dif-
ficulty, though the reader has to assemble it 
for himself. Reagan and Thatcher held fun-
damentally different views about Cold War 
grand strategy, and especially about nuclear 
deterrence. Thatcher understood Britain’s 
subordinate position in the great power hierar-
chy, while Reagan sincerely wished to abolish 
nuclear weapons. She was skeptical of his mis-
sile defense proposals and fiercely opposed the 
disarmament deal nearly reached at the 1986 
Reykjavik summit, which plausibly threatened 
to decouple the U.S. from Europe or require 
huge, politically unsustainable expenditures 
for conventional forces to replace the nuclear 
deterrent. In this, Thatcher found herself in 
complete agreement with the U.S. Joint Chiefs 
of Staff and many Reagan advisors, who were 
equally alarmed at their boss’s objectives.

Reagan and Thatcher 
were ideological soul 

mates, conviction 
politicians shunned by 
their respective party 

establishments.
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The tea party and the remaking of 
Republican Conservatism is an effort to 
reframe the debate over the Tea Party. 

Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson are 
particularly intent on refuting journalists, such 
as the New York Times’s Kate Zernike, who saw 
a strong libertarian streak in the movement’s or-
igins, and pollsters Scott Rasmussen and Doug 
Schoen, who argued that the Tea Party attract-
ed a significant number of independents. The 
authors contend the Tea Party is nothing more 
than a direct extension of socially conservative 
Republicanism, one that came to life only when 
a Democrat took the White House.

To make their case Skocpol and Williamson 
have, remarkably, written a book on the Tea 
Party while virtually ignoring 2008 and 2009’s 
wildly unpopular bailouts, stimulus, and give-
aways to too-big-to-fail institutions, which fo-
mented the movement in the first place.

This is no small omission. The first stirrings 
of what became the Tea Party appeared in the 
2006 mid-term elections when independents 
and fiscally conservative Republicans deserted 
the GOP in droves, before doing so again in 
2008.

When President Geortge W. Bush and his 
Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson proposed 
the initial bailouts and TARP (the Troubled 
Asset Relief Program), the initiatives provoked 
an angry reaction. When those same programs 
were dramatically expanded under President 
Barack Obama and provided a rich bounty at 
public expense to AIG and Goldman Sachs, 
both of which played important roles in gener-
ating the financial crisis, the nascent Tea Party 
had obvious targets for its anger. Similarly, when 
the executives of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, 
key malefactors in the financial collapse, were 
handsomely rewarded, public ire increased.

None of this makes its way into the book. 
Skocpol and Williamson present themselves 
as the very models of scientific objectivity and 
detachment. “Make no mistake,” they tell the 
reader, “we are social scientists; our research is 
carefully grounded in the best evidence we can 
find.” 

But both the book’s concept and its method 
are flawed. Conceptually, the conclusion that 
the Tea Partiers are just a new incarnation of the 
1964 Goldwaterites, prompted by the election 
of Obama, drives the argument. In a parody of 
what historians find risible about political scien-

tists, the authors found no need to investigate the 
events of 2008 and 2009. Instead, they reasoned 
backward, from interviews they conducted in 
three states in 2010, to the origins of the Tea 
Party. During the 2010 election season, when 
Skocpol became interested in the Tea Party, 
questions of taxation, entitlements, and deficits 
were at the political forefront, eclipsing the ear-
lier anger about the bailouts. Ergo, the 2010 is-
sues must have been what created the movement 
in the first place. 

After the book was written, Skocpol justi-
fied omitting the bailouts in a February 2012 
Washington Post article. “Conservatives hate 
‘government bailouts,’ but in our interviews we 
rarely heard tea partyers [sic] condemn Wall 
Street capitalists for receiving them.” Then again, 
strange to say, based on their presentation not 
a single interviewee uttered the epithet “crony 
capitalism” widely used by Tea Partiers.

Even had their concept and methodol-
ogy not been so flawed, their inability to 
enter their subjects’ mental world would 

have compromised their study’s supposed sci-
entific objectivity. The authors tell the reader 
they have made every effort not to condescend 
to Tea Partiers who are “Conservatives all, with 
political views very different from our views in 
our personal lives as citizens.” They “found each 
person we spoke with admirable and likeable in 
his or her own way.”

Yet they argued a few pages earlier that “na-
tional right-wing advocates and media stars are 
handing out a load of bull to grassroots Tea Party 
people, who accept outlandish claims,” such as 
the unconstitutionality of Obamacare, “a bit too 
readily.” And while Skocpol and Williamson at-
tack Fox News and the Tea Parties for accept-
ing the president’s “purported” ties to ACORN 
(in fact, they’re extensive and well documented), 
the authors tell us that institutions such as NPR 

“still follow twentieth-century norms of objectiv-
ity and balance in their coverage of politics.”

The two scholars, who clearly expect the 
deference owed credentialed authorities—
Skocpol is the Victor S. Thomas Professor 
of Government and Sociology at Harvard 
University and Williamson a Ph.D. candidate 
there—are dismayed by the Tea Party’s insis-
tence that self-government is both honorable 
and feasible. Tea Partiers embrace the dubious 
belief that the foundational documents of the 

American political system are accessible to lay-
men. The Tea Party ideal, an active citizenry 
that reads primary government documents first-
hand without the guidance of priestly experts, 
is alien to the authors. Though Skocpol and 
Williamson seemed puzzled by this skepticism 
about legislators’ good intentions, a good deal of 
modern legislation is made intentionally com-
plex to allow interest groups to harvest a bounty 
from obscure provisions. 

The one addition to the old-time Goldwaterite 
religion the authors do acknowledge is the re-
sponse to illegal immigration, which they see as 
a victimless crime while the Tea Partiers reject 
it as an affront to citizenship and the rule of law. 
Thus, Skocpol and Williamson ascribe hypoc-
risy to Tea Party opposition to regulation and 
concurrent insistence that government control 
the borders.

 

Their main “gotcha,” reliably dissemi-
nated by the New York Times and other 
liberal organs, is that Tea Partiers are 

hypocrites for benefiting from government pay-
ments while opposing higher taxes to finance 
programs like Obamacare. “Ironically, many 
organizers and leaders of local Tea Parties are 
supported in part by Social Security or veterans’ 
pensions, and also enjoy health benefits from 
Medicare or veterans’ health care programs.” 
The limited government which Tea Partiers fa-
vor, wrote Timothy Noah in the New York Times, 
summarizing Skocpol and Williamson’s argu-
ment, “is one where I get mine and most others 
don’t get much at all.” Leaving aside the accuracy 
of that statement, surely there’s a distinction be-
tween contributory and redistributive programs. 

The Tea Partiers’ sense that the government 
has gone into business for itself and is now 
bankrupting the republic seems incomprehen-
sible to scholars who believe they’re studying a 
political phenomenon objectively and fairly. The 
clash between the authors’ faith in government 
and their subjects’ day-to-day experience with 
government failure means that for all Skocpol 
and Williamson’s scientific pretensions, their 
book will impress only readers who come to it 
with disdain for the Tea Party movement. That, 
after all, is what the authors did.

Fred Siegel, the scholar in residence at St. Francis 
College, is also a senior fellow at the Manhattan 
Institute.
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Jeffrey bell, a longtime conserva-
tive activist and former president of 
the Manhattan Institute, has written 

a book that attempts a novel reinterpreta-
tion of American social conservatism and of 
American exceptionalism. His thesis is that 
what distinguishes the U.S. from Europe, 
socially and politically, is the social conserva-
tive movement, a claim in which this move-
ment’s friends and foes alike may find merit. 
The distinctive characteristic of this move-
ment, according to Bell, is literal belief in the 
most-quoted sentence of the Declaration of 
Independence: “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, 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.”

Bell acknowledges that other Americans 
prize freedom and equality, as they under-
stand them. But those Americans who believe 
that truths can be self-evident, or that rights 
are the gift of God and not of governments, 
are very likely to be social conservatives.

In the first half of the book Bell discusses 
the rise of social conservatism and the re-

placement of a class-based party politics with 
a values-based one. He dismisses the widely 
accepted idea that social conservatism has 
made the Republican Party less electable. 
Democrats won seven of nine presidential 
elections from 1932 to 1964, during an era 
of class-based politics. Since social issues be-
gan to rise in prominence in 1968, however, 
Republicans have won seven of eleven presi-
dential elections.

It was a social conservative backlash 
against hippies and protesters that created 
Richard Nixon’s “silent majority” and began 
to propel hard-hat Democrats rightward. 
The Democrats tried to bring social conser-
vatives back into their coalition by nominat-
ing a Southern evangelical Christian, Jimmy 
Carter, for president in 1976—and it worked, 
temporarily. But for a number of reasons, of 
which Bell considers the increasing opposi-
tion of conservative Protestants to abortion 
the most important, this gambit had clearly 
failed by 1980. During those four years, Bell 
writes, the Democratic percentage of conser-
vative white Protestant voters went from the 
low 60s to the high 30s.

It sank further, to the high teens, in 1984, 
after a campaign in which moral and reli-
gious issues played a significant, though not 
the dominant, role. President Ronald Reagan 
had not only allied with social conservatives, 
but stood for (as a 1976 platform plank he 
fought for called it) “morality in foreign pol-
icy”—something Bell considers a logical ex-
tension of the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence.

The Democratic presidential nominee, 
Walter Mondale, called President Reagan 
an “ayatollah” who favored a dangerous blur-
ring of the lines between church and state, 
but this attack did not seem to benefit him. 
The Democratic vice-presidential nominee, 
Geraldine Ferraro, was a Catholic who fa-
vored abortion, which led the archbishop 
of New York to criticize her. Reagan’s land-
slide victory confirmed the new shape of re-
ligious politics in the U.S., as conservative 
Protestants and Catholics began an alliance.

Bell sees 1988 as the first presidential elec-
tion swung by social conservatism: George 
H.W. Bush erased the Democrats’ sum-
mer lead in the polls by portraying Michael 
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Dukakis as an aggressive secularist who was 
soft on crime and ambivalent about patrio-
tism. Bell argues that notwithstanding this 
success, Republican elites were always un-
comfortable with social issues, and sometimes 
disdainful of the voters who care about them. 
They were uncomfortable, too, with the polar-
ization that naturally attended social-issues 
politics. As president, Bush downplayed the 
social issues (as well as the missionary char-
acter of U.S. foreign policy). Republicans in 
the Clinton years were reluctant to run politi-
cal advertisements concerning abortion, even 
on specific issues, such as partial-birth abor-
tion, where the public strongly favored the 
Republican position.

Bell sees a similar pattern in the 
presidency of Bush’s son. By the 
2000s the country was firmly divided 

on social issues, with George W. Bush win-
ning almost no socially liberal states. Social 
conservatism and foreign-policy moralism 
produced polarization and political gains in 
his first term. It was the social issues—Bell 
especially credits the burgeoning controversy 
over same-sex marriage—that won Bush re-
election. A fifth of the electorate said that 
their top voting concerns were issues of moral 
values, and they overwhelmingly preferred 
Bush. His opponent John Kerry carried the 
rest of the electorate. Bell believes that the be-
ginning of Bush’s undoing in his second term 
was a vain attempt to reduce polarization in 
Washington. In pursuit of this objective Bush 
dropped the constitutional amendment on 
marriage he had earlier proposed.

This portion of the book ends with the elec-
tion of Barack Obama, which some observers 
at the time thought might end the red-blue 
polarization of American politics, but obvi-
ously has not. Bell then steps back to take a 
broader historical view in the book’s second 
half, which traces the conflict between Left 
and Right back to the disjunction between 
the “conservative enlightenment” and the “left 
enlightenment.” The former—basically, the 
Anglo-Saxons plus Montesquieu—opposed 
monarchy and favored formal political equal-
ity. The latter sought a more thoroughgoing, 
far less attainable form of equality, thus re-
quiring the empowerment of a political elite 
to guide society through the many necessary 
transformations. The Left enlightenment’s 
ultimate goal is to abolish or at least tame in-
stitutions—notably the family and organized 
religion—that restrain individual autonomy.

The conservative enlightenment was hob-
bled in Europe, first by the persistent strength 
of supporters of the old regime, then by the 
necessity of a throne-and-altar alliance with 
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those supporters. State support for churches, 
which enervated religious practice and belief, 
made the situation worse. The sexual revolu-
tion did not lead to any conservative resur-
gence in reaction there, as it did here. Instead, 
socially conservative forces in Europe simply 
collapsed. Today Europe is unchurched, and 
in consequence, Bell suggests, is proving un-
able to sustain itself demographically.

While optimistic about the u.s., 
he worries about our demographic 
future as well. He notes that add-

ing the abortion and birth rates would yield 
a fertility rate above the replacement level. 
These statistics persuade Bell that “abortion is 
doing much if not most of the work in reduc-
ing birth rates.” 

On this point he seems to me simply mis-
taken. His error is the common one of ignor-
ing how the availability of abortion brings 
about increased non-marital sexual activ-
ity and diminished reliance on birth control, 
thereby increasing the rate of conception. If 
that effect is strong enough then even a large 
percentage of pregnancies could end in abor-
tion, as they do today in the U.S., with only a 
modest impact on the birth rate. One study 
suggests that the legalization of abortion in-
creased conception rates by 30% and reduced 
birth rates by only 6%. It may be that the same 
cultural changes that made abortion more ac-
ceptable in the U.S. have also suppressed the 
birth rate, but the link is less direct than Bell 
believes.

He also leaves us with some unanswered 
questions. Several concern the nature of con-
temporary social conservatism. It is easy to 
see how a belief in equal rights given by God 
would undergird social conservatives’ opposi-
tion to abortion. But it is harder to see how 
it fits with their other top priority over the 
last decade: opposition to same-sex marriage. 
In that debate it has been social liberals who 
have invoked equality.

Bell draws a line from the social conserva-
tism of Nixon to Reagan and then to the Bushes. 
But Nixon’s law-and-order campaign was also 
not, at least in any obvious way, egalitarian; it 
was not logically connected to the anti-abor-

tion position, which in any case in later years 
he indicated he did not share; and it was not 
especially Christian in sensibility. Whatever 
connects Nixonian social conservatism to con-
temporary social conservatism may have little 
to do with the Declaration of Independence. 
The same ambiguity in the definition of a “so-
cial issue” plagues Bell’s discussion of the 1988 
campaign, which treats Dukakis’s positions on 
prison furloughs and the Pledge of Allegiance 
as of a piece. In an important sense of course 
they were of a piece: They were pieces of the 
liberal orthodoxy of the era. But these were 
issues that socially unconservative politicians 
such as Pete Wilson and Bill Weld were per-
fectly willing to debate, suggesting that some-
thing sets them apart from abortion, marriage, 
school prayer, and the like.

Bell also neglects the possibility that over-
reaching social liberalism, not social conser-
vatism, accounts for America’s distinctive po-
litical polarization. It is true that the U.S. has 
a robust social conservatism that other de-
veloped countries lack, and it is true that the 
relative religiosity of Americans has long been 
noted. But it is also true that no other devel-
oped country, save Canada, has an abortion 
regime as liberal and undemocratic as ours. 
Roe v. Wade (1973) overturned the laws of all 
50 states and effectively made abortion legal at 
any stage of pregnancy, for any reason. And it 
read that policy into the nation’s fundamental 
law. It thus raised the already-high stakes of 
the debate, made compromise in that debate 
even harder than it would have been, and gave 
opponents of abortion reason to feel that the 
system had been stacked against them. It is at 
least possible that Roe v. Wade accounts for 
the strength and assertiveness of American 
social conservatism. By the same token, it is 
plausible that same-sex marriage would have 
proven a less polarizing issue had it advanced 
primarily through legislatures, rather than 
primarily through courts. 

There is, finally, a curious blind spot 
obscuring the political role of pub-
lic opinion in Bell’s account of social 

conservatism. The timidity of Republicans 
on abortion circa 1990 reflected the fact that 

public opinion on the subject had been mov-
ing left for years by that time. The compara-
tive boldness of Republicans on the subject 
during the last decade reflects that this trend 
has reversed. (Probably for four principal rea-
sons: the diffusion of ultrasound technology, 
the growing acceptability of illegitimacy, the 
campaign against partial-birth abortion, and 
the decline of anti-abortion violence.)

Bell is quite persuasive in arguing that 
conservative positions on social issues are 
not an albatross for Republicans. But he is 
less persuasive in arguing that Republicans 
have no reason to be careful in raising those 
issues. It’s important to distinguish these 
two propositions, and Bell does not. There 
is good evidence, for example, that being op-
posed to abortion wins a presidential candi-
date votes, all things being equal. But there 
is also good evidence that most voters do not 
much like hearing (or thinking) about abor-
tion policy.

At one point Bell describes it as “paradoxi-
cal” that social issues should have become 
the organizing principle of party politics 
even though both parties have been reticent 
about them. But if the parties have largely 
sorted themselves out on moral issues, isn’t 
that what you would expect? If social conser-
vatives almost all belong to one party and so-
cial liberals to another, neither party will be 
able to expand much by emphasizing social 
issues.

As it happens, though, that isn’t a good de-
scription of the American political situation, 
because a large group of social conservatives 
remain firmly in the party dominated by 
social liberals. If social conservatives find a 
way to bring these voters, many of whom are 
black and Hispanic, into an effective coali-
tion, then I suspect that Bell would be quite 
pleased to find that American politics had 
become, if still polarized, much less evenly 
matched. 

Ramesh Ponnuru is a senior editor at National 
Review, a columnist for Bloomberg View, 
and the author of The Party of Death: The 
Democrats, the Media, the Courts, and the 
Disregard for Human Life (Regnery).
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

Right-side Up
The Upside-Down Constitution, by Michael S. Greve.

Harvard University Press, 528 pages, $39.95

Ever since his arrival at the 
American Enterprise Institute in 2000, 
Michael Greve’s copious writings have 

attracted, instructed, provoked, and enter-
tained a legion of followers. Although formal-
ly trained as a student of government with a 
Ph.D. from Cornell, he directed a conserva-
tive public-interest law firm for a number of 
years and learned how to hold his own against 
the lords of the legal academy. He reads wide-
ly and well across a broad range of disciplines, 
including political science and history, and, 
among other things, has shown himself to be 
a talented armchair political economist. He 
is, moreover, a powerful, eloquent, and lively 
writer who is always a delight to read. 

All of these talents, and more, are on abun-
dant display in The Upside-Down Constitution, 
Greve’s engaging, erudite commentary on 
American law and politics, which ought to rat-
tle more than a few cages—especially among 
those who earn their living opining about the 
meaning and matter of the U.S. Constitution. 
His chosen medium of instruction is the ju-
risprudence of modern federalism, which, he 
argues, not only misunderstands but inverts 
the Constitution’s architectonic purpose—
hence the book’s title. The broader question 
that lies at the heart of his inquiry is this: how 
is it that a Constitution erected as a bulwark 
against the mischiefs of faction has morphed 
into an instrument by which the spirit of fac-
tion is not only secured by, but built into the 
machinery of, all levels of government?

As Greve expounds ruefully (and for the 
most part persuasively) on that question, it 
becomes clear that his instruction about fed-
eralism as such is but an opening wedge for 
deeper reflections about (among other things) 
the difficulty of establishing stable republi-
can government, the importance of regime 
(in the Aristotelian sense) for understand-
ing the Constitution, the permanent value 
of The Federalist, and the inadequacies of tex-
tual originalism as a tool for construing the 
Constitution.

Indeed, taken whole, the upside-down 
Constitution might be said to comprise five 
books at once: a philosophical meditation 

on the framers’ intentions and the character 
of the regime they erected; an imaginative re-
assessment of the Constitution’s inner struc-
ture; a short and highly instructive history of 
the myriad ways in which constitutional rules 
decisively shaped American economic and po-
litical development in the 19th century; a cri-
tique of significant Supreme Court decisions 
from John Marshall’s day to our own; and a 
clinical pathology of the factional exploitation 
and political opportunism encouraged (with 
malice aforethought, Greve would say) by the 
New Deal revolution.

That’s a lot of territory for him to cover even 
in a book of this length and density. But cover 
it he does, although less in the manner of a 
legal treatise than that of a musical rhapsody, 
where a single theme, once articulated, is im-

provised and reiterated in a relatively free-form 
manner. This approach requires careful atten-
tion on the part of readers because the various 
sub-theses animating the book must be read 
as parts of an integral whole. At 400 pages of 
closely reasoned text, plus another 100 pages 
of discursive footnotes, The Upside-Down 
Constitution can hardly be considered light 
reading; and those who turn to it expecting ei-
ther a black-letter-law hornbook or a political 
tract for our times will be sorely disappointed. 
The book will teach new things even to those 
who are thoroughly familiar with its subject; 
it is learned without being ponderous (well, 
perhaps in a few places), and leavened at every 
turn by Greve’s instructive, acerbic humor.

At the risk of reducing his elabo-
rately developed thesis to bullet 
points that demean its often subtle 

complexity, Greve’s argument rests on three 
premises, which he develops with formidable 
plausibility:

1. The federal system that emerged from 
the Philadelphia Convention obviously bore 
the imprint of anti-federalist demands for 
the protection of state sovereignty. It never-
theless retained important features of James 
Madison’s original desire to check state legis-
latures. Taken whole, the Constitution can be 
understood as having established a regime of 

“competitive federalism,” which exhibits three 
interrelated characteristics: (a) A relatively 
bright line divides national and state powers 
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according to distinctively national and local 
functions; (b) federal supremacy must pro-
tect national powers against state assault; and 
(c) there must be additional rules to prevent 
member states from establishing local car-
tels or otherwise gaming the system to their 
parochial advantage at the expense of other 
states. (By way of example: the Commerce 
Clause and the Supremacy Clause ensure fed-
eral supremacy and the power to referee state-
federal disputes. The Contract Clause and the 
Compact Clause, respectively forbidding the 
states from impairing contractual obligations 
and forming agreements without the consent 
of Congress, limit the effect of local and inter-
state factional influence.)

2. Nineteenth-century Supreme Court de-
cisions more often than not reflected the spirit 
of competitive federalism. That understand-
ing prevailed to a surprising degree, albeit with 
some strains, until the New Deal. National 
powers, even taking into account the impact of 
the Reconstruction Amendments, remained 
reasonably cabined behind a constitutional 
wall of separation. And despite a capacious 
understanding of the Commerce Clause and 
its implications (as laid down by the relevant 
opinions of the Marshall Court), the idea 
of a broad federal police power was deemed 
constitutionally unacceptable. Federal courts 
policed state factional interests by rigorously 
enforcing the Contract and Compact Clauses 
and by applying pro-competitive federal com-
mon law doctrine in diversity cases.

3. The New Deal severely undermined 
the traditional consensus outlined above, 
but a compliant Court’s reinterpretation of 
the Commerce and Necessary and Proper 
Clauses may not have been the most grievous 
change. Of at least equal, if not greater im-
port, was Erie Railroad Co. v. Tomkins (1938), 
which overturned a century’s precedent by de-
claring judicial imposition of federal common 
law to be an unconstitutional invasion of state 
prerogatives. Federal courts were thereby de-
prived of a critically important tool to prevent 
states from entrenching local factional inter-
ests or otherwise using their domestic laws to 
exploit other states and their citizens. Finally, 
in constructing the redistributive state, New 
Deal politicians took care to ensure that ex-
panded government would produce benefi-
cial political effects for themselves and their 
friends at all levels of government. Using the 
tax and spending powers, among other tools, 
the political branches transformed competi-
tive federalism into what came to be known 
as “cooperative federalism” (perhaps a better 

term might be “cooptive”), by virtue of which 
states all too willingly have ever since sur-
rendered much of their fiscal independence 
to the national government—even as they 
complain about undue federal control. At the 
same time, many states have no reluctance 
about imposing controls of their own that 
produce baleful extraterritorial effects—e.g., 
state taxation of the internet, enactment of 
local global warming statutes, multistate liti-
gation settlements.

This necessarily abbreviated summa-
ry cannot do justice to the breadth and 
sophistication of Greve’s rhapsodically 

developed treatment, but it gives a flavor of 
the intellectual riches to be found in his new 
book. Nor does it call particular attention to 
some of the more controversial features of his 
argument. In speaking of competitive federal-
ism, for example, is Greve accurately describ-
ing the framers’ intentions, or is he grafting 

critical scholarly opinions that differ from 
his own. The same holds for his treatment of 
modern theories of constitutional interpreta-
tion. He has small use for the standard liberal 
view, according to which the states are chiefly 
useful as experimental laboratories for apply-
ing the latest theories of big government and 
moral autonomy.

Reigning conservative refrains on 
federalism fare no better at Greve’s 
hands. Many conservatives (including 

those on the Supreme Court), he says, pro-
ceed as if federalism were solely or primarily a 
question of striking the right balance between 
national and state power. In many cases, how-
ever, in seeking to protect state prerogatives 
against undue federal intrusion, conserva-
tive Justices merely license state regulatory 
schemes (many with multistate effects) that 
are often worse than what Congress might 
impose. Big government, which is to say, gov-
ernment of, by, and for politicians and their 
favored constituencies at the expense of ev-
eryone else, seems to be the result at both 
the federal and state levels. Whatever one’s 
opinion about the origins of American feder-
alism, surely that could not be the result the 
Constitution had in mind.

Conservatives no less than liberals, Greve 
avers, have forgotten James Madison’s instruc-
tion about state government being the prin-
cipal locus of factional mischief. They also 
seem to have forgotten his arguments favoring 
federal supremacy as the remedy. Federalism 
rightly understood, which is to say federalism 
as Publius understood it, needs to be resurrect-
ed. One can argue whether Publius’ federalism 
is in all major respects the same as Greve’s, but 
in any case, Greve is absolutely right to empha-
size that while everyone (more or less) salutes 
the idea of federalism in principle, the central 
issue since the beginning of the republic has 
been not whether to have federalism but what 
kind. The Constitution can guide us toward a 
range of better or worse options; but today no 
less than at the founding, the answer cannot be 
derived from pressing constitutional text until 
it yields a definitively correct result. To under-
stand the text, one has to understand the kind 
of regime it was intended to establish. To help 
us in that endeavor, reading The Upside-Down 
Constitution is a good place to begin the process 
of turning the Constitution right-side up.

Michael M. Uhlmann is research professor 
of politics and policy at Claremont Graduate 
University.

the idea of jurisdictional competition (which 
is in part an invention of contemporary pub-
lic choice economics) onto the scheme that 
Madison and Hamilton, for example, had in 
mind? Does he underestimate the force and 
effect of chance political factors that led to the 
Constitution of 1787? 

In a similar vein, how credible is his argu-
ment (see chapter 3) that the federal judiciary 
was effectively charged with the mission of 
keeping the Constitution in sync with the 
idea of competitive federalism—or is this, too, 
a Procrustean projection of a modern concept 
onto past events? Yet again, does Greve un-
derplay or overplay the diverse political and 
constitutional elements that comprise the 
New Deal revolution? 

Regarding such matters, and a host of 
others, Greve would be the first to welcome 
robust debate. Indeed, for all the vigor he 
brings to his advocacy (and you don’t know 
vigor until you’ve read Michael Greve or seen 
him in action), one of the refreshing qualities 
of the book is his willingness to acknowledge 

The central issue since the 
beginning of the republic 

has been not whether
to have federalism

but what kind.
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In 1766, king george iii, ruler of an em-
pire that stretched across the globe, wrote 
an earnest letter to his son. Allowing that 

he might lack “superior abilities,” the monarch 
expressed the hope that “all unprejudiced per-
sons will be convinced that whenever I have 
failed it has been from the head, not the heart.” 
He meant well, in other words. 

His good intentions and humility did 
not matter a decade later, however, when his 
American colonies rebelled. The proximate 
cause of the rupture was the burdensome du-
ties and taxes the king and his ministers had 
imposed on them. But the revolt was about 
more than economics. What incensed the 
members of the Second Continental Congress 
was that his majesty’s government ruled with-
out the Americans’ consent, and had ordered 
soldiers and mercenaries to the continent to 
enforce its arbitrary decrees.

The king’s abuses, the Congress said, had 
left the colonists no choice other than to ex-
ercise their natural right of revolution. They 
would, accordingly, take up arms to assume 
the “separate and equal station to which the 
Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” enti-
tled them.

That was the message of the Declaration 
of Independence. Larry P. Arnn, president 
of Hillsdale College, argues in The Founders’ 
Key that the Declaration cannot be under-
stood in isolation. The Continental Congress 
not only proclaimed the rights of man, but 

also conveyed the essential attributes of the 
government necessary to secure those rights.

After concluding the revolution-
ary War in 1783, Americans spent 
several years struggling to apply 

the Declaration’s teaching. The Articles of 
Confederation, which all 13 states ratified by 
1781, were insufficient for the task: factions 
started fights between the states and foment-
ed uprisings within them, threatening to tear 
the Union apart.

The Constitution of the United States was 
the means to achieve the Declaration’s end of 
equal protection of rights. The founders saw 
no disconnect between the argument of the 
Declaration and the forms of the Constitution. 
Such a division, Arnn says, was imposed a 
century later by Darwinists, Hegelians, and 
early Progressive theorists. He subtly disman-
tles the argument that the Declaration and 
Constitution are different texts designed for 
different purposes. Quite the contrary: The 
Declaration and Constitution are in accord.

James Madison thought so. Before he be-
came the principal author of the Constitution, 
the Virginia lawyer and ally of Jefferson sat 
on the committee that drafted the Virginia 
Declaration of Rights adopted in June 1776. 
That declaration stated: 

That all men are by nature equally free 
and independent, and have certain in-

herent rights, of which, when they en-
ter into a state of society, they cannot, 
by any compact, deprive or divest their 
posterity, namely, the enjoyment of life 
and liberty, with the means of acquiring 
and possessing property, and pursuing 
and obtaining happiness and safety.

Nor was it only Madison and Jefferson who 
thought alike. John Adams led the committee 
that wrote the Massachusetts Constitution 
of 1780. Its preamble closely resembles the 
Virginia declaration and the Declaration of 
Independence:

All men are born free and equal, and 
have certain natural, essential, and un-
alienable rights; among which may be 
reckoned the right of enjoying and de-
fending their lives and liberties; that of 
acquiring, possessing, and protecting 
property; in fine, that of seeking and 
obtaining their safety and happiness.

The founders grasped the symmetry in a 
political philosophy of natural rights and a 
constitutional government. Nothing less than 
a limited, representative government with 
separated powers is worthy of the consent of 
free men. Study the Declaration’s specific list 
of charges against King George closely, Arnn 
writes, and the outlines of the Constitution 
become visible. “When the Declaration de-

Book Review by Matthew Continetti

The Philadelphia Story
The Founders’ Key: The Divine and Natural Connection between the Declaration and the Constitution and What We Risk by Losing It,

by Larry P. Arnn. Thomas B. Nelson, 224 pages, $19.99
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mands laws ‘wholesome and necessary for the 
public good,’ it raises the question what kinds 
of laws those are.” Then, by implication, it an-
swers that question.

Arnn classifies the Declaration’s charges 
against George III into three categories: rep-
resentation and consent, limited government, 
and the separation of powers. The king acted 
without considering the interests of Americans, 
the founders alleged. He interfered in their 
lives by imposing taxes and quartering troops, 
and assumed without warrant the legislative, 
executive, and judicial functions of govern-
ment. Such an autonomous, unlimited, uni-
tary government is despotic. Not only does it 
not protect rights equally; it protects no rights 
at all. Explains Arnn:

The protection of rights requires a gov-
ernment that is representative of the 
governed, its powers separated among 
branches, its scope and size limited to 
be consistent with a liberal and free so-
ciety. Only such a society can be suffi-
ciently independent of the government 
to hold the sovereignty upon which gov-
ernment is based.

But what sort of rights is he talking 
about? An observer of contemporary 
American politics would assume that 

we have rights to just about everything—not 
only to those freedoms mentioned specifically 
in the Declaration, but also to an abortion, to 
marry a member of the same sex, and to food, 
housing, health insurance, transportation, 
and all the other accoutrements of a full and 

“equal” life. When most Americans talk about 
rights today, they are following the lead of our 
32nd president, who told the Commonwealth 
Club in September 1932, “The task of states-
manship has always been the redefinition of 
these rights in terms of a changing and grow-
ing social order.”

For the men who wrote the Declaration 
and Constitution, however, the rights we pos-
sess are antecedent to society. Our right to 
property begins with our bodily selves. We 
exist, and therefore have a right to life. We 
speak, and therefore have a right to speech. 
We think, and therefore have a right to con-
science. We have hands that can work, and 
therefore have a right to the fruit of that labor.

Government does not redefine rights as 
history runs its course. The teaching of the 
Declaration and the Constitution is that hu-
man beings institute government to protect 
the rights they already possess by virtue of be-
ing. We do not have rights to goods that exist 
only in society, such as health insurance, col-

lege loans, and pensions, since the provision 
and redistribution of these material benefits 
can take place only after government is estab-
lished, and would require the government to 
infringe on our natural, pre-social, corporal 
rights.

Securing the people’s inherent rights 
means, above all, protecting them against fac-
tion. “It becomes a political problem when 
a person or a group of people pursue his or 
their passions or interests at the expense of 
the rights of other people or of the minority,” 
Arnn writes. A faction may be limited to a 
single individual such as George III. Or a fac-
tion can be several people organized around 
a single purpose—creditors, say, or debtors. 
But the most problematic faction of all may 
be an impassioned majority. “It becomes the 
most severe political problem when the peo-
ple animated by [private interests or agendas] 
constitute a majority because in a republican 
government the majority speaks for the na-
tion, and it may do what it pleases.”

The founders’ key insight was that 
an extended federal republic provides 
the best protection against an impas-

sioned faction. Men with political ambition 
must cool their passions to woo many people 
at once. “Speech, to be effective across a large 
area and to a large number of people, must be 
fairer and truer than among a cabal.” There 
are so many interests that one faction is less 
likely to dominate all the rest.

Local, state, and federal governments, as 
well as the departments within them, check 
and balance each other. “The different gov-
ernments will control each other at the same 
time that each will be controlled by itself,” 
Publius wrote in Federalist 51. The simple 
constitutional architecture of federalism and 
separation of powers in a vast republic would 
produce laws in harmony with natural rights 
and beneficial to the happiness of the people, 
while giving statesmen the flexibility to legis-
late, execute, and adjudicate the law with pru-
dence and common sense.

At least that was the plan. Over time, as 
elite understandings of equality and rights 
drifted farther and farther from the founders’ 
moorings, American government was fun-
damentally transformed, the connection be-
tween the Declaration and the Constitution 
attenuated. The purpose of government was 
no longer to protect natural rights equally; it 
was to redistribute property and income in 
the service of material equality. An endless 
array of bureaucracies—the administrative 
state—grew on the surface of constitutional 
government. The forms of the Constitution, 

and their relation to the principles of the 
Declaration, became an afterthought, even a 
joke. In 2009, when a reporter asked Nancy 
Pelosi what provision of the Constitution au-
thorized the passage of Obamacare, she fa-
mously asked, “Are you serious?”

The very idea of law has been deformed. 
The Northwest Ordinance is under 3,000 
words. The Homestead Act is under 1,400 
words. The Declaration and the Constitution 
are just as pithy. Today’s laws are thousands of 
pages in length. They are delegations of con-
gressional authority to unelected agencies that 
issue regulations unaccountably and most of-
ten in the interests of a particular faction. Law 
in America today embodies James Madison’s 
fear: “It will be of little avail to the people, that 
the laws are made by men of their own choice, 
if the laws be so voluminous that they cannot 
be read, or so incoherent that they cannot be 
understood; if they be repealed or revised be-
fore they are promulgated, or undergo such 
incessant changes that no man, who knows 
what the law is to-day, can guess what it will 
be to-morrow.” This republican dystopia is the 
ideal modern liberalism exists to realize, and 
to which Obama Democrats want us to race.

In one particularly beautiful passage 
Arnn likens the Constitution to a work of 
sculpture. The material is the American 

people, the founders are the artists, and the 
natural equality of man was the ideal in their 
minds as they worked. The shape the work as-
sumed is the organic law of the Constitution. 
Today, lamentably, the founders’ masterpiece is 
treated as a historical artifact, fit for a museum, 
worthy of appreciation and flattery but not to 
be taken seriously or considered relevant.

The politicians and bureaucrats who govern 
America in the 21st century, like King George 
III in the 18th, may have their hearts in the 
right place, but their heads woefully misun-
derstand the idea of rights and constitutional 
government. The Founder’s Key is a primer for 
everyone interested in the doctrine of natural 
right and the constitutionalism that doctrine 
implies. Americans who read these succinct 
pages and spend time studying the appen-
dices, which include the Declaration, the 
Constitution, crucial parts of The Federalist, 
and James Madison’s essay “Property,” will be 
much closer to understanding the founders’ 
vision. They will understand that America’s 
future depends on the rediscovery of its philo-
sophical beginnings. 

Matthew Continetti is editor-in-chief of the 
Washington Free Beacon and a contributing 
editor to the Weekly Standard.
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In their new book, paul marshall and 
Nina Shea, a senior fellow and the direc-
tor, respectively, of the Hudson Institute’s 

Center for Religious Freedom, argue that the 
West has been slow to appreciate the devastat-
ing effects of blasphemy and apostasy laws in 
the Islamic world, even as these laws are the 
source of countless outrages against human 
rights, freedom, and dignity. Former president 
of Indonesia Kyai Haji Abdurrahman Wahid 
remarks in the book’s preface that these laws 
have “prevented Muslims from thinking…
about vast spheres of life, literature, science 
and culture in general,” serving “to stop the 
developmental process of religious under-
standing dead in its tracks.” What’s more, 
such bans “conflate the sanctioning author-
ity’s current, limited grasp of the truth with 
ultimate Truth itself, and thereby transform 
religion from a path to the Divine into a ‘di-
vinized’ goal, whose features and confines are 
generally dictated by those with an all-too-
human agenda of earthly power and control.”

He is right, entirely right. I live in Turkey, 
where just recently the Turkish pianist Fazil 
Say was charged by prosecutors with mak-
ing comments offensive to Islamic belief on 
the internet. He had used Twitter to ques-
tion whether Islamic heaven is like a brothel 
or a pub, citing Koranic verses that describe 

beautiful women and rivers of drinks for 
those admitted to paradise. As the Turkish 
Penal Code specifies, “Anyone who openly 
denigrates the religious values of a part of the 
population shall be sentenced to imprison-
ment of from six months to one year, where 
the act is sufficient to breach public peace.” In 
recent years, many people who once chatted 
about politics and religion on Facebook and 
Twitter in Turkey have thought better of do-
ing so. I cannot blame them. 

The West has likewise been hesitant to 
resist the encroachment of these laws on its 
own societies. Rather than rejecting pressure 
from the Organization of Islamic Coopera-
tion (OIC) to ban “negative stereotyping of 
Islam,” many Western nations have agreed to 
define this nebulous act as a crime, enact ra-
cial and religious hate-speech bans to combat 
it, and prosecute their own citizens for defy-
ing the new laws. These bans, the authors ar-
gue, serve as proxies for blasphemy laws and 
have a similarly stultifying effect upon the hu-
man spirit. Only the United States has thus 
far rejected this pressure, but it has done so in 
a hesitant, bewildered, and incoherent fash-
ion. The West’s lack of resolve in responding 
to this pressure is a great mystery. Surely, if 
the West stands for anything, it stands for 
freedom of religion and speech?

The chief weakness of this other-
wise useful book is its assumption that 
the radicalization of the Islamic world 

began, or has accelerated, over the past three 
decades. This is to telescope and minimize the 
problem’s gravity. A transformation that has 
taken place over a mere three decades might 
be a shallow one that may admit of simple so-
lutions. Alas, this is something much deeper, 
which we will not hear the end of any time 
soon. 

Silenced surveys the contemporary practice 
and baleful effects of apostasy and blasphemy 
laws in Muslim-majority countries, the vic-
tims of which include but are not limited to 
political dissidents, religious reformers, jour-
nalists, writers, artists, cineastes, Christians, 
Hindus, Ahmadis, Bahais, Jews, and mem-
bers of minority Muslim sects. (They include 
majority-Muslim sects, too, for that matter.) 
Although the catalogue is comprehensive, the 
focus on blasphemy and apostasy laws is ex-
cessively narrow and suggests an insufficient 
remedy; for one thing, in many of the coun-
tries Marshall and Shea describe, there is no 
rule of law at all. Sudan and Somalia, for ex-
ample, are not modern states with misguided 
laws; they are failed states with no legal ap-
paratus, period. The problem is not that So-
malia must be persuaded to change its laws, 

Book Review by Claire Berlinski

First Freedoms
Silenced: How Apostasy and Blasphemy Codes Are Choking Freedom Worldwide, by Paul Marshall and Nina Shea.

Oxford University Press, 480 pages, $99 (cloth), $35 (paper)
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row historical prism, and overestimating the 
influence of the West. The transformation of 
Christian Europe from the pre-modern to the 
modern world took place over centuries, not 
decades. The Islamic world—to the extent 
that there is such a thing—is in the midst of a 
similar transition, one of the greatest in world 
history. Brisk lectures from the United States 
about legal reform may make a difference at 
the margins, but civilizations do not funda-
mentally transform themselves because of 
such things. Beyond a handful of intellectuals, 
few in the Islamic world understand or give a 
damn about the Western example. Right as it 
is to deplore apostasy and blasphemy laws as 
pre-modern or illiberal abominations, I sus-
pect most of the world will shrug. Withdraw-
ing our support for the Saudi Wahhabi clan 
would make more of a difference, but that 
would require real sacrifices that the United 
States is not prepared to make.

The better argument is that we must 
resist these bans for our own sake. This 
we can and must do. Students now 

coming of age at European and American 
universities will not remember the intellec-
tual and moral climate in 1989 after Salman 
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses was published. I 
was at the time studying at the most left-wing 
college at Oxford University, where the em-
brace of every old-fashioned pinko platitude 
was commonplace and the college turtle was 
named Rosa Luxemburg. But I do not recall 
one single student, one single academic, ex-
pressing anything but proper outrage upon 
learning of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s fatwa. 
There was perfect moral clarity: the fatwa 
was the very essence of savagery, and it was 
unimaginable that we should dream of com-
promising with those who would issue such 
a thing.

Compare this to the reaction to the case of 
Molly Norris, the Seattle cartoonist who in 
2010 drew a cartoon in honor of “Everybody 
Draw Mohammed Day.” Following the pro-
nouncement of a death sentence upon her, she 
was effectively forced into the equivalent of an 
FBI witness protection program. She no lon-
ger exists. Her identity has been erased. But 
popular sentiment, in this case, was mixed: 
many were outraged, but this comment, post-
ed below the news item reporting the story, 
was not anomalous:

I will say that what she did was short-
sighted and frankly kind of dumb. 
While I believe in free speech I also 
believe that if I say something offensive 
I’m likely to receive unpleasant reprisal 
and if I were to attack a religious group 

it is that Somalia is a pre-modern congeries 
of warring militias, bandits, warlords, and pi-
rates; even the imposition of Islamic law—any 
law—might be an improvement. Nothing in 
Somalia could form the basis of a legal regime 
in which individual rights, as we understand 
them, are vigorously protected. This is hardly 
a comfort, but it does suggest that it may not 
be useful to view the problems of the Islamic 
world as everywhere aspects of the same prob-
lem. Like unhappy families, each country is 
unhappy in its own way.

Similarly, in proposing that the West must 
adopt a unified and philosophically coherent 
response to the demands of the OIC, Mar-
shall and Shea implicitly accept the idea that 
the OIC itself represents something unified 
and philosophically coherent. It does not. Just 
as the Islamic world is characterized more by 
its own divisions than anything it holds in 
common, the Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration is neither particularly organized nor 
cooperative; its achievements having been 
limited to holding conferences, issuing con-
demnations, and organizing riots. A united 
Umma—or worldwide community under 
Islam—with anything like a unitary foreign 
policy is still a fantasy; anyone tempted to 
doubt this should note that the Syrian oppo-
sition is pleading not for the OIC’s interven-
tion but for NATO’s. 

If it is within our power to diminish the 
suffering in the Islamic world—and it is not 
at all clear that it is—our focus must be on 
the states that comprise it, not the OIC. Only 
states have the power to enact and enforce 
laws, and only the traditional tools of state-
craft have any hope of being effective.

But if the chapters of this book 
treating the Islamic world are some-
what shallow, the chapters demonstrat-

ing the effects of blasphemy laws on Western 
countries are not shallow at all. The authors 
make two key arguments against such laws, 
one more persuasive than the other.

The less persuasive argument is that the 
limits upon speech the West has in recent 
years imposed upon itself are bad for the Is-
lamic world, giving authoritarian regimes 
another weapon with which to protect them-
selves from criticism from abroad. I admit 
I’ve been repeatedly shocked in Turkey to 
hear—often from people who should know 
better—that every country places limits on 
speech. Unfortunately, at this point they are 
almost right. But the argument that we should 
eschew bans on speech so to set a better ex-
ample and support liberal reformers in the 
Islamic world fails to persuade. The authors 
are viewing the problem through a too-nar-
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known for defending their beliefs with 
violence by creating a contest desecrat-
ing their most holy of symbols I could 
end up with a lot of death threats and 
possibly end up dead in a ditch. So, 
frankly, I don’t feel sorry for her.

This failure to grasp the very point of freedom 
of expression, and its connection to civiliza-
tion, represents not a revolutionary change of 
mind in the world, which has always been sav-
age, but a revolutionary change of mind in the 
West, which for a too-brief moment was not.

How could we have come to this? 
Perhaps the simple answer is that 
savagery and oppression are the nat-

ural state of affairs, and we were never that far 
from them to begin with. The assumptions 
that something like a free world has long ex-
isted, where speech is robustly protected; that 
the benefits of unrestricted speech are under-
stood and intuitively obvious everywhere but 
the Islamic world; and that the Islamic world 
is unique in its assault upon freedom of expres-
sion—are all false. In truth, as the worldwide 
choking of freedom goes—measured simply 
in terms of numbers oppressed—the Islamic 
world has little on North Korea, China, and 
Burma; and even the most cursory examina-
tion of human history indicates that noth-
ing comes more naturally to men than the 

impulse to silence others. What is political 
correctness if not the American Left’s version 
of a blasphemy code? We notice the Islamic 
world’s tyrannical spirit not so much because 
it is historically or globally anomalous, but be-
cause it has recently impinged upon us, forc-
ing us to decide what we really mean when we 
talk about freedom.

Our idea of freedom of speech and re-
ligion is related to the uniquely American 
separation of church and state, which itself 
developed out of the religious toleration pro-
moted by the English and Scottish Enlight-
enment, and is essential for any free govern-
ment to thrive. It is the inherent right to be-
lieve as one’s reason and conscience dictate, 
free from political penalties or state coercion, 
that make blasphemy and apostasy laws a vi-
olation of human rights and dignity. But this 
does not mean that we have a right not to be 
contradicted or offended, or to exact bloody 
revenge when we are. Yet the majority of hu-
man beings throughout history and through-
out the world today consider freedom of 
religion an outrage and suspect intuitively 
that unfettered freedom of speech would be 
the expressway to chaos, ethnic cleansing, 
and the breakdown of social order. There is 
much in human experience to suggest they 
are right.

It is only in this broader context that we 
can understand how quickly and readily the 

West has collectively decided that freedom 
of speech might be more trouble than it’s 
worth. The problem is not so much the Is-
lamic world, which is typical of the world as 
it has always been; it is our own fragile com-
mitment to liberty. 

As silenced catalogues, the west’s 
enemies seek to dismantle our free-
doms through lawsuits, diplomacy, 

economic boycotts, and—most importantly—
by intimidation and murder. Paul Marshall 
and Nina Shea conclude that few Western 
leaders or policymakers comprehend the 
threat to “the freedoms of religion and expres-
sion that lie at the heart of Western liberal 
democracies,” and as a result have failed co-
herently to respond to it.

A more useful formulation might be differ-
ent in emphasis: the West has understood the 
threat to freedom of speech and religion quite 
well, but does not cherish them as much as it 
likes to think.

Claire Berlinski, a freelance journalist who lives 
in Istanbul, is the Senior Fellow for Turkey at the 
American Foreign Policy Council, a Manhattan 
Institute Scholar, and the author of Menace in 
Europe: Why the Continent’s Crisis is Amer-
ica’s, Too (Crown Forum) and There is No Al-
ternative: Why Margaret Thatcher Matters 
(Basic Books).
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Last january, president obama went 
over to the Pentagon to announce deep 
cuts in defense. He took the occasion 

to proclaim: “Even as our troops continue to 
fight in Afghanistan, the tide of war is reced-
ing.” He could not have been more danger-
ously mistaken. 

While the Pentagon ceremony was tak-
ing place, Iranian President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad was packing his bags for a tour 
of friendly Latin American capitals, including 
Caracas, Quito, Havana, and Managua. The 
Nicaraguan visit was on the occasion of the 
presidential inauguration of our old enemy, 
Daniel Ortega. The others, Ahmadinejad’s 
spokesman said, were to discuss matters of 

“mutual interest.” Venezuela was far and away 
the most important, but each was a significant 
part of a tide of war that is advancing, not re-
ceding—and it is advancing toward us.

The matters of mutual interest feature 
military and “terrorist” projects aimed di-
rectly at the American homeland. And that 
is only the Western hemispheric dimension. 
Ahmadinejad and his cohorts have worked 
very energetically to forge a global network 
that includes Russia, China, (sometimes) 
Turkey, Syria, and the Western hemisphere 
gang. In part, the network helps Iran bust 
the sanctions that have recently catalyzed a 

spectacular drop in the value of its currency. 
Money, weapons, refined petroleum products, 
and even crude oil get laundered through for-
eign banks, shell companies, and ports. But 
sanctions-busting is the least of it.

Iran has been waging war against America 
for 33 years, and kills Americans whenever 
possible. Since September 11, 2001 they have 
been the primary sponsors and suppliers of 
arms and improvised explosive device (IED) 
materials for the insurgency in Iraq and do 
much of the same for al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP), al-Qaeda Organization 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), and the re-
maining insurgents in Afghanistan. And they 
will continue to provide this support to any-
one who joins their alliance. Not for nothing 
is the Islamic Republic at the top of the State 
Department’s list of state sponsors of terror-
ism. High-ranking al-Qaeda terrorist Saif 
al-Adel lived for years in Iran. Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi, the head of al-Qaeda in Iraq, oper-
ated from Tehran for a long time. Hezbollah, 
an arm of the Iranian regime, sends kill-
ers to Syria to massacre protesters, and to 
Afghanistan to murder Americans.

The war against us extends straight into the 
heartland. The Iranian-Latin American alli-
ance sends Iranians (or their surrogates, as in 
the plot discovered last year to assassinate the 

Saudi ambassador in Washington) into the 
United States. The Christian Broadcasting 
Network reports that 28 Iranians were ar-
rested, briefly detained, and then released 
by Homeland Security in the first two years 
of the Obama presidency. All promptly van-
ished. Staff from Iran’s United Nations offices 
have been sent packing when found perform-
ing late-night surveillance of New York City 
bridges, tunnels, and subway stations.

The Latin American Connection

Iran smuggles weapons to venezuela, 
and vice versa. On May 24, 2009, for ex-
ample, the State Department sent a secret 

cable to an official at the American Embassy in 
Ankara, regarding a shipment of “unmanned 
aerial vehicles and related material” from Iran 
to Venezuela by way of Turkey. The shipment 
was to have been transported overland from 
Iran and then loaded onto a ship bound for 
Venezuela. The Iranians planned to label the 
shipment “electronic equipment,” in order to 
evade U.N. Security Council sanctions. The 
embassy was instructed to alert Turkish au-
thorities and get the shipment stopped, which 
they did.

On January 30, 2011, around 5:00 a.m., 
there was a huge explosion in one of the Iranian 

The New War Against America

Essay by Michael Ledeen
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cording to the U.S. Justice Department “an 
Imam and leader of the Shiite Muslim com-
munity in Trinidad & Tobago, [who] pro-
vided religious instruction and operational 
support.” 

The mixture of religious leaders and ter-
rorists is a common phenomenon. Drug-
dealing is often folded in, as in the case of 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards General 
Gholamreza Baghbani, who was sanctioned 
by the Treasury Department on March 7, 
2012, for overseeing the traffic in drugs and 
arms between Afghanistan and Iran. The 
same pattern can be seen in the Iranian plot 
to assassinate the Saudi Arabian ambassador 
to the United States, in which the Iranians 
worked with a Mexican drug smuggler. DEA 
officials believe that the drug/terror nexus is 
so tight that it makes no analytical or opera-
tional sense to treat the two activities sepa-

established in many border cities and in 
Venezuela…. Once the network is es-
tablished…one can move from Cuba to 
Mexico, and from there to the United 
States.

The Russian Connection

Where there’s cuba, russia can’t 
be far behind. The Kremlin is a 
major player in the global alliance. 

Much remains to be learned about its ex-
act role, but it is safe to say that the Cubans 
would not provide Hezbollah with an opera-
tional base if Vladmir Putin told them not to. 
The Russians are clearly part of the money-
laundering apparatus, and are major suppli-
ers of weapons to Iran, Venezuela, and Syria. 
The Latin American cutouts serve them 
well. Well-informed people believe that the 
American drone that recently came to earth 
in Iran was defeated by a Russian system that 
jams satellite communications, including sat-
ellite phones and television broadcasts. More 
ominously, there appears to be very close coop-
eration between Russian intelligence and the 
Iranians. As we learned in June, the Russians 
are supplying Bashar Assad with attack heli-
copters, and, according to Le Figaro magazine, 
a recent attack in northern Syria was carried 
out to protect a Russian radar installation in 
Kessab, which monitors NATO, Free Syrian 
Army, and U.S. Air Force activities.

A considerable part of the Iranian nuclear 
weapons project—starting with the reactor 
at Bushehr—is Russian, and the Russians 
and the Iranians are working together in the 
paramilitary defense of the Assad regime in 
Syria. (A Russian Special Forces unit was re-
ported to be in Syria as of March 19, 2012, 
and Russian advisers had been spotted on 
the ground even earlier.) Russian naval ves-
sels loaded with attack helicopters and other 
materiel have been found headed to their port 
in Syria.

Alongside the Russians and Iranians, 
Bashar al-Assad is being vigorously support-
ed by the most outspokenly leftist leaders 
in Latin America, the so-called ALBA (for 

“Bolivarian Alternative”) countries (Venezuela, 
Cuba, Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, and a 
handful of Caribbean countries dependent 
on Venezuelan oil). At a summit meeting in 
Caracas in February 2012, the group rallied 
to Assad’s side, using the same language as the 
Syrian dictator (and the same the Iranian re-
gime uses against its own domestic opponents): 

“the member countries of ALBA condemn 
the violence armed rebel groups supported 
by foreign powers have unleashed against the 

facilities connected with the Venezuelan mil-
itary-industrial giant CAVIM (Compañía 
Anónima Venezolana de Insutrias Militares) 
in Maracay, a city in north central Venezuela. 
A second explosion followed a couple of hours 
later. It was serious enough for President 
Hugo Chavez to fly there personally to inspect 
the damage. Press accounts described the area 
as a storage site for Russian weapons, which 
was no doubt true, but they did not mention 
the Iranian facilities, which have remained 
mostly secret.

Indeed, even if the explosion was out-
side the tightly guarded and very secure 
Iranian sites (there are some areas where no 
Venezuelan is permitted entry), the Russian 
weapons may well have been intended for Iran, 
since Venezuela has been used as a cutout for 
Russian arms shipments to the mullahs. That 
way, the Russians can deny selling forbidden 
goods to Tehran, and if the traffic is discov-
ered Caracas can take the blame. The same 
system is used for laundering money to avoid 
the ever-tightening sanctions on Iran. 

The most recent figures I’ve seen value 
Iranian ventures in Venezuela at $30 billion, 
which is surely less than the real magnitude 
(secret projects don’t make it onto publicly 
available balance sheets). The symbol of the 
relationship is a flight between Tehran and 
Caracas, sometimes with a stop in Damascus, 
operated by one or another of the two coun-
tries’ national carriers. Some of the passengers 
who disembark in Caracas do not pass through 
immigration, and are given Venezuelan pass-
ports. Western counter-terrorist experts 
believe that these “instant Venezuelans” are 
Hezbollah operatives. Other passengers are 
believed to be drug smugglers.

There are good grounds for these beliefs. 
The Iranians have created a terrorist net-
work in the region under the leadership of 
Mohsen Rabbani, who is under indictment 
in Argentina for lethal terrorist assaults in 
Buenos Aires in the 1990s. The network car-
ries out the full range of preparations for le-
thal operations. Rabbani’s followers prosely-
tize, fund-raise, recruit, and train operatives 
on behalf of Iran and Hezbollah. 

The Iranian-Latin American network 
raised its head in federal courts in New York 
City in 2010, 2011, and 2012, when four men 
were convicted of plotting to blow up John 
F. Kennedy Airport. One of them, a former 
member of parliament from Guyana named 
Abdul Kadir, had met with Rabbani and oth-
ers in Iran as the plot was being organized, 
and was arrested on an airplane about to leave 
Trinidad for Caracas and thence Tehran. The 
conspiracy included Kareem Ibrahim, ac-

rately. The same conclusion has been reached 
by Colombian government officials, who have 
seen an expansion of drug- and arms-smug-
gling, along with an unexpected proliferation 
of mosques near Venezuela’s borders.

The ties that bind Iran, Syria, Venezuela, 
Ecuador, Cuba, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Russia, 
China, and others are all visible, even if many 
of the details of the relationship are pub-
licly unavailable. We know that Hezbollah 
conspires with drug-trafficking networks in 
South America as a means of raising resourc-
es and conducting joint operations, and we 
also know Hezbollah works closely with the 
Cubans. As the leading Italian daily Corriere 
della Sera reported on August 31, 2011, three 
members of Hezbollah “recently arrived in 
Havana from Mexico City, with instructions 
to build a beachhead on the island.”

In a few days [the report continued], 23 
others will follow…. Known as the “Ca-
ribbean File,” the project has a robust 
budget: more than a million and a half 
dollars…. For years, Hezbollah…has 
operated in Latin America. Their strong 
points are in Ciudad del Este (Paraguay) 
and Brazil, but their extremists are also 

The United States 
faces a global alliance 
that embraces radical 
Islamists and radical 

secular leftists.
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Syrian people.” The ALBA countries work 
hand-in-glove with Iran to hide financial op-
erations. Ecuador, for example, does a surpris-
ing amount of business with Tehran, which, 
because of the introduction among ALBA 
countries of a virtual currency (the so-called 
SUCRE), is very difficult to track.

There is even the tantalizing possibil-
ity that Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, may have spent some time in the 
Soviet Union. A report from Russia Today on 
February 5, 2010 named Khamenei as one 
of Patrice Lumumba Friendship University’s 

“most notable graduates.” Earlier Russian 
publications—for example, Kommersant on 
November 25, 2003—made the same claim. If 
Khamenei indeed graduated from Lumumba 
University, you can write your own spy story 
about the connections between Tehran and 
Moscow. Lumumba University was a major 
center of KGB recruitment of Soviet “friends” 
and agents.

Not to be outdone, China is engaged in re-
markable, though not much remarked, activi-
ties inside Iran. Just as it is building underwa-
ter submarine docks and other naval bases in 
myriad locations from the South China Sea 
to Pakistan and beyond, the People’s Republic 
is establishing a chain of virtual colonies to 
ensure its access to Iranian resources. CNN 
reports that a draft treaty gives China total 
control over three big areas inside Iran, in-
cluding on- and off-shore gas and oil deposits.  
All personnel are Chinese, and security is in 
their hands as well. There are now upwards 
of 10,000 Chinese military personnel in Iran, 
organizing operations at these sites, which 
are slated to remain under Chinese control 
well into the 2020s. In return, the Chinese 
offer banking outside the reach of the United 
States government, shipping companies that 
lend their flags to Iranian vessels, access to 
their ports, and easy entry to the internation-
al drug and weapons traffic. The increasingly 
effective throttling of the Iranian people’s ac-
cess to internet and other communications 
media is in large part courtesy of the Chinese.  
The Iranians then turn around and pass their 
expertise to the embattled Syrian regime.

An even more frightening possibility is the 
potential for military exchanges in the realm 
of cyber war. As we know from extensive cov-
erage of “Stuxnet” and “Flame,” the Iranians, 
Chinese, Russians, and others are developing 
better capabilities to prevent and deter future 
Western actions against nuclear weapons pro-
grams. Their support for one another por-
tends deeper ties in the future and more com-
plex threats to the United States and its allies. 
Thus, the network sabotages American policy, 
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ter the Allied victory, the jihadis shifted their 
allegiance to the new totalitarians, whether 
Italian fascists, German Nazis, or Soviet 
Bolsheviks, as Murawiec writes, “in succes-
sion or simultaneously.” All provided grist 
for the Islamic revolutionaries’ ideological 
mill; not so much doctrinally (the Koran and 
the prophet’s hadiths provided everything re-
quired on that front) as organizationally, from 
the creation of cadre to the manipulation of 
the modern masses. The 20th-century to-
talitarian regimes showed the Islamists how 
to seize power, how to maintain it, and how 
to destroy their enemies. Stalin was admired 
because of his purges, and Hitler became a 
Middle Eastern cult hero (despite his lack of 
interest in supporting the Islamists) because of 
the Holocaust and his pseudoscientific racial 
theories. Above all, the Islamists admired the 
Western dictators because of their systematic 
use of terror as a system of power. Murawiec 
went further still: the theories and practices 
of “Islamic Revolution” smashed the boundar-
ies between Sunni and Shiite. Shiites like the 
Iranian Ali Shariati (who inspired many of 
Khomeini’s followers), and Sunnis like Sayyid 
Qutb (a key figure in the development of the 
Muslim Brotherhood), alike called for and or-
ganized a revolutionary Islamic movement. 

threatens American security, and tightens 
the noose around the necks of the people we 
sometimes claim to support.

Red Jihad and Green Revolution

In short, we’re facing a global alli-
ance that embraces radical Islamists and 
radical secular leftists. How can this be? 

It bumps up against the widespread convic-
tion according to which Islamists hate infidels 
and leftists despise religion. And yet, there it 
is. As Laurent Murawiec tells us in the intro-
duction to his masterpiece, The Mind of Jihad 
(2008), it goes back to the first decades of the 
last century.

I uncovered a lavish pattern of relations 
between radical Islam and Soviet com-
munism, starting in the earliest days of 
Lenin’s putsch, and, essentially, never 
ending. Strangely, this pattern had 
started with the First World War’s “Ji-
had Made in Germany” before mutat-
ing into a Soviet-Muslim affair.

In World War I, the Muslim world sided 
with the authoritarian Germans in their war 
against the liberal Anglo-Americans, and af-
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If we listen to a 1980 sermon from Ayatollah 
Montazeri, long considered Khomeini’s right 
arm, we can hear the echoes of 20th-century 
totalitarian regimes:

The entire nation is coming to the Fri-
day prayers…. All classes come and they 
have one slogan…based on the faith in 
God, in Islam…. All kneel down before 
God…and they follow one leader who 
stands before them. When he kneels 
down, all kneel down; when he bows, 
all bow.

Serious scholars of Islam have long recog-
nized its kinship with political totalitarian-
ism, from the theory of dictatorship to the 
total control of everything and everybody 
by the Islamic state. Bernard Lewis has fre-
quently remarked on this feature of Islam, as 
has one of his critics, Maxime Rodinson, for 
example in his book Marxism and the Muslim 
World (1979):

Islam has been totalitarian to an ex-
treme. Indeed, in principle, it domi-
nated every act and every thought of 
the faithful…. All actions, even those 
arising out of the most elementary bio-
logical needs…were regulated by the 
ideological system. Even social actions 
of the kind which other cultures con-
sidered outside the realm of religion, 
be they technical, economic, or artistic, 
were integrated into the system.

It is hard to know how best to describe 
this “mind of jihad.” Is it a basically Western 
view of revolution, adapted to the theocratic 
requirements of Muslim leaders? Is it instead 
a form of Islam that has been permeated by 
ideas of class struggle, anti-imperialism, and 
the like? Some scholars insist, along with the 
Islamists, that the faith is immutable, essen-
tially the same today as in centuries past. 

However we choose to speak of it, any 
credible analysis must reflect the post-war 
theories that spoke of totalitarianism as a 
surrogate religion, in which traditional ritu-
als of the sort Montazeri described in his ser-
mon were translated into political rituals of 
the sort we see in the Nazi film Triumph of 
the Will. In like manner, the jihadis involved 
in the global anti-American alliance practice 
a religion that has fully appropriated radical 
politics. 

It does not much matter to them if the 
political radicalism comes from the Right 
or the Left; both have been embraced by ji-
hadi leaders, sometimes in the life of a single 

leader, such as the infamous grand mufti 
of Jerusalem, Amin al Husseini. The mufti 
is best known as Hitler’s favorite Muslim, a 
friend of Adolf Eichmann, an enthusiastic 
visitor to Auschwitz (whose technology he 
wanted to bring to Palestine in order to kill 
even more Jews), and a Nazi enthusiast. But 
before he became a camp follower of Hitler 
and Mussolini, the mufti-to-be was an active 
Communist who instructed the Pan-Arab 
nationalist movement, as Murawiec puts it, 

“in the fine arts of Communist agitprop, the 
conveyer of crucial Marxist-Leninist con-
cepts such as ‘imperialism’ and ‘colonialism.’” 
And he reminds us that “most of the ugly 
repertoire of modern Arab and Muslim anti-
Semitism came from the Soviet Union (with 
only the racial-biological component added 
by the Nazis).” 

So we shouldn’t be surprised to see Iranian 
Shiite revolutionaries or their trained mur-
derous disciples from the Syrian-Lebanese 
Hezbollah, and the Sunni terrorists from 
Islamic Jihad, fighting side by side with radical 
leftists from Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela, 
or alongside Russian special forces. That cur-
rent Middle Eastern bestseller, The Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion, came originally from 
Russian presses, after all. 

Both of the principal components of the 
enemy alliance—Islamists and radical left-
ists—seem, at least for the moment, quite 
comfortable in their own doctrinal bodies, 
and happy to cooperate as such people have 
in the past. This is not merely a tactical al-
liance of convenience; it is based on a large 
bundle of shared beliefs and passions, the 
toxic ingredients of modern totalitarianism. 
It’s far more than an alliance held together by 
the conviction that the enemy of my enemy is 
my friend. The alliance makes good ideologi-
cal sense.

In addition to their embrace of “revolution,” 
their acceptance of a world view that stresses 
class conflict, identification of America and 
Israel as their two great enemies, and hatred 
of the Jews, there is one other core conviction 
that binds the leftists and the jihadis: the be-
lief that history, as we have known it, is coming 
to an end, and the world will soon be funda-
mentally changed. To be sure, the instrument 
for that profound change is quite different: 
the Islamists are working for the Mahdi (or, 
in the Shiite version, the 12th imam) to lead 
them to victory over the infidels, while the 
leftists are organizing the world revolution 
against the hated capitalists, imperialists, and 
bourgeoisie. But this difference in prophecy is 
easily resolved, at least for the moment, in the 
common struggle against us.
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Changing the World

The internal conflicts within the 
enemy alliance may offer us oppor-
tunities to exploit (there are plenty of 

Islamists who abhor the godless leftists, and 
lots of secular radicals who despise the reli-
gious fanatics), but such tactical strokes can 
be delivered only once we see the alliance plain, 
meet the challenge of the alliance with a view 
to an American grand strategy, and resolve to 
win the war now being waged against us. We 
seem to be quite far from such considerations. 
Instead of seeing the global battlefield, we 
consider each theater separately—yesterday 
Iraq, Egypt, and Libya, today Iran and Syria, 
with little attention to Latin America. This 
type of perspective, one our current adminis-
tration seems to hold, is naïve and dangerous.

The necessary perspective is one that ac-
knowledges that we face a global alliance 
which relentlessly seeks to exploit any and 
all of our vulnerabilities (both perceived and 
real) around the world. Its members have 
and will continue to do this from Iraq to 
Afghanistan, Africa, Yemen, Somalia, and 
all over Latin America. As mentioned previ-
ously, the evidence is blatant and overwhelm-
ing.  Why is it so challenging to see the truth? 

It is not easy to accept that such an alliance, 
one so dedicated and far reaching, exists. It is 
especially not easy to accept this and see an 
easy or quick way forward in the aftermath 
of more than a decade of war. Media com-
mentators are all too fond of citing the war 
weariness in our country. But that current 
complaint does not take into account what 
a strategic conflict with the alliance could 
or would truly look like. For starters, let me 
suggest that an acceptance of the threat we 
face does not mean that we must wage all out 
war: far from it. If we were to at least attempt 
to formulate a grand strategy to combat this 
alliance, one utilizing all our strengths, the 
battle we wage can be grounded in a war of 
ideas, with our military superiority providing 
only background and a sense of seriousness 
in pursuit of large and long-term global na-
tional security objectives. 

As we grope toward understanding and 
then toward a winning strategy, one lesson 
from the Cold War should shape our think-
ing. We long debated the nature of our enemy. 
Were we fighting a Communist mass move-
ment, or a traditional empire, commanded 
from Moscow? Should we concentrate our ef-
forts on “the war of ideas” or on militarily con-
taining the empire? I am not sure we ever an-

swered those important questions, but when 
the Soviet Empire fell, Communism’s mass 
appeal was dealt a severe blow.

Messianic movements, whether explicitly 
religious or seemingly secular and “scientific,” 
read history’s tea leaves for proof that their ef-
forts are blessed. No matter if the blessings 
come from the god of the dialectic or Allah, 
victory today confirms belief in the glory of 
tomorrow. Defeat thus opens fissures within 
the ranks, for they ask themselves, and their 
leaders, whether and why the cause has been 
abandoned by the Prime Mover. Jihadis re-
cruit well when bin Laden strikes America, 
but there are fewer candidates for cannon 
fodder when al-Qaeda is smashed in Iraq, or 
the Taliban routed from its seats of power in 
Afghanistan. We have many opportunities, 
and these will expand if we are able to dem-
onstrate that we can defeat the global alliance. 
The central element is clearly Iran: the Islamic 
Republic’s downfall would change the world.

Michael Ledeen is the Freedom Scholar at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies and 
the author, most recently, of Virgil’s Golden 
Egg and Other Neapolitan Miracles: An 
Investigation into the Sources of Creativity 
(Transaction Publishers).
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Illuminating the Dark Arts of War:
Terrorism, Sabotage, and Subversion in 

Homeland Security and the New Conflict,
by David Tucker. Continuum, 280 pages,

$110 (cloth), $32.95 (paper)

All American citizens have a stake in de-
feating terrorist attacks, sabotage, and subver-
sion against the United States. But what are 
the best ways to go about it? Most of us don’t 
have specific and comprehensive answers to 
the question. We elect people to office who ap-
point people to advise them about such things, 
and these advisers gather together experts to 
advise them. The experts typically disagree 
with one another in various small and large 
ways, leaving important judgments to be 
made by the non-experts, including the vot-
ing public. This is a book by an expert about 
terrorism, sabotage, and subversion and the 
better and worse ways of dealing with them. 
The “New Conflict” in the title is a phrase 
representing a way some other experts think 
about these threats and the best responses to 
them (John Arquilla, John Robb, and Philip 
Bobbitt are notable scholars, who, among oth-
ers, have given this way of thinking the cur-
rency it has). Tucker disagrees with them; his 
book explains why. The disagreement mat-
ters because it points to irreconcilable ways of 
fighting terrorists. 

David Tucker is an Associate Professor 
in the Department of Defense Analysis at 
the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, 
California. Among other things, he teaches 
some of the people who are fighting the ter-
rorists attacking the United States. Broadly 
speaking, those experts who think that we are 
facing a new kind of terrorist threat and are 
engaged in a “new conflict” argue, in Tucker’s 
words, that “for the first time since the emer-
gence of the modern nation-state system…
non-state actors have become the principal 
threat to states and their peoples.” This alleged 
epochal change is allegedly made possible by 
two main factors: technological developments 
and the globalization that follows from them. 
The two key technological developments are 
in destructive power on the one hand and 
communications and information on the 

other. These latter technologies enable these 
non-state enemies to disperse into networks 
that have an advantage over the cumbersome 
hierarchical states they are attacking. The U.S. 
and other states are doomed to lose in their 
battle against these non-state enemies, “unless 
they become more like the enemies they face, 
for ‘it takes a network to fight a network.’” 

Tucker painstakingly analyzes the three 
kinds of threats and demonstrates that they 
do not represent a “new conflict,” that in 
many ways (which he describes) centralized 
hierarchical states have advantages over the 
decentralized non-state networks attacking 
them, and that all in all a superior maxim for 
successful strategy would be “it takes a hierar-
chy to fight a network.” One of the appealing 
conclusions he comes to is that vigilant citi-
zens can play an important role in preventing 
terrorist attacks and dealing with the conse-
quences of them when they do occur. In his 
words:

Perhaps the best immunization from 
the harms of a catastrophic attack is 
citizen involvement in civic and political 
life, including a willingness to discuss 
the possibility of such an attack. The 
same civic organizations that play a role 
in dealing with the physical aftermath 
of an attack should play a role now in 
preparing for the political aftermath. 
This would be a boon to our politi-
cal well-being, whether the attack ever 
comes or not.

— Christopher Flannery

The Politically Incorrect Guide
to the Presidents: From Wilson to Obama,

by Steven F. Hayward.
Regnery, 272 pages, $19.95

This is a study of 17 presidents, covering 
a century of American history, from 1913 
to 2012. It is no arbitrary whim that led 
Hayward to start with Woodrow Wilson, 
who represents the birth of the modern presi-
dency. Since Wilson, Progressive theory has 
persistently discredited the very idea of con-
stitutional government, and presidential gov-
ernance has increasingly been characterized, 
not by executing the constitutional duties 
of the office of president, but by employing 

“mass rhetoric” to “lead” the nation.
Once the active and interested citizen who 

is the audience for this book has read the first 
two chapters, giving him the framework of 
Hayward’s thinking, it’s the kind of book he 
can pick up with the evening’s restorative to 
remind himself why he always liked Silent 
Cal, or why the sight of Jimmy Carter some-
how makes him feel a little downhearted. The 
chapters on the presidents range from 7 pages 
(George H.W. Bush) to 21 pages (Bill Clinton). 
The standard by which Hayward measures 
the presidents is “the single most important 
factor that should be considered in evaluat-
ing presidents and would-be presidents: Does 
the President take seriously his oath of office to 
‘preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution 
of the United States’?” Hayward answers this 
question by considering the presidents’ pub-
lic statements about the Constitution, their 
record of abiding by its limits, and their 
Supreme Court appointments. 

Let it never be said that Steven Hayward, 
a visiting professor at Ashland University, 
has succumbed to grade inflation. Of the 17 
presidents graded, 6 of them get straight F’s 
(Wilson, FDR, LBJ, Carter, Clinton, Obama 
[with an asterisk, because he still has time—
theoretically—to redeem himself]). Showing 
that he is not merely a punitive grader, 
Hayward gives out one A+. Buy the book to 
find out who earned it and to whet your appe-
tite for the coming presidential election.

—CF

h
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President barack obama has many 
supporters, but none more fervent than 
academics. Professors’ donations to po-

litical campaigns run about three or four to 
one in favor of Democrats. According to a re-
cent study, the ratio of registered Democrats 
to Republicans at the University of California, 
Berkeley (where I teach), is 17 to 1 in the hu-
manities and 21 to 1 in the social sciences. 
Apparently, the figure is only 4 to 1 in the pro-
fessional schools, which leads me to wonder: 
where are they all hiding?

According to Naval War College professor 
Stephen F. Knott, this radical and unhealthy 
imbalance does not just register in voting 
rolls, but has infected the substance of presi-
dential studies. In Rush to Judgment: George 
W. Bush, the War on Terror, and His Critics, 
Knott shows that the Bush Administration 
could claim constitutional support for its con-
troversial terrorism policies from Franklin 
Roosevelt to Abraham Lincoln back to 
Alexander Hamilton. But he goes further. He 
also calls to account the many historians, both 
professional and popular, whose criticism of 
the 43rd president “bordered on the unprofes-

sional and made a mockery of the principle of 
academic objectivity.”

These are not just obscure academic his-
torians who are screaming as loudly as pos-
sible in order to get noticed. Rather, Knott 
reproduces embarrassingly biased statements 
from some of the leading lights of the profes-
sion, such as Sean Wilentz (Princeton), Eric 
Foner (Columbia), Robert Dallek (Boston 
University), Joyce Appleby (UCLA), Joseph 
Ellis (Mount Holyoke), Douglas Brinkley 
(Rice), H.W. Brands (Texas), Garry Wills 
(Northwestern), Jack Rakove (Stanford), 
and, of course, the late Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. 
Knott, in other words, names names. He lets 
their own words display the “visceral animus 
some American historians felt toward the 
Bush-Cheney ‘regime.’”

For example, Schlesinger claimed the 
George W. Bush presidency was “the most 
dramatic, sustained and radical challenge to 
the rule of law in American history.” Foner 
argued that Bush had “taken his disdain for 
law even further than [Nixon]” and that Bush 

“sought to strip people accused of crimes of 
rights that date as far back as the Magna 

Carta.” Similarly, Harvard Law School dean 
and future Supreme Court Justice Elena 
Kagan, referring to Guantanamo Bay policies, 
likened the Bush Administration to “dicta-
torships,” and described the administration 
as “fundamentally lawless.” Rakove predicted 
that if Bush’s practice of using signing state-
ments continued, something Rakove saw as a 

“constitutional crisis,” then “our freedoms will 
become a thing of the past, impossible to re-
cover.” Ellis, with all the hindsight that could 
be mustered in 2009, asserted “that George 
Bush might very well be the worst president in 
American history…Bush has done nothing on 
the positive side, virtually nothing.” Likewise 
Brinkely confidently alleged that “it’s safe to 
bet, that Bush will be forever handcuffed to 
the bottom rungs of the presidential ladder.” 

But strip away the partisanship and exag-
gerated rhetoric, and their mistake is their 
willing blindness to the deep well of execu-
tive authority that underlay the extraordinary 
measures taken in response to the September 
11, 2001 terrorist attacks. The author of 
earlier works on Hamilton and on covert 
action, Knott makes plain what CRB read-

Book Review by John Yoo
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ers know all too well: presidential power, in 
an emergency, engages the long debate over 
the place of the prerogative in the American 
Constitution. Presidents have exercised some-
thing like the prerogative—the ability to act 
in the silence of, or even contrary to, written 
law—throughout American history. Thomas 
Jefferson purchased Louisiana from Napoleon 
even while believing the Constitution re-
quired an amendment to legalize the acquisi-
tion of territory with the potential to become 
new states. After the firing on Fort Sumter, 
Lincoln raised an army and navy, withdrew 
money from the Treasury, and suspended ha-
beas corpus without Congress’s authorization. 
FDR extended aid to Great Britain in the face 
of the Neutrality Acts before U.S. entry into 
World War II.

For those who have studied the pres-
idency without ideological blinders, the 
question is not whether the prerogative 

exists. Harvey Mansfield has traced the pre-
rogative’s origins beyond John Locke back to 
Machiavelli, who identified the fundamental 
tension between, on the one hand, the use of 
legislation to provide clear, antecedent rules 
and, on the other, the need to address unfore-
seen emergencies and crises. Presidents have 
responded to emergencies in the past and will 
continue to respond to them in the future with 
measures necessary to protect the nation’s se-
curity. Some arm of the American government 
must always have the capacity to immediately 
react to crisis—a capacity beyond the abilities 
of a large, multi-member legislature. Only a 
single executive, as Hamilton declared in The 
Federalist, could act with the “decision, activ-
ity, secrecy, and dispatch” that was “essential 
to the protection of the community against 
foreign attacks” and “the steady administra-
tion of the laws.”

The real question is whether the 
Constitution provides for a prerogative or 
whether presidents have to find it elsewhere. 
In my own contribution to this debate, Crisis 
and Command: A History of Executive Power 
from George Washington to the Present (2010), 
I argued that Thomas Jefferson believed that 
the prerogative had no constitutional basis, 
and instead depended upon ex post popular 
approval. Building on arguments laid out 
by Hamilton and Andrew Jackson, Lincoln 
domesticated the prerogative by locating it 
within Article II’s opening sentence, which 
vested in the president an undefined “execu-
tive power.”

Knott understands the difference as well, 
though he takes no strong stand on the pre-
rogative’s origins. Rather, he shows that the 
prerogative is no mere innovation of modern 

presidents but enjoys an ancient paternity. 
“While there has been and will continue to be 
principled arguments opposing presidential 
prerogative power, including the fact that the 
power is subject to potential abuse, the fact 
remains that presidential prerogative is as 
American as Thomas Jefferson and Abraham 
Lincoln.” This bears directly on historians’ 
view of the Bush Administration, writes 
Knott. “Suffice it to say that George W. Bush 
was in good company.”

I can say that this perspective sus-
tained the government in the weeks and 
months after the September 11 terror-

ist attacks. After that terrible day, I usually 
taped a Lincoln speech or letter to the inside 
of my office door as my Justice Department 
colleagues and I worked to prevent another al-
Qaeda attack. In my mind, Lincoln had been 
the last American president to grapple deeply 
with the questions before us: How do we de-
fine an enemy that can include American citi-
zens? How do we find an enemy that can wage 
war on our territory, behind our lines? How 
do we fight that enemy when the conventional 
laws of war could not anticipate the scope, 
length, and means of the conflict?

These difficulties were only compounded 
by the unique nature of an enemy who dis-
regards every norm that has constrained the 
waging of war throughout history. This en-
emy has no territory, cities, or population. It 
neither wears uniforms nor operates in con-
ventional units. Instead, it relies on infiltrat-
ing covert agents to launch surprise attacks on 
civilian targets. 

As we developed our response under the 
pressures of time, imperfect information, and 
limited resources, I remained conscious that 
Lincoln had confronted equally harrowing di-
lemmas (with perhaps greater consequences 
at stake). Throughout the Civil War, he had 
relied on the theory that the Constitution’s 
grant of the executive power, together with 
the Commander-in-Chief Clause and the 
president’s explicit duty to enforce the laws, 
gave him the authority to take necessary ac-
tion to protect the nation’s security—even if 
his decisions might run counter to the views 
of Congress or the courts. Hence, the Justice 
Department approved the constitutionality of 
President Bush’s decision to use military force 
to respond to the 9/11 attacks, to detain en-
emy combatants at Guantanamo Bay, to try 
them with military rather than civilian courts, 
to interrogate the very top al-Qaeda leaders 
with tough interrogation methods (I disagree 
with Knott’s use of “torture” to describe them), 
and to expand the interception of terrorist 
communications to emails and phone calls en-
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tering U.S. territory. Some of these measures 
pertained to areas where Congress had not 
acted, and others were arguably inconsistent 
with Acts of Congress if interpreted a certain 
way. We tried to avoid separation of powers 
conflicts, but we also confronted federal laws 
that could not anticipate a dangerous terrorist 
group like al-Qaeda. Lincoln’s view of the pre-
rogative and of the president’s constitutional 
authority to respond to emergencies support-
ed the executive branch’s ability to respond 
quickly and effectively in the first months af-
ter the 9/11 attacks.

The results, i think, speak for them-
selves: al-Qaeda never achieved the suc-
cess of a follow-on attack in the United 

States. This non-event cannot be ascribed to 
our becoming luckier or their becoming more 
peaceable. The expanded network of intelli-
gence gathering and analysis, combined with 
the fast-reaction abilities of U.S. special forces 
and drones, allowed the nation to pre-empt 
further terrorist strikes. The deadly combi-
nation of intelligence and real-time military 
strikes has led to the killing or capture of much 
of al-Qaeda’s leadership. While Obama’s dou-
bling down on drone strikes prevents the ex-
ploitation of captured al-Qaeda leaders for 
valuable intelligence, it still represents the sole 

bright spot in the current president’s sorry 
campaign of retreat from the world.

Knott finds frustrating not only that aca-
demics give Bush little credit for protecting the 
homeland, but also that they remain openly 
and notoriously inconsistent in their criticism. 
Bush may have ordered the waterboarding of 
three al-Qaeda leaders, for which some presi-
dential scholars believed the heavens would 
fall. Obama, by contrast, has used drones to 
kill hundreds of al-Qaeda leaders and some-
times innocent family members and bystand-
ers—a greater deprivation of the human 
rights of many more people. Bush’s academic 
critics raised nary a peep in protest. Scholars 
claimed that Guantanamo Bay amounted to 
some kind of legal black hole, rather than a 
prisoner-of-war camp over which military, not 
civilian, rules normally apply. Several of these 
critics have served in an administration that 
has kept Guantanamo open and continued 
a policy of detention without trial for enemy 
combatants. Even the dreaded signing state-
ments, by which Bush allegedly circumvented 
the Constitution, have been resurrected by 
his successor. The faculty lounges, somehow, 
are not abuzz this time.

It should be expected that extraordinary 
executive authority will provoke outrage—its 
very nature upsets settled expectations and 

understandings. Vigorous presidents from 
George Washington to Jackson to Lincoln 
regularly encountered cries of tyranny for 
their exercise of the office’s independent au-
thority. The academy’s role may even render 
such criticism part of a democracy’s healthy 
feedback loop.

But Knott’s disappointment in his col-
leagues verges on anger when they insist on 
having it both ways: behaving like partisan 
hacks, while speaking with the authority of 
disinterested scholars. Not only have they 
undermined the nation’s ability to evaluate 
its policies and leaders and, ultimately, to bet-
ter understand itself; these ward heelers with 
endowed chairs have also ruined their pro-
fession’s claim to rationality and objectivity. 
The war begun on September 11, 2001, has 
claimed many casualties. The American his-
torical profession is among the most grievous, 
only in the sense that it was the least necessary.

John Yoo is a law professor at the University of 
California, Berkeley, a scholar at the American 
Enterprise Institute, and a former Justice 
Department official under George W. Bush. He 
is the co-author (with Julian Ku) of Taming 
Globalization: International Law, the U.S. 
Constitution, and the New World Order 
(Oxford University Press).
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In 1962 when arthur m. schlesinger, sr., 
reported the results of a survey he had or-
ganized among 75 of his leading academic 

colleagues, Dwight D. Eisenhower ranked 
22nd of 32 presidents of the United States 
(William Henry Harrison and James Garfield 
were excluded because of their short terms). 
That placed Ike at the very bottom of the av-
erage or mediocre category, trailing Benjamin 
Harrison and Chester A. Arthur and scoring 
barely ahead of Zachary Taylor. This was sur-
prising, in one sense. In a country still strong-
ly Democratic, the Republican Eisenhower 
had been elected twice in landslide victories 
against a formidable opponent, Illinois gover-
nor Adlai E. Stevenson. His Gallup approval 
rating six weeks before leaving office was 60%. 
The nation was prosperous and the national 
debt, which had been about 100% of GDP 

when he took office, had shrunk by 30%. For 
all the tensions of the Cold War, which Ike 
had inherited, the world was at peace. Few 
doubted that, but for the recently enacted 
22nd Amendment, he would have won a third 
term had he been allowed to seek one.

But Schlesinger’s survey was of scholars, 
not voters, and in the groves of academe 
Eisenhower’s popularity was dismissed as an 
artifact of the lowbrow unsophistication of 
the great American unwashed. The two lead-
ing scholarly books on the presidency at the 
time, both published in 1960, were Richard 
E. Neustadt’s Presidential Power: The Politics 
of Leadership and the second edition of 
Clinton Rossiter’s The American Presidency. 
Taken together, these books expressed the 
egghead consensus on Ike that Schlesinger’s 
survey had registered. Rossiter concluded 

that “[t]he most important factor of all” in 
explaining the president’s failures “was Mr. 
Eisenhower’s inability or unwillingness (they 
are really the same thing) to ‘work hard at 
being president.’” Neustadt’s critique was 
even more sweeping. Eisenhower, he charged, 
was a virtual bystander in his own presiden-
cy. Limited by “the irrelevancy of an army 
record compiled for the most part outside 
Washington,” Ike was “typically the last man 
in his office to know tangible details and the 
last to come to grips with acts of choice.” He 
never “quite got over ‘shocked surprise’ that 
orders did not carry themselves out.”

To be sure, eisenhower remained 
popular even after leaving office. In 
1964, when William F. Buckley, Jr., 

was casting about for a way to elect Barry 
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Goldwater president, he could come up with 
no idea more likely to succeed than placing 
Eisenhower on the Republican ticket as the 
vice presidential running mate. In January 
1968, seven years after leaving office, Ike led 
Gallup’s annual survey of America’s most ad-
mired men. It was about that time that his 
scholarly reputation started catching up with 
the public’s high regard.

The rebound began when respected lib-
eral journalist Murray Kempton wrote an ar-
ticle for the September 1967 issue of Esquire 
called “The Underestimation of Dwight D. 
Eisenhower.” To Kempton, Ike’s modesty of 
action and mildness of manner, so disdained 
by Neustadt and Rossiter, had begun after 
just a few years to seem the better part of val-
or. Overruling the advice of his leading coun-
selors, Eisenhower had not gotten us into 
Vietnam on the side of France in 1954, much 
less deployed atomic weapons there. Nor had 
he changed course later in the decade when 
congressional Democrats panicked over what 
he knew to be a bogus “missile gap” with the 
Soviet Union. Eisenhower was, Kempton 
wrote, “as calm when he was demonstrating 
the wisdom of leaving a bad situation alone as 
when he was moving to meet it on those occa-
sions when he absolutely had to.”

Two years later, in his masterly book 
Nixon Agonistes: The Crisis of the Self-Made 
Man, the classicist and National Review 
alumnus Garry Wills affirmed Kempton’s 
judgment. “Eisenhower had the true profes-
sional’s instinct for making things look easy,” 
Wills wrote. “He took over a nation full of 
internal doubt and suspicion, summarized 
(often melodramatically) in the phrase ‘the 
McCarthy Era.’ So successfully did Ike quiet 
this divisive ferment that his critics would, by 
the end of his term in office, reproach him for 
running such a quiet ship.” Wills regarded 
Eisenhower as more than “a political sophis-
ticate; he was a political genius.”

In the mid-1970s, kempton’s article and 
Wills’s book prompted political scientist 
Fred Greenstein, who had unreflectively 

shared his academic colleagues’ view of Ike as 
“a good-natured bumbler who lacked the lead-
ership qualities to be an effective president,” 
to delve deeply into the vast cache of recently 
declassified Eisenhower papers. Greenstein 
found “that behind Eisenhower’s seeming 
transcendence of politics was a vast amount of 
indirect, carefully concealed effort to exercise 
influence.” Greenstein’s revisionist view was 
captured in the title of his 1982 book, The 
Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader. 

The contrast between the president’s relaxed 
and genial public demeanor and his coldly 
strategic behind-the-scenes orchestration of 
events was deliberate, argued Greenstein. It 
enabled Ike to remain a reassuring, unify-
ing chief of state in the eyes of the American 
people while making the tough-minded deci-
sions required of an effective chief of govern-
ment. This new interpretation was reinforced 
by the conclusion that historian and former 
associate editor of the Eisenhower Papers 
Stephen Ambrose came to in his two-volume 
biography, Eisenhower: Soldier, General of the 
Army, President-Elect, 1890–1952 (1970) and 
Eisenhower: The President (1984), which be-
came the standard work.

What Kempton and Wills argued and 
Greenstein and Ambrose documented was 
that scholars had gotten Ike wrong in two 
ways: they didn’t understand how active and 
strategically savvy he was; and they cavalierly 
devalued duty as an appropriate motive for 
presidents, and restraint as an appropriate 
style of presidential leadership. Most presi-
dents’ historical reputations remain fairly stat-
ic—you don’t see a whole lot of movement in 
scholars’ presidential rankings from one sur-
vey to the next—but the Eisenhower reevalu-
ation took root. A 1981 survey of American 
history professors found that Eisenhower had 
climbed from 22nd to 11th place, leaving in 
his wake not just Arthur and Harrison but 
also James K. Polk, James Madison, and John 
F. Kennedy. More recent scholarly surveys by 
C-Span in 2000 ranked Ike 9th and in 2009 
8th—not great perhaps, but near-great.

The only remaining challenge for revision-
ists working to carve Eisenhower’s newfound 
reputation into stone is to transform him 
into a liberal hero so that liberal professors 
can embrace him fully. This effort will be well 
served by three recent books, each slightly 
skewed by this odd purpose yet excellent in 
its own way.

Eisenhower 1956: the president’s year 
of Crisis—Suez and the Brink of War by 
former professor and academic dean 

at Southwestern College David A. Nichols 
shows Ike facing down fierce criticism from 
the likes of Stevenson and Eleanor Roosevelt 
after he stood up for the third world against the 
first. When Egyptian president Gamel Abdel 
Nasser seized the Suez canal from the British 
and French-dominated company that owned 
it, Eisenhower’s response was to acknowledge 
that, however unattractive its leader, “Egypt 
was within its rights” to do so as a sovereign 
nation. Ike then advised Great Britain and 

France to adapt to the new arrangement—
which shouldn’t be hard, he urged, because as 
the canal’s fee-collecting owner, Egypt would 
now have an even greater stake in keeping 
the oil flowing. Instead Britain and France 
secretly entered into a tripartite agreement 
in which Israel would invade Egypt, the two 
European nations would demand a ceasefire, 
and then the British and French would repos-
sess the canal by force when Egypt—predict-
ably, with the Israeli army on its soil—turned 
the ceasefire down. This is exactly what hap-
pened, timed to political perfection for the 
days immediately preceding the November 6 
presidential election.

Eisenhower responded to the Israeli, 
British, and French invasions by telling them 
to leave Egypt and, more to the point, by re-
fusing to replace the oil shipments that Britain 
and France no longer were receiving through 
the canal. Eleanor complained that Ike’s sup-
port of Nasser “against our oldest and stron-
gest allies…is an ironic, strange, and horrible 
situation.” Stevenson wailed, even less plausi-
bly, that standing against Britain and France 

“would aid the long held plans of Communist 
Russia to split the free world.” Ike was having 
not a bit of it, Nichols shows in his rigorously 
documented work. When the Europeans re-
alized that Eisenhower meant business, they 
withdrew their forces and grudgingly ac-
cepted the new status quo. Egypt reopened 
the canal and, as Ike had expected, kept it 
running in its own economic self-interest. “A 
half-century later,” Nichols concludes, “it is 
hard to fathom the courage that Eisenhower 
summoned in opposing his wartime partners, 
especially in the face of fierce criticism from 
the Democrats in the midst of a presidential 
election campaign.”

Nichols’s fine-grained treatment 
of a single year of the Eisenhower 
presidency is nicely complemented 

by Jim Newton’s wider-ranging Eisenhower: 
The White House Years. A veteran journalist 
and editor-at-large for the Los Angeles Times, 
Newton is especially strong on Ike’s success-
ful creation of a foreign policy that would 
thwart Soviet aggression without busting 
the federal budget or unnecessarily sacrific-
ing American lives. What the former general 
realized was that maintaining the massive 
standing military built by his predecessor, 
Harry S. Truman, would have had both of 
these bad effects: its cost would jeopardize 
the prosperity that Ike regarded as the foun-
dation of national security, and its availabil-
ity would tempt the country to get involved 
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in Communist-instigated small wars across 
the globe.

Ike’s solution, carefully described by 
Newton, was to design a “New Look” for-
eign policy that “would save money with-
out sacrifice to security by reducing mili-
tary manpower and relying instead on the 
threat of nuclear weapons; and…would seek 
not only to contain Communism but to roll 
it back with the full panoply of tactical de-
vices, from propaganda to covert action.” In 
1954, in a dramatic application of the New 
Look, Ike used the threat of nuclear weapons 
to stare down China from invading Taiwan, 
even as he was refusing to get sucked into 
France’s war to preserve its colonial domi-
nance in Indochina. In 1958, when Soviet 
leader Nikita Khrushchev told the Western 
powers to vacate West Berlin or else, Ike 
made clear that “our whole stack is in this 
play.” If Khrushchev didn’t believe him, he 
would “hit the Russians as hard as we could.” 
Khrushchev believed him.

Newton’s Eisenhower was most effective 
when his eye was on America’s standing in the 
world. Having seen the German autobahns 
during the war, he persuaded Congress in 
1956 to create the interstate highway system 
to help make America prosperous and strong 

and also to permit rapid troop movements 
around the country if we ever came under 
attack. (That’s why it’s called the National 
System of Interstate and Defense Highways.) 
Two years later, the president sent federal 
troops to enforce the law when a mob of an-
gry whites kept black children from attending 
school in Little Rock. As he told the country 
in a televised address, “Our enemies are gloat-
ing over this incident and using it to misrepre-
sent our nation.”

No recent book works harder 
to make Eisenhower palatable to 
liberals than Eisenhower in War 

and Peace by Jean Edward Smith, a senior 
scholar in Columbia’s history department. 
Ike “weaned the Republican party from its 
isolationist past,” Smith argues, “restored 
the nation’s sanity after the McCarthyite 
binge of Communist witch-hunting,” and 
appointed the two Supreme Court justices, 
Earl Warren and William Brennan, who led 

“the advances Americans have experienced in 
civil liberty and social justice during the past 
fifty years.” 

Well, okay. But during the Eisenhower 
Administration and afterward, abandon-
ing Fortress America and standing up to 

the Soviets became a hallmark more of 
Republican conservatism than of Democratic 
liberalism. Giving Joe McCarthy enough 
rope to hang himself when he went after 
the United States Army—“You don’t have 
the brains of a five-year-old child…you are a 
disgrace to the uniform you wear,” the sena-
tor raved at a brigadier general decorated for 
heroism on D-Day—was the first and best 
display of Eisenhower’s “hidden-hand” lead-
ership style as president. The Senate’s subse-
quent censure of McCarthy cleared the way 
for more responsible conservatives to carry 
the anti-Communist flag. As for Warren and 
Brennan, Ike famously came to regret those 
appointments while taking justifiable pride in 
also having placed John Marshall Harlan II 
and Potter Stewart on the court.

Smith’s gestures to the Left seem to have 
worked: the liberal American Prospect, re-
viewing his book, declared that “Eisenhower 
deserves to be every Democrat’s favorite 
Republican White House occupant this side 
of Abraham Lincoln.” (The Washington Post 
liked it, too.) But these are only gestures, and 
easily forgiven. Taken as a whole, Eisenhower 
in War and Peace is the best book ever written 
about President Eisenhower, about General 
Eisenhower—and for that matter, about 
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Eisenhower the enterprising small-town boy, 
the well-liked, athletically gifted West Point 
cadet, and the politically and bureaucratically 
savvy peacetime officer in Panama, Paris, 
Manila, Washington, and elsewhere who 
became the second of the academy’s storied 
class of 1915 to attain the rank of lieutenant 
colonel.

Most Ike books are either, like Newton’s 
and Nichols’s, about Eisenhower’s presidency 
or, like Michael Korda’s Ike: An American 
Hero (2007), centered on his leadership of 
the Allied forces in World War II. Smith’s 
is about half and half—260 pages on the war 
and 262 pages on the White House—but 
more than mere balance is at work. Indeed, 
Smith’s great insight into Eisenhower is that 
his military career fostered and displayed 
the qualities that made him so successful as 
president.

Much of what ike learned about 
leadership as the wartime supreme 
commander is encapsulated in a 

September 1943 letter he sent to Admiral 
Louis Mountbatten, who had sought his 
advice on the eve of taking command of the 
Allied forces in Southeast Asia. “An Allied 
Commander-in-Chief…,” Eisenhower wrote, 

“must seek and absorb advice and must learn 
to decentralize. On the other hand, when the 
time comes that he feels he must make a deci-
sion, he must make it in a clean-cut fashion 
and on his own responsibility and take full 
blame for anything that goes wrong.” 

This is the John 3:16 of leadership accord-
ing to Ike, all that he knew and practiced com-
pressed into a handful of words. Consider it 
phrase by phrase:

Absorb advice: As president Eisenhower 
met the cabinet frequently and the National 
Security Council weekly. Their job, according 
to Smith, was “to present options and argue 
with one another about the superiority of one 
course of action or another—just as Bradley 
or Montgomery might have done.” Ike’s “ex-
perience as supreme commander taught him 
to use experts without being intimidated by 
them.”

Decentralize: Ike did not interfere with 
cabinet officers within their own departments, 
any more than he told Patton how to maneu-
ver tanks. “Never bring me a sealed envelope,” 
he instructed the White House chief usher 
on his first day in office. “That’s what I have 
a staff for.”

Clean-cut decision: “He made every task 
he undertook look easy,” Smith writes. “Ike’s 

military experience taught him that an out-
ward display of casualness inspired confi-
dence, and he took that lesson into the White 
House.” Having decided to enforce the law in 
Little Rock, for example, Eisenhower sent in 
the 101st Airborne. “In my career,” he told his 
attorney general, Herbert Brownell, “I have 
learned that if you have to use force, use over-
whelming force and save lives thereby.”

Take full blame: When the Soviets caught 
out the United States in a lie by shooting 
down a U-2 spy plane and then producing the 
pilot, Eisenhower rejected the advice to duck 
responsibility by firing Allen Dulles, the di-
rector of the Central Intelligence Agency. “I 
am not going to shift the blame to my under-
lings,” he told his son John. 

As general and as president, “Ike was a tire-
less taskmaster who worked with incredible 
subtlety to move events in the direction he 
wished them to go,” Smith argues. He “knew 
the difference between right and wrong…. 
That is why the country always trusted him.”

Michael Nelson, a former editor of the 
Washington Monthly, is the Fulmer Professor 
of Political Science at Rhodes College and a se-
nior fellow at the University of Virginia’s Miller 
Center.
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Shortly after the united 
States responded to 9/11 
by striking al-Qaeda and 

the Taliban in Afghanistan, Javier 
Solana, the European Union high 
representative for foreign policy, of-
fered an explanation of the Ameri-
can actions based upon his percep-
tion of the differences between Eu-
rope and the United States: 

Europe has been the territory of 
war, and we have worked to pre-
vent wars through building rela-
tions with other countries. The 
US has never been the territory 
of war—that’s why September 
11 was so important: it was the 
first time their territory had 
been attacked.

Mr. Solana had apparently never 
heard of Pearl Harbor, nor of the 
American Civil War. And if he 
didn’t know about those conflicts, 
he couldn’t possibly have had any 
inkling about the “Great Warpath.” 

In his exceptional book Con-
quered into Liberty, Eliot Cohen 
rightly calls Solana’s remarks an 
example of “breathtaking ignorance” 
that contributes “to a profound mis-
understanding of how the United 
States uses armed force.” The real-
ity is, as Cohen shows, that since co-
lonial times, the United States has 
indeed been “the territory of war.” 

With this volume, Cohen, a professor at 
the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced In-
ternational Studies (SAIS), achieves a schol-
ar’s dream: to write a serious book about a 
boyhood passion, in this case the battles and 
campaigns that took place over two centuries 
along the “great water route between New 
York City and Montreal, along the Hudson 
and most particularly along Lakes George 
and Champlain.” Unfortunately, unless they 
have read historians like Francis Parkman 
or novelists like James Fenimore Cooper and 
Kenneth Roberts, most Americans, too, are 
ignorant of the Great Warpath. 

Cohen validates John Keegan’s claim that 
geography is the Rosetta Stone of battles. The 
geography of the Great Warpath helped to 
shape the strategy of the long struggle between 
the French and British in North America, be-
tween both European powers and the Indian 
nations of the region, between the British 
and the United States during the American 
Revolution and the War of 1812, and finally 
between the United States and Canada until 
nearly the end of the 19th century.

Cohen returns this corridor to its posi-
tion of central importance in the military and 
political history of the United States. Long 

before the two great conflicts of the 
20th century, world wars reverberat-
ed in North America along this great 
path: the Nine Years’ War (called by 
the French the War of the League of 
Augsburg and by the English colo-
nists of North America King Wil-
liam’s War, 1688–1697), the Wars 
of the Spanish and the Austrian Suc-
cession (1701–1714 and 1740–1748 
respectively), the Seven Years’ War 
(called by the English colonists the 
French and Indian War, 1756–1763), 
the American Revolution, and the 
Wars of the French Revolution and 
Empire. As Cohen observes, “what 
is now the United States has never 
really been isolated from global geo-
politics, and never can be.”

The french, british, and 
the Indian nations of North 
America often fought among 

themselves independently of the wars 
in Europe, but always for strategic and 
political goals. One of Cohen’s most 
important contributions is to counter 
the popular Bury My Heart at Wound-
ed Knee-view of the North American 
Indians as victims. He shows that the 
Indian nations boldly pursued their 
strategic interests when they allied 
with one or the other European power. 
For instance, the Iroquois, comprising 
the formidable Five Nations (later the 
Six when the Tuscarora joined the 
original Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, 

Oneida, and Mohawk) allied with the British 
against both the French and later the Ameri-
cans. Cohen’s welcome revisionism comple-
ments that found in two recent studies of the 
Comanche, The Comanche Empire by Pekka 
Hamalainen (2008) and Empire of the Summer 
Moon by S.C. Gwynne (2010), which portray 
the Comanche as central geopolitical players 
on the American Great Plains, much as the 
Iroqois were along the Great Warpath.

The Iroquois strategic goals were forthright: 
to establish regional hegemony, to control the 
fur trade, and to win glory, motives not unlike 
those described by Thucydides: fear, honor, 

Book Review by Mackubin Thomas Owens
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interest. Accordingly, the Iroquois “harassed 
and slashed at the French colony in Canada, 
which attempted, by turns, to appease, divide, 
and when unavoidable, confront them.” 

The French and the Hurons allied with 
each other for the same reason the Iroquois 
and the British did. Each European power 
understood it could never gain access to the 
furs of the West or to the (mythical) passage 
to the Asian sea without native allies. “The 
upshot,” Cohen observes, “was a series of bru-
tal wars…which lasted through much of the 
middle of the 17th century.”

A central claim of conquered into 
Liberty is that two centuries of war-
fare along the Great Warpath forged 

the “American way of war.” Thanks to the late 
Russell Weigley, the historian who coined the 
phrase, the American way of war conjures up 
the vision of a reliance on the mobilization of 
vast material resources to grind down an adver-
sary with firepower and mass. Max Boot has 
suggested that there is an alternative American 
way of war centered around “small wars” un-
dertaken not to protect or advance vital nation-
al interests, but for lesser reasons like inflicting 
punishment on such peripheral adversaries as 
Indian tribes and Philippine insurrectos, pro-
tecting property and commercial interests, and 
pacifying native peoples. As many critics have 
observed, both Weigley and Boot are describ-
ing a way of battle rather than a way of war. 

Regardless, Cohen argues that the Ameri-
can experience on the Great Warpath greatly 
influenced American strategic and military 
culture in a way that is not often appreci-
ated by the followers of Weigley. Cohen’s as-
sessment is much closer to Boot’s: the Great 
Warpath taught Americans to recognize the 
difficulty that conventional armies face in 
coping with irregular opponents; understand 
the relationship between the professional sol-
dier, the citizen soldier, and the democratic 
politician; focus on small unit excellence and 
cross-border raiding, what we call “special 
operations” (one of the U.S. Army’s Ranger 
Regiments claims lineage from Roger’s Rang-
ers); and adapt rapidly to contingencies. The 
British found this out the hard way. 

As the author observes, “the summer 1758 
campaign along the Great Warpath…helped 
train a generation of American officers who 
could build and lead armies to fight for Amer-
ican independence.” While British generals 
disdained the “provincials” who comprised the 
bulk of American troops fighting the French 

during the French and Indian War, the Amer-
icans had learned much during the conflict: 

“the basics of how to raise, equip, and disci-
pline battalions,…light infantry and ranging 
tactics…how to organize, move, and sustain 
substantial force, even in the wilderness.” 

Cohen focuses not on “decisive” battles 
(since few battles are ever truly decisive) but 
on what he calls “revealing battles—contests 
that illuminated both the larger conflict and 
some enduring features of an American way 
of war that it engendered.” Many are little 
known—for example, the French and Indian 
raid on Schenectady in 1690, which reflected 
the French strategy of terrorizing the Eng-
lish population and tying down local forces; 
the French and Indian siege of Fort William 
Henry in 1757, the dramatic setting for James 
Fennimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans and 
the excellent 1992 movie starring Daniel Day-
Lewis and Madeleine Stowe; Fort Carillon, a 
French victory that (because of its effect on 
the thinking of Montcalm) contributed to the 
French defeat on the Plains of Abraham, the 
fall of Quebec, and the final destruction of 
New France in Canada. 

Cohen also examines the St. Johns cam-
paign of 1775 and Plattsburg in 1814. The first 
was a precursor to the near capture of Quebec 
by the Americans at the outset of the Revolu-
tion and marked the emergence of one of the 
most remarkable characters of the American 
War of Independence, Benedict Arnold. The 
second effectively ended the War of 1812 by 
preventing a British invasion of the United 
States that could well have resulted in a peace 
foreclosing American expansion to the West. 

In addition to his revisionist treat-
ment of the North American Indians as 
sophisticated players in the game of geo-

politics, Cohen makes a number of other in-
teresting observations. For instance, when 
Americans equate treason and Benedict Ar-
nold, they avoid some troubling and pain-
ful reflections about the American past. Al-
though Arnold’s treason rattled the leader-
ship of the American Revolution, he ultimate-
ly had no impact on the outcome of the war 
itself. By contrast, Confederate leaders such 
as Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson came 
close to destroying the Union created by the 
American Revolution. “When Arnold, a mere 
civilian, took up arms, he had no country to 
which he had sworn allegiance: the soldiers of 
the United States Army who doffed blue for 
gray uniforms most definitely had.” 

Another case of potential treason during 
the American Revolution involved Vermont, 
which had declared its own independence 
from New York in 1777 and petitioned Con-
gress for recognition. Of course, New York vi-
olently opposed Vermont, but so did Virginia 
and many Southern states. Part of the oppo-
sition was sectional—Vermont’s constitution 
had banned slavery—but a separate concern 
was that Vermont would set a precedent for 
limiting the extensive territorial claims of 
other states and for dismemberment of states 
through secession. The British sought to ex-
ploit the situation by essentially offering Ver-
mont a royal charter and providing British 
troops for the colony’s defense. Vermonters 
such as Ethan Allen and the governor were in 
negotiations with the British until Cornwal-
lis’s surrender at Yorktown made it clear that 
the tide of war had turned.

Cohen’s last chapter makes the 
long-forgotten point that despite 
such diplomatic achievements as the 

Rush-Bagot Treaty banning a naval buildup 
on the Great Lakes, the United States and 
Great Britain nearly went to war on several 
subsequent occasions, including the Trent 
Affair and the Confederate use of Canadian 
territory to launch a raid on St. Albans, Ver-
mont during the Civil War, and the “Fenian” 
episode in 1866. “When the last serious war 
along [the Great Warpath] ended in 1815, few 
believed that it was indeed such.” 

Conquered into Liberty is a riveting book 
that not only refreshes our memory about a 
critical part of American history but also uses 
that history to provide a context for how to 
think about the present. Its title comes from 
a subversive pamphlet that American revolu-
tionaries distributed in advance of their 1775 
invasion of Canada combining promise and 
menace: “you have been conquered into lib-
erty, if you act as you ought.” Thus the cam-
paign against Canada reflected a distinctively 
American combination of idealism and calcu-
lating Realpolitik. “In years to come, Ameri-
cans in many other places—from Mexico to 
the Philippines, Vietnam to Iraq—would 
behave similarly,” notes Cohen, “waging wars 
for liberty and interest, conquering others 
into freedom, and as in Canada, with mixed 
motives and uncertain outcomes.”

Mackubin Thomas Owens is Professor of Na-
tional Security Affairs at the Naval War College, 
and editor of the journal Orbis.
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Book Review by Charles Horner

The Dreamer and the Doer
Deng Xiaoping and the Transformation of China, by Ezra F. Vogel.

Harvard University Press, 928 pages, $39.95

The china widely bruited as the 
next hegemonic power is the product 
of 150 years of false starts, repeated 

disappointments, and astonishing violence. 
During the 19th century China was often at 
war with foreign countries but internal war-
fare was far worse; the famous Taiping Re-
bellion alone claimed tens of millions of lives. 
China’s imperial system collapsed in 1912 
and decades of internal chaos followed. The 
eight years of war between China and Japan—
July 1937 to September 1945—displayed a 
ferocity comparable to the German-Soviet 
front in Europe. 

After the China-Japan war, the civil war 
resumed, and there were millions of casual-
ties. In 1950, the new People’s Republic of 
China invaded Tibet and battled armed resis-
tance until 1959. Turkic peoples in the north-
west of the country also fought Chinese rule 
and they, too, were bloodily suppressed. Mao 
Zedong (1893–1976) then turned against the 
Chinese people themselves. He initiated the 
Great Leap Forward in the 1950s, a brutal 
campaign of collectivization and man-made 
famine that took more than 40 million lives. 
In the 1960s, he started the Great Proletar-

ian Cultural Revolution, which cost more 
lives and wrought more destruction. Mao’s 
death in 1976 triggered a brief, but intense, 
power struggle, from which a 75-year-old 
man named Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) 
emerged as the country’s dominant political 
figure. 

Now Ezra Vogel has taken on the daunt-
ing task of explaining how Deng, inheriting 
the mess Mao had made, set China on a radi-
cally new course. “Reform and opening up,” 
as Deng called his policy, is into its fourth 
decade and few will argue with Vogel that 
Deng’s program has had an enormous influ-
ence. Vogel brings a formidable background 
to his depiction of Deng’s efforts. Now emeri-
tus professor at Harvard, he has been a soci-
ologist, a China-focused intelligence officer, 
and an industrious “Pekingologist,” that is, 
someone who pays close attention to the inner 
workings of China’s Communist Party and 
the political system it has created. 

Vogel devotes but a few score of his 
almost 900 pages to Deng’s activities 
before the consolidation of his posi-

tion in the late 1970s. Deng became a Com-

munist when he was 18. By 1930, he had al-
lied himself with Mao Zedong’s faction inside 
the party and he rose rapidly. He survived the 
Long March and the intra-party purges asso-
ciated with it. He commanded troops in the 
protracted Communist-Nationalist civil war. 
After the founding of the People’s Republic in 
1949, he was an unwavering Mao loyalist and, 
in 1957, the chairman made him the party’s 
highest-ranking administrative official, gen-
eral secretary.

Vogel leaves us to fend for ourselves if we 
wish to discern Deng’s mindset. One instruc-
tive episode occurs during his leadership of 
the Chinese delegation to the famous Soviet 
Communist Party Congress in 1956 where 
Nikita Khrushchev, Joseph Stalin’s successor, 
powerfully criticized Stalin’s crimes—not so 
much the ones Stalin had committed against 
tens of millions of Soviet citizens, but those 
against members of the Communist Party. 
Vogel does not quote Khrushchev but one can 
easily find and read what Deng heard Khrush-
chev say about Stalin: 

Stalin did not tolerate collegiality…he 
practiced brutal violence…his charac-
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ter was capricious and despotic…he 
demanded absolute submission to his 
opinion…whoever opposed him was 
doomed to moral and physical liquida-
tion…Stalin showed in a whole series of 
cases his intolerance, his brutality and 
his abuse of power…he chose the path 
of repression and physical annihilation.

Khrushchev called Stalin’s personality cult 
“an expression of the most dissolute flattery, 
an example of making a man into a godhead.” 

All of this was more than merely reminis-
cent of Mao Zedong. Deng was appalled and, 
when he returned to China, he joined Mao 
in a spirited defense of Stalin; indeed, Deng 
himself wrote the pro-Stalin polemics that 
marked the initial phase of the Sino-Soviet 
split. But Deng was more than a polemicist; 
he was also a practitioner. Vogel does not 
reflect on what Mao and Deng saw in each 
other nor, more important to his book, on the 
deeper personal qualities that Deng would 
later bring to his own post-1978 program. 

“Deng, the implementer,” Vogel writes, “had 
always been more practical and realistic than 
Mao, the philosopher, poet, and dreamer.” A 
partnership of dreamer and doer, indeed: 
as Mao’s chief operating officer, Deng was 
deeply involved in many murderous episodes 
of the 1950s, culminating in the “Great Leap 
Forward.” 

Still, for Vogel, the first four decades 
of Deng’s career are not as interesting or as 
significant as the last three. The murder 
and mayhem just happened. Vogel’s tone is 
flat, but it is also morally obtuse. Put plainly, 
Deng’s infatuation with Mao’s philosophy, 
poetry, and dreams helped to destroy tens of 
millions of lives.

But what of deng’s sense of himself? 
For decades, he had seen comrades 
perish and suffer. More than once, 

Mao had capriciously demoted him and sent 
him into rough and dangerous internal exile. 
Deng’s son was beaten into paralysis while 
imprisoned by the Red Guards and the fa-
ther of his third wife was killed in a “land 
reform” campaign. Many turned on the 
party, but Deng’s faith in its historic mission 
endured. Indeed, when he had the chance, 
Deng directed a “historical evaluation” of 
Mao that pronounced him “seventy percent 
right.” The 30% wrong was the campaigns he 
had directed against party members, threat-
ening the party’s hold on power. Thus, many 
good party members victimized by Mao 
were to be “rehabilitated” if dead or, if still 

alive, returned to positions of influence. As 
for the rest of Mao’s legacy, it is by Deng’s or-
der that Mao still looks out over Tiananmen 
Square and his face still appears on the coun-
try’s currency. 

Vogel says that Deng had his reasons. 
Maintenance of the Communist Party’s mo-
nopoly on power was one of the four objec-
tives of his plan. Deng could not imagine a 
way forward without the party’s dictatorship 
and thus he consistently suppressed advocates 
of political liberalization, most notoriously in 
1989 when he ordered military forces into Ti-
ananmen Square. Hu Jintao, now the head of 
both China’s Communist Party and its gov-
ernment, was brought to Beijing by Deng in 
1989; he had drawn Deng’s attention after 
imposing martial law in Tibet to crush local 
dissent. 

Deng believed that his program of “re-
form and opening up” in both its economic 
and political parts would save the party and 
perpetuate its rule even as it transformed 

us need to get beyond our amazement when 
we see the skylines of skyscraper-filled cities 
that were once provincial backwaters. The 
People’s Republic no longer measures itself 
solely against its sordid past, and we should 
not either. Its own standard is its “peer com-
petitors” of today. 

By that measure, how should we regard 
the past 30 years in China? Vogel recounts 
a blizzard of things that happened during 
this period and his industrious scholarship 
does us the great service of tracking Deng’s 
every move through the party’s labyrinth. 
He shows how Deng skillfully played a weak 
diplomatic hand, prodding the United States, 
Western Europe, and Japan to fashion a 
grand strategy against the Soviet Union that 
would work to China’s advantage. By offering 
China as an eager collaborator, Deng secured 
essential backing from the industrial democ-
racies for his plans. Vogel also reminds us of 
the decisive presence, nearby, of “Confucian” 
and “Chinese” success stories—Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong—
that Deng would draw upon for expertise 
and capital.

The fundamental problem with vo-
gel’s account is that it is another varia-
tion on the “triumphalist” theme origi-

nally spun by China’s Communist Party and 
now performed around the world. All the 
triumphalist narratives derive from a claim 
first made by Mao Zedong in 1950: “With-
out the Communist Party There Would Be 
No New China.” The slogan later became the 
basis for a catchy ditty often sung during the 
Cultural Revolution. Now, with revised lyrics 
of course, it is an international smash hit. At 
home, this unexamined assertion is used to 
buttress the party’s bedrock claim to contin-
uation of its monopoly on political power—
that it has been the architect of New China, 
as no other group of people could have been. 
The party presents itself as the best solver of 
China’s problems; it claims that it alone pos-
sesses unique understanding; it admits of 
no other possibility. The central question of 
contemporary Chinese politics is thus a con-
test over this claim: does China still need an 
all-powerful Communist Party? And this 
question immediately leads us to an underly-
ing one: did China ever need an all-powerful 
Communist Party? 

Today, we have both 60 years of experience 
with the People’s Republic itself and a much 
deeper knowledge of China’s modern history 
with which to engage these questions. We also 
have Vogel’s book which, though certainly not 

the society. It was a gambit unprecedented in 
the history of Communist dictatorships, al-
most all of them now defunct. Does Deng’s 
program make the case for Chinese excep-
tionalism? The Chinese Communist Party 
has been saved even as Chinese society has 
been radically transformed—thoroughly, 
unimaginably transformed. Deng’s Long 
March is therefore no ordinary episode and 
it is well worthwhile trying to understand 
how it happened.

Vogel is now 82 and the transformed 
China about which he writes so ex-
tensively is a vivid contrast to the first 

decades of the People’s Republic, which he 
also knew. In truth, those of us who are not 
yet 82 but still old enough to remember that 
People’s Republic find it hard to express our 
amazement to younger people whose first ex-
posure to China is a recent one. Things are 
so much better now than they were then that 
it can seem crotchety and grudging to point 
out contemporary shortcomings. But all of 

Deng’s infatuation 
with Mao’s philosophy, 

poetry, and dreams 
helped to destroy tens of 

millions of lives.
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written to promote previously unmentionable 
heresies, forces us to consider them on al-
most every one of its pages. In fact, when we 
place Vogel’s account of Deng’s time in power 
against what we know of China and the world, 
we cannot help being far less impressed than 
Vogel thinks we should be. In the first place, 
a blueprint like Deng’s appeared in the mid-
19th century when even the Taiping rebels 
drew up detailed plans for the renovation of 
the country. It is also now well understood 
that the so-called “self-strengtheners” of the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries were well 
along in major “reform and opening up” that 
was rapidly integrating China into the global 
economy even as major reforms were being 
implemented in education and governance. In 
fact, these processes were well-enough along 
so that, today, many younger Chinese histori-
ans question whether the last dynasty should 
have been overthrown at all. In the event, the 
leaders of the early republic, especially Sun 
Yat-sen, moved forward along the same track, 
and the decades prior to the founding of the 
People’s Republic were filled with significant 
achievements.

Meanwhile, the first 30 years of the Peo-
ple’s Republic are now seen as the disrup-
tive and destructive decades they actually 
were. At best, we can say that Deng helped 
to restart history or, better, rejoin it. For-
tunately for China, other places had not 
been so unfortunate in their leaders. Vogel 
describes at great length the critical role of 
money and advice and, most important, in-
spiration from Hong Kong, Singapore, and 
Taiwan, Capitalist Roaders all. In sum, the 
correct formulation should be: “Without the 
Communist Party, New China Would Have 
Shown Up Decades Sooner”—and at but a 
tiny fraction of the cost in human and mate-
rial destruction wrought by Mao, Deng, and 
their cohort. 

In 1989 Ezra Vogel published a detailed 
500-page analysis of how the first 10 years of 
Deng’s program were faring in Guangdong, 
its showplace province. He called it One Step 
Ahead in China. More than 20 years later, in 
the ways that matter most, China has fallen 
many steps behind, and ominously so. In the 
end, Deng Xiaoping made it harder for China 
to catch up, even as he made it appear that 
China was sprinting ahead.

Charles Horner is a senior fellow at the Hud-
son Institute and author of Rising China and 
Its Postmodern Fate: Memories of Empire in 
a New Global Context (University of Georgia 
Press).
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Book Review by Harvey C. Mansfield

The Will to Cool
American Nietzsche: A History of an Icon and His Ideas, by Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen.

University of Chicago Press, 464 pages, $30

Friedrich nietzsche’s success in 
America is a topic many will associ-
ate with Allan Bloom’s bestseller of 25 

years ago, The Closing of the American Mind. 
Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen, an associate pro-
fessor of history at the University of Wisconsin, 
makes Bloom’s book the culmination of her 
inquiry, the moment when tens of thousands 
of American readers, or purchasers, took no-
tice of Nietzsche’s influence on themselves and 
their country. At this point Nietzsche came 
to light in America in a scholarly book aim-
ing to show that, for some good and more ill, 
Nietzsche was in control of America’s mind.

Ms. Ratner-Rosenhagen’s book is writ-
ten with charm and verve, and it discusses 
intelligently the many Americans, from 
Wilbur Urban in 1897 to Richard Rorty in 
our day, who have taken Nietzsche as their 
guide. But it does not present the same view 
of Nietzsche’s success as Allan Bloom’s. She 
is an intellectual historian. Her book, she 
says, is not a book about Nietzsche but about 
the remaking of modern American thought 
inasmuch as American readers of Nietzsche 
were “responding to a particular set of…cir-
cumstances.” She also says that the main mes-

sage of Nietzsche was the ability to create 
one’s own self. The contrast between respond-
ing and creating is left unexplored. She says 
nothing of the goal of Bloom’s book, which, as 
he put it, was to find again “a world to which 
we can put our questions and be able to phi-
losophize.” Bloom had said that the “success” 
of Nietzsche in America was to have almost 
snuffed out its openness to philosophy, to 
have almost accomplished the closing of the 
American mind.

Ms. Ratner-Rosenhagen’s theme is instead 
that Nietzsche was in tune, if not with all of 
America, at least with Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
Persuaded by the writings of Harold Bloom 
(quite another Bloom than Allan) and Stanley 
Cavell, she takes Nietzsche’s admiration of 
Emerson, expressed with enthusiastic notes 
in the margins of German translations, so far 
as to call Emerson his “mentor.” Although she 
speaks of the “stark challenges” of Nietzsche 
to Americans, she does not regard Nietzsche 
as a menacing figure and a challenge to 
American principles, as did Allan Bloom. She 
seems quite happy with “anti-foundational-
ism,” understood as the rejection of “universal 
truths” or “absolutes.”

Emerson would not have been so happy 
about this, for he said in his address “The 
American Scholar” that “the soul active sees 
absolute truth; and utters truth, or creates.” 
Nietzsche would have liked the word “create,” 
and he did give philosophy a poetic cast, like 
Emerson, but where Emerson rhapsodized, 
Nietzsche agonized. For Nietzsche the soul 
was not in tune with nature, as Emerson 
thought, nor was history the “universal 
mind” of man, the “correlative of nature,” as 
Emerson said. Emerson’s sunny romanticism 
was not tested with the historicist critique of 
every absolute, as Nietzsche did for himself. 
In this critique each absolute was found to 
be meaningful only for its time, hence mean-
ingless for Nietzsche and his time, which 
was cursed with the knowledge of history 
that made all history meaningless, and was 
thus introduced to the awareness of nihilism. 
Unaware of nihilism, Emerson did not have 
to struggle to overcome it as did Nietzsche, 
who was far from satisfied with “anti-founda-
tionalism.” Nietzsche did his best to recover a 
notion of nature that would revive a universal 
truth, in particular the truth of man’s rank-
ing in the whole and of the best man’s superi-
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ority to, or beyond, or over, other men. Next 
to Nietzsche, Emerson with his confidence 
that America had outlived its “long appren-
ticeship to the learning of other lands” (again 

“The American Scholar”) seems like a babe in 
the woods.

After this unconvincing beginning, 
claiming in effect that Nietzsche 
had had a previous life in Concord, 

Massachusetts, Ratner-Rosenhagen turns to 
the Americans who read Nietzsche as some-
thing startlingly new. There were Catholics 
and the preachers of the Social Gospel, both 
of whom had to choose between harsh rejec-
tion of him and uneasy, uncertain acceptance. 
There were women who wondered whether 
there might be in store for us a superwoman, 

“the mother of the transfigured man of the 
future.” As opposed to this notion, Margaret 
Sanger, founder of Planned Parenthood, felt 
that the notion of feminine chastity might 
well be overthrown by an earthy Übermensch 
offering an image of “life in its fullness and 
all that is high, beautiful, and daring.” Next 
come three Harvard professors, Josiah Royce, 
William James, and Irving Babbitt, who, 
though struck by Nietzsche’s boldness, ap-
propriated his thought to suit their own sys-
tems and did not chew and digest what they 
had incautiously eaten. During World War 
I George Santayana, also a Harvard phi-
losopher, pronounced himself sickened with 

“the aroma of German philosophy that has 
reached my nostrils”—meaning Nietzsche. 
At the Leopold and Loeb trial in 1924, the 
defense attorney Clarence Darrow argued 
that the boys were victims of Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy, and victims as well of the University 
of Chicago that had made Nietzsche avail-
able to them. Darrow said that when the 
boys read Nietzsche, “they could not help 
but think that they were reading themselves.” 
Here “Darrow was on to something,” Ratner-
Rosenhagen says approvingly. Nietzsche’s 
Übermensch helped early 20th-century 
Americans to see their possibilities clearly 
and to come “to terms with their modern 
America.” Too bad, one supposes, that two 
of these Americans, Loeb and Leopold, did 
this by brutally murdering another boy they 
randomly picked up.

After World War II Nietzsche came to the 
universities thanks to Walter Kaufmann, who 
somehow succeeded in turning Nietzsche, by 
then said by a nameless professor to be “dead 
as a doornail,” into an “indispensable philos-
opher for postwar American life.” His trans-
lations of all Nietzsche’s books, plus a work 
of interpretation published in 1956, gave him 

“hegemony” over English-language Nietzsche 
studies despite the prevalence of analytic 
philosophy in that time. Kaufmann argued 
that Nietzsche was one of the great philoso-
phers of all time, perfectly clear and coher-
ent, and that he was guiltless of responsibil-
ity for Nazism. Ratner-Rosenhagen does not 
comment on his translations, but the benign 
gloss he put on Nietzsche can be sampled 
from one of his translated phrases in Beyond 
Good and Evil: for Gewaltmensch der Kultur 
(“violent man of culture”) Kaufmann wrote 

“cultural dynamo.”
From Kaufmann Ratner-Rosenhagen car-

ries the story to the anti-foundationalists of 
France—Jacques Derrida, who at the bicen-
tennial of the American Revolution in 1976 
lectured at the University of Virginia not 
on the Declaration of Independence as he 
had been asked, but on Nietzsche. She lets 
this little move pass without criticism be-
cause it was by then participating in “a long-
standing practice in American intellectual 
life,” thinking about America by thinking 
with Nietzsche. Then we have Harold Bloom, 
Richard Rorty, and Stanley Cavell. Along the 
way she mentions a book by Huey P. Newton, 
founder of the Black Panther Party, that “en-
listed Nietzsche to consider the soft power 
of ideas in the fight for racial justice.” And 
she reminds her male readers that in the 
first issue of Playboy (December 1953) Hugh 
Hefner proposed to his male readers from 
18 to 80 (this reviewer now barely qualifies) 
that for an evening of drinks and mood mu-
sic they invite in “a female acquaintance for a 
quiet discussion on Picasso, Nietzsche, jazz, 
sex.” Cool!

Ms. ratner-rosenhagen ends the 
text of her book more seriously 
with her program for education 

in the absence of absolutes. It is to “provoke, 
not instruct, young souls to shoot arrows of 
longing.” “That longing, from Emerson to 
Nietzsche and indeed down to [Allan] Bloom, 
is a longing worth longing for.” A longing for 
what, one might ask? The answer is given at 
the end of the extensive Acknowledgments 
that follow: “love is a foundation that need 
never be questioned.” So there is a foundation 
after all. But in our time at least, must we not 
question it? The question one must always ask 
love is love of what? To find out, look up the 
answer in this informative book.

Harvey C. Mansfield is the William R. Kenan, 
Jr., Professor of Government at Harvard 
University and a senior fellow at the Hoover 
Institution.
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Book Review by Terrence O. Moore

Boys to Men
The Book of Man: Readings on the Path to Manhood, by William J. Bennett.

Thomas Nelson, 576 pages, $34.99

Compared to their female class-
mates in schools and colleges, today’s 
boys and young men are getting, to 

use an old sports idiom, smoked. Boys are di-
agnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD) at a more than two-to-one 
ratio over girls. Boys trail girls in high-school 
graduation by at least 7%. Women attend and 
graduate from college in higher numbers than 
men. In 2004 women earned 58% of bache-
lors’ degrees. Increasingly colleges are lower-
ing admissions standards for men, the new 
minority, even to maintain what is becoming 
the 60/40 norm. What is less well known to 
those outside the academy is what men do—
or fail to do—on campus. On average, men’s 
grades are a half to a full point below wom-
en’s. This disparity isn’t the result of men be-
ing so busy dominating, a là Ronald Reagan 
at Eureka College, in sports, theatre, and 
student government. Men may still have an 
edge in sports, but women increasingly con-
trol the positions of leadership and influence 
on campus. In addition, women volunteer off 
campus—in churches, soup kitchens, politi-
cal campaigns—at astonishing rates. I suspect 
that women also work more often than men 

to put themselves through college; at the very 
least, they do not work less.

If women are busy studying, leading, vol-
unteering, and working, what are the men 
doing? Drinking and playing video games, ap-
parently. According to recent studies, half of 
college males spend on average over two hours 
a day gaming. They binge drink. And despite 
their passion for video games, they haven’t 
abandoned TV, watching anything from re-
runs of Cops to log rolling on ESPN. Were 
men to snap out of it after school or college, 
being outdistanced by women in their studies 
would be no more than a professor’s concern. 
Yet every indication is that men do not snap 
out of it. 

At least one day a week, prompted by so-
rority customs, young women on many col-
lege campuses do something highly irregular 
in the Age of Denim. They dress up. They 
become more than attractive. They look ma-
ture. They look like they will soon have in-
teresting jobs, that they are ready to be wives 
and, sooner than you think, mothers. In short, 
they look like they know what they’re doing, 
not just as students or human beings but as 
women. The young men in the class—wear-

ing those long, goofy basketball shorts with 
a lanyard hanging out of one pocket—look 
like, well, schlubs. It’s not altogether clear that 
these boy-men will soon be doing anything 
interesting or important, including becoming 
husbands and fathers.

 

The failure of today’s young males 
to grow up and become men owes to 
many factors: economic change, the 

breakdown of the home, and cultural hos-
tility towards traditional manhood, among 
other things. Yet their educators bear part of 
the blame. Today’s schools and colleges treat 
boys as androgynous humanoids rather than 
as men in the making. Male students, for ex-
ample, are hardly lining up to take philosophy 
classes. And why should they? Ethics pro-
fessors themselves usually don’t realize that 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Cicero’s On 
Duties, once the staples of a college education, 
are books designed in part to teach men how 
to live. Military history has all but vanished 
since, as we moderns have decided, war is not 
the answer. Heroes are out of fashion: the old 
ones were racists and oppressors. Accordingly, 
the world of education has nothing to say to 
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the male sex, nothing that speaks to boys’ la-
tent spirited nature.

Perhaps no American understands the cri-
sis better than former Secretary of Education 
William J. Bennett. And he has a remedy: to 
give boys and young men the education they 
deserve, an education in manhood. The Book 
of Man, a comprehensive and engaging selec-
tion of readings, is a worthy beginning to that 
education. The book is organized into six sec-
tions: man in war; man at work; man in play, 
sports, and leisure; man in the polis; man 
with woman and children; and man in prayer 
and reflection. This order is fitting, because 
war is the place to begin the discussion about 
modern manhood. Man’s signature virtue has 
always been courage, and without the courage 
to defend family and civil society, those insti-
tutions cannot exist with any security. 

Bennett’s illustrations of man fighting are 
not of warmongers but of men who accept war 
as a solemn duty in a world full of danger. In 
addition to essential selections from Pericles, 
the Bible (David and Goliath), Henry V, and 
Winston Churchill, Bennett offers portraits 
of Sergeant York, Audie Murphy, and the 
Marines, SEALs, and soldiers of today. One 
piece features the heroism of Rick Rescorla, a 
Briton who was a child during World War II, 
served in the British Army, moved to America 
and served in Vietnam with distinction, and 
later worked as head of security for Morgan 
Stanley in the Twin Towers. Not only did 
he caution officials about the possibility of 
a truck bomb a year before the 1993 World 
Trade Center bombing, he warned of the pos-
sibility of a plane attack—and for years re-
quired Morgan Stanley employees to conduct 
evacuation drills. On September 11 all but six 
of the company’s 2,700 World Trade Center 
employees got out of the building; Rescorla 
was among those killed. His last known words 
came to his wife over a cell phone: “Stop cry-
ing. I have to get my people out.… I want you 
to know that you made my life.”

 

Men do more than fight; they 
work. The chapter “Man at Work” 
offers well-chosen selections from 

Benjamin Franklin, Jack London, Booker T. 
Washington, and Alexis de Toqueville, all tes-
tifying to the value and the ultimate purposes 
of work. The American work ethic is illus-
trated by famous men like George Gershwin 
and admirable men like Terry Toussaint, who 
describes himself as a “proud sanitation work-
er.” He is the supervisor of the Fort Valley, 
Georgia, Sanitation Department. What 

Toussaint calls his “sense of pride in keep-
ing the flow going, keeping the trash moving” 
serves as a telling corrective to the mock out-
rage on the Left over Newt Gingrich’s sup-
posedly insensitive suggestion that children 
in schools could acquire a work ethic while 
helping out as janitors. Making the world 
cleaner, keeping the dust out of our eyes, as 
Ben Franklin attested, is nothing to sneeze at.

The chapter on leisure is dedicated prin-
cipally to sports, an area in which boys and 
men should need no instruction. Yet the 
readings in The Book of Man promise to raise 
men out of the mere techniques and tactics 
of sports in order to understand the great 
games: baseball, football, basketball, even 
mountain climbing. Fans of LeBron James 
and Kobe Bryant will be surprised to learn 
that practically every magical move on the 
basketball court (other than the dunk) was 
pioneered by skinny “Pistol” Pete Maravich, 
still the all-time highest scorer in the NCAA. 
Maravich’s secret, other than being the son 
of a basketball coach, was creating his own 
workout regime that included dribbling from 
a moving vehicle while his father drove the 
car. Bill Bennett shows that sport brings out 
the perfection that can only be the result of 
spirited competition. He includes a striking 
1976 essay of his own on this theme, written 
at a time when sports was first coming under 
attack by what he calls dime-store Marxists. 

“Sports is still an activity in which excellence 
can be seen and reached for and approximat-
ed each day; sports has been relatively unaf-
fected by the general erosion of standards in 
the culture at large,” he writes.

Man is a political animal, and 
so Bennett includes several short 
selections from Aristotle, Cicero, 

Locke, and Tocqueville. To this sketch of 
political philosophy he adds the history of 
men acting as citizens: Cincinnatus, Cato 
the Younger, George Washington, and a host 
of striking modern examples. He tells the 
story of an American Muslim who served as 
a medical doctor in the Navy and later as a 
physician to the U.S. Congress. This gentle-
man, Dr. Zuhdi Jasser, has taken heat from 
the Muslim community for being outspoken 
against the attacks of September 11 and for 
claiming that the modern jihad is a complete 
misreading of the Koran. Jasser attempts to 
cultivate what he calls “Jeffersonian Muslims,” 
and, like Jefferson, holds that people of differ-
ent religions should be able to live together in 
civil society. Similar themes of citizenship are 

explored though portraits of men in law en-
forcement, the famous inner-city math teach-
er Jaime Escalante, and Álvaro Uribe Vélez 
of Colombia. To articulate the beauty of civic 
action, the chapter includes the stirring words 
of preachers and statesmen. Lincoln’s Lyceum 
Address is there, along with parts of speeches 
from Daniel Webster, Calvin Coolidge, and 
John F. Kennedy. In his Farewell Address, 
President Reagan tells the story of a small boat 
of Asian refugees rescued by American sail-
ors. When one of the escapees of Communist 
tyranny saw the Americans, he yelled, “Hello, 
American sailor. Hello, freedom man.” Young 
men will learn from such true stories that 
freedom is a civic good men cannot have with-
out fighting, in peace and in war.

The Book of Man’s chapter on women and 
children, urging a return to the ideal of the 
gentleman, is both moving and instructive—
and a needed corrective for a generation of 
men who haven’t risen to the challenge of 
fatherhood. The classics are present, among 
them Hector’s beautiful prayer for his son 
(though, strangely, not rendered in verse), 
Adam’s poetic encomium on first seeing Eve, 
and Edgar Allan Poe’s “Annabel Lee.” Just as 
heartrending is Calvin Coolidge’s account of 
his son’s death at 16. The message these stories 
and poems communicate is essential for to-
day’s young man. In a 19th-century American 
preacher’s words, contained in the volume, 

“Lust will degrade you; love will elevate you…. 
Lust will make you earthly, sensual, devilish; 
love will make you godlike, continent, noble.”

Fittingly, the book of man ends in 
prayer. The prayers of the church and of 
men throughout the ages show how to 

honor and serve and ask the blessings of God. 
The model of the courageous martyr in this 
section acts, though less visibly, as the coun-
terpart to the courageous man of arms in the 
first chapter, completing the trinity of family, 
country, God—the cherished ends of man’s 
noble service. Illustrating the pursuits and 
principles of men throughout the ages, The 
Book of Man is put together in the spirit of 
Reagan’s First Inaugural, showing that those 
who say there are no heroes any longer just 
don’t know where to look. 

Terrence O. Moore, a former Marine, teaches 
history at Hillsdale College, including a class 
on manhood. He is the author of The Perfect 
Game (CreateSpace), a novel about boys, base-
ball, friendship, family, and faith set during the 
Reagan years. 
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Book Review by Daniel Oliver

Intelligent Design
If Not Us, Who? William Rusher, National Review, and the Conservative Movement, by David B. Frisk. 

ISI Books, 517 pages, $34.95

If william f. buckley, jr., was the light 
shining from the lighthouse of the con-
servative movement, William A. Rusher 

was the lighthouse. If Buckley designed the 
lighthouse, Rusher built it. If Buckley was the 

“conservative,” Rusher was the “movement.” 
And move he did. As political scientist David 
Frisk shows in his biography, If Not Us, Who?, 
Rusher moved as much as Buckley, and that’s 
moving. Rusher was less frenetic, but more 
focused. He was the long-time publisher of 
National Review, even as Buckley was its long-
time, and founding, editor.

Unlike Buckley, with whom Rusher will al-
ways and inevitably be compared, Rusher was 
an only child. His parents divorced when he 
was still a teenager, he never married, and he 
had few close relatives. But like Buckley, who, 
although one of ten children, had only one 
child himself, Rusher never lay awake worrying 
about children and so was able to devote almost 
all his energy to his primary passion: the poli-
tics of saving America. And it is a fair judgment 
that save it he did, at least for the time being. 

He knew he was saving it. His innumera-
ble memos make it clear that he had a sense of 
mission, and that the cost of failure was doom. 
To various people Rusher predicted catastro-

phe if his approach to whatever was the issue 
of the day wasn’t followed. Those of us who 
lived through this period of American history, 
and who knew Rusher and Buckley well, may 
tend to forget how epochal it was. And those 
who didn’t experience it probably haven’t a 
clue. But American history changed course 
between 1955 and 1980, as it had during the 
New Deal era. 

In 1950, american politics was a vast 
cruel sea of liberalism. The literary critic 
Lionel Trilling wrote that

In the United States at this time liberal-
ism is not only the dominant but even 
the sole intellectual tradition. For it is 
the plain fact that nowadays there are 
no conservative or reactionary ideas in 
general circulation. This does not mean, 
of course, that there is no impulse to 
conservatism or to reaction. Such im-
pulses are certainly very strong, perhaps 
even stronger than most of us know. But 
the conservative impulse and the reac-
tionary impulse do not, with some iso-
lated and some ecclesiastical exceptions, 
express themselves in ideas but only in 

action or in irritable mental gestures 
which seek to resemble ideas.

Trilling died on November 5, 1975, and 
almost exactly five years later, on November 
4, 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected presi-
dent. The impulse to conservatism was in-
deed much stronger than Trilling knew in 
1950, but he must have known how strong it 
was by the time he died. Buckley had started 
National Review in 1955 to express in ideas 
the conservative impulses. Barry Goldwater 
had been nominated by the Republicans in 
1964. Buckley had run for mayor of New 
York City in 1965. Ronald Reagan had been 
elected governor of California in 1966. And 
James Buckley had won a U.S. Senate seat 
from New York on the Conservative Party 
ticket in 1970. Events like those don’t happen 
by chance. They happen by intelligent design, 
and one of the most significant intelligent de-
signers was William A. Rusher. 

In his early years, he had been a reg-
ular Republican and worked for regu-
lar-Republican candidates. In 1954, he 

discovered that he was also, and primar-
ily, a conservative. In 1955, he learned that 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2012 
Page 74

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

National Review was about to be launched and 
he signed up as a charter subscriber. In 1955, 
a piece that he had written for the Harvard 
Times-Republican (yes, Virginia, but that was 
a long time ago) was brought to Buckley’s at-
tention. In that piece, Rusher warned: “The 
one sin for which nature exacts the supreme 
penalty of national extinction is a failure on 
the part of the members of a society to believe 
[in] its inherent worth.” Rusher said that the 
struggle for survival must not be led by “some 
doubt-ridden egghead exquisitely poised be-
tween Yea and Nay. The world will go—and 
perhaps rightly—to those who want it most.” 
Five decades later, the poise of the doubt-rid-
den eggheads is still exquisite. 

Buckley quoted extensively from Rusher’s 
piece in his column in National Review. He sent 
Rusher a pre-publication copy and asked for 
an opportunity to talk. They met, and Buckley 
tried to get Rusher to write articles on legal 
subjects for the magazine. Rusher, a Harvard 
Law School graduate who was practicing at a 
major white-shoe law firm in New York City, 
had to decline, though he was not at liberty 
to say why: he was on his way to Washington 
to serve as counsel for the Senate Internal 
Security Subcommittee. In the spring of 1957, 
they met again, and Buckley asked him to join 
National Review as publisher. 

It was, undoubtedly, the perfect position 
for Rusher, even though as time went on 
friction developed—inevitably perhaps—be-
tween Rusher and Buckley. Not debilitating 
friction, but intermittent sparring between 
two unusually capable, and verbal, people with 
different skills, if common goals. Rusher’s 
position as publisher allowed him to become 
the conservative movement’s driving political 
force. He was the prime mover of the 1964 
Goldwater presidential campaign: he started 
it and marshaled the forces to make it happen. 
Without Rusher’s persistence, Goldwater nev-
er would have run. In fact, Goldwater never 
really did want to run. Can you blame him? 
After he was nominated, California gover-
nor Pat Brown (father of the present gover-
nor) said “the stench of fascism is in the air.” 
Senator William Fulbright said Goldwater 
was “the closest thing in American politics 
to an equivalent of Russian Stalinism.” And 
Democrats get upset today when people call 
Barack Obama a socialist?

But Rusher and his gang dragged 
Goldwater along until he saw he had no choice. 
It was no easy task. Goldwater could be…dif-
ficult. After the founding of the American 
Conservative Union, Goldwater said that he 
had tried to stop it and that it wouldn’t go far. 

“That’s the National Review crowd—you know: 
Frank Meyer, Bill Rusher. When I listen to 

those guys I start looking under the bed.” He 
mellowed, a bit, in his later years.

The theory behind the Goldwater run for 
the White House was expounded by Rusher 
in a piece for National Review in 1963 ti-
tled, “Crossroads for the GOP.” He said the 
Republican Party had “a rendezvous with a 
brand new idea”—the “Southern Strategy.” 

“Flipping the south,” as M. Stanton Evans, 
another central figure in the conservative 
movement, commented later, was “the key to 
the presidency, the key to the Congress. You 
had to have those votes, and when we got 
’em, we won—and Bill saw that.” Rusher was 
not just an activist. He was a strategist—the 
strategist.

 

Not all of his plans worked out, 
of course. The early 1970s were 
not good years for conservative 

Republicans. The Nixon Administration 
was lurching left with the Philadelphia Plan 
(which Rusher called “black quotas on Federal 

Who knows? Goldwater did run, because 
Rusher made it impossible for him not to, 
and Reagan was discovered. If Buckley hadn’t 
started National Review, would Rusher have 
become the powerhouse he was? Who knows? 
My guess is both would have happened. But 
they were not inevitable.

David Frisk shows that Buckley was 
cooler to both Goldwater and Reagan than 
one would suppose, or remembers, look-
ing back from the height of the post-Reagan 
years. Not only was National Review cautious 
on Goldwater, but in 1967 Buckley backed 
Nixon over Reagan, whom Rusher was im-
ploring people not to underestimate. Buckley 
said it was “preposterous even to consider 
Reagan as an alternative…an ex-actor, who 
has been in office now for a month.” Even 
Nixon disagreed with Buckley, because the 
office Reagan occupied was that of governor 
of California. The point Frisk makes clear 
throughout this book is: Rusher was the driv-
ing political force that made the Right a ma-
jor power in American politics.

In a biography—in real life—there 
isn’t always the conflict, crisis, and resolu-
tion that is required in fiction. Although 

there was certainly conflict (though low 
key) between the two heroes, Rusher and 
Buckley, there never was a crisis. Early on, 
Buckley knew, as did his sister, managing 
editor Priscilla Buckley, that Rusher didn’t 
quite fit in at NR. His lonely childhood had 
made him temperamentally different from 
the fun-loving, high-spirited, prank-playing 
Buckleys. Rusher thought that the maga-
zine should be more focused on politics, and 
that Buckley should pay more attention to 
it. Neither man would change in those re-
spects, though Rusher changed in one cru-
cial respect, becoming a practicing Christian 
of the Anglo-Catholic variety in 1978. And 
there was really no resolution, until (per-
haps) Rusher moved to San Francisco when 
he retired, San Francisco being about as far 
away as you can get from New York City and 
still be in the United States without wearing 
a lei and still be able to find a good restaurant 
with the indispensable bottle of first-class 
wine, perhaps already listed in the little black 
notebook Rusher always, always carried with 
him. 

Frisk has told an important story about a 
major figure in American history and told it 
well. If Not Us, Who? is essential reading for 
people interested in 20th-century American 
politics. 

Daniel Oliver is a senior director at White House 
Writers Group.

construction projects”), the creation of the 
Environmental Protection Agency, flirtation 
with the Family Assistance Plan, Nixon’s an-
nouncement that “I am a Keynesian now,” his 
visit to Red China, détente with the Soviet 
Union, Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, and 
his New Economic Policy, which included 
wage and price controls. By 1971, conserva-
tives had lost their patience with Nixon, and 
by 1974 Rusher had lost his patience with the 
Republican Party, and set out to form a third 
party in time for the 1976 election. National 
Review was skeptical about the new party, as 
was Ronald Reagan, whom Rusher tried to en-
list in the project but who instead challenged 
President Gerald Ford in the GOP primaries 
and lost narrowly. On election day, Rusher’s 
two years of effort exploded into a huge politi-
cal black hole as the American Independent 
Party, headed by a candidate Rusher and his 
allies hadn’t wanted—the notorious racist 
Lester Maddox—got one-fifth of 1% of the 
vote. But Rusher moved right on…and later 
that year was visiting the Reagans, preparing 
for the future. 

If Goldwater hadn’t run for president, 
would Reagan ever have been discovered? 

Rusher was not just
an activist. He

was a strategist—
the strategist.
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Book Review by Joseph Epstein

My Fair Language
The Language Wars: A History of Proper English, by Henry Hitchings.

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 416 pages, $28

The language wars date from the be-
ginning of language—the beginning, 
one suspects, of every language. A lan-

guage is invented, new words added, a gram-
mar devised, an approved syntax established, 
and in one of countless possible ways it proves 
inadequate, opponents gather, snipers fire ver-
bal shots, polemical grenades are flung, can-
ons lined up, and war is underway. The reign-
ing rule of language is change, endless bloody 
change; it was forever thus, and always will be. 
Case—far from closed—permanently open. 

In his richly informative book Henry 
Hitchings chronicles the language wars of 
English, its continuous skirmishes, its con-
troversies, its often rancorous disputes. The 
Language Wars is impressively comprehensive, 
its author immensely knowledgeable. He takes 
up the subjects of spelling, grammar, punctua-
tion, pronunciation, metaphor, regional speech, 
jargon, the influence on language of the inter-

net, and profanity, both lyrical and gross. One 
cannot but admire his learning and high spir-
its as he makes his way through material that 
in a less deft hand would have drooped into 
pedantry or become inflamed with bad temper. 

In writing about language one must prove 
that one can oneself manipulate language. 
Hitchings passes this test. His prose is lucid, 
nicely dappled with irony, and if not elegant 
then attractively virile. The only complaint I 
have against his prose style is that he tends 
to overuse the word “intriguing,” and uses it 
to mean interesting, sometimes fascinating, 
thereby ignoring what for me is the word’s 
root sense of making secret plans to do some-
thing illicit or harmful to someone. Spies have 
traditionally been thought to be intriguing, 
not authors of books on grammar and spell-
ing. Many contemporary dictionaries approve 
Hitchings’s use of the word, often these days 
according it primary position in their numeri-

cal list of definitions. But dictionaries, as we 
know, are cowardly institutions, which tend 
to go along with the changed meaning of 
words, and hence are not to be trusted. 

My argument against Hitchings’s use of 
intriguing is on two grounds: First, it is an 
act of verbicide, for if more and more people 
use the word as he does, its older, more spe-
cific meaning will soon pass out of existence, 
which would be both a loss and a pity. After 
all, there is no other word for the older mean-
ing of intriguing, whereas interesting or fasci-
nating will always cover the case in the sense 
that Mr. Hitchings and so many others now 
use the word. Second, people who use the 
word intriguing wish to be taken as not merely 
interested or fascinated by phenomena but—
you should pardon the expression—intrigued 
by them; they tend through its use to suggest 
that they are themselves interesting or fasci-
nating, intriguing, if you will, though I won’t. 
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I have deliberately incited this small skir-
mish to convey that people are nutty about 
language, and to establish that I am, proudly, 
among those who are. We take pride in our 
own use of words, and judge others by theirs, 
sometimes admiringly, more often to their 
detriment. I once heard a woman disqualify 
another, or so she thought, by remarking 
that she was one of those people who habitu-
ally misuse “hopefully.” I have myself in recent 
years grown tired of hearing people describe 
life, their job, their marriage, even cancer as 

“a journey.” If it is, how come so few first-class 
tickets are dispensed? “As soon as one begins 
to analyze the idea of what is correct and what 
incorrect [in language],” Hitchings writes, 

“one sees how entangled it is with notions of 
what’s appropriate, felicitous, effective, useful 
and socially acceptable.” 

The language wars does not take 
up the question of intriguing, though 
it does take up hopefully, expert, bench-

mark, whatever, and many other words about 
which people contend. Hitchings himself, alas, 
uses input, feedback, process, proactive, support-
ive, and seminal. I find that seminal, a word 
used chiefly by academics to overpraise one 
another, tends vastly to underrate the power of 
semen. I’m fairly certain, not at all by the way, 
that Hitchings would not approve my alas.

The parade of warriors in the English 
language wars all make an appearance in 
Hitchings’s book. Among them have been Ben 
Jonson, Daniel Defoe, John Dryden, Jonathan 
Swift, Thomas Hobbes, Joseph Priestley, John 
Locke, Samuel Johnson, Richard Steele, Joseph 
Addison, Noah Webster, William Cobbett, 
William Hazlitt, George Bernard Shaw, H.G. 
Wells, H.W. Fowler, H.L. Mencken, Kingsley 
Amis, and Ferdinand de Saussure. Some of 
these figures line up in the prescriptivist (or 
tradition-minded) and others in the descrip-
tivist (or change-accepting) trenches. I use the 
metaphor trenches because the language wars 
resemble nothing so much as World War I in 
having lots of charges back and forth but no 
clear victor. 

Eighteenth-century England, Hitchings 
maintains, was the first time that a noticeable 
slippage in the use of English was felt among 
the educated classes. At this time the battle 
between the prescriptivists and descriptiv-
ists was joined. Hitchings neatly formulates 
the essential difference between the two sides. 
The prescriptivists “believed that language 
could be remodelled, or at least regularized; 
they claimed that reason and logic would en-
able them to achieve this.” The descriptivists, 
on the other hand, “saw language as a com-
plicated jungle of habits that it would be im-
possible to trim into shape,” and thus was per-

haps best left to grow slightly wild, rather like 
an English garden. 

You cannot always tell the players 
without a scorecard. Most people would 
assume that Samuel Johnson, given his 

famous peremptoriness, would be a prescrip-
tivist. According to Hitchings, who wrote 
Defining the World (2005), an excellent book 
on the making of Johnson’s Dictionary, he 
wasn’t—at least not straight out. Johnson be-
gan as a prescriptivist, or perhaps more of a 
proscriptivist, citing many words as “low” or 

“cant” or “barbarous.” His original plan was 
to be a lawgiver: to “embalm the language,” as 
Hitchings writes, “yet by the time he complet-
ed it [the Dictionary] he was conscious of the 
necessary mutability of English; he had also 
come to recognize the need for lexicography 
to say how things are rather than to specify 
how they ought to be.” 

Two key names likely to be unknown to 
amateurs in this landmine-strewn field—they 
were hitherto unknown to me—are Robert 
Lowth (1710-87) and Lindley Murray (1745–
1826). A bishop, a Professor of Poetry at 
Oxford, a Fellow of the Royal Society, Lowth 
published a Short Introduction to English 
Grammar (1762) based roughly on Latin rules. 
Lowth’s book, Hitchings reports, was in use 
in Anglophone classrooms as recently as 100 
years ago. In it Lowth adjudicated upon the 
use of shall and will, would and should, the 
crime of ending sentences with prepositions, 
the duration implied by marks of punctuation, 
and other such matters that since their in-
vention have driven schoolchildren comatose 
with boredom. Lowth enjoyed finding errors, 
grammatical and semantical, in famous au-
thors, Shakespeare notably among them. 

“The Short Introduction,” Hitchings notes, 
“represents the general condition of English 
grammars up until the twentieth century: 
there is a reluctance to wrestle with difficult 
questions, an emphasis on using literature to 
illustrate aspects of language, an affection for 
example and learnable points rather than larger 
rational procedures, an inherited set of labels 
that are variably used, and a rarely explored 
awareness that there is something wrong with 
all of this.” Hitchings will from time to time 
toss up a curveball sentence, whose surprising 
final clauses get one’s attention as it pops re-
sounding into the catcher’s mitt.

Unlike Robert Lowth, who had a nice 
sense of humor, Lindley Murray brought the 
point-of-view of the moralist into the lan-
guage wars. An American who took up resi-
dence in England, he was the author of the 
English Grammar (1795), which represents 
the ne plus ultra of conservatism in this realm. 
Everything for Murray needed to be buttoned 
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up, locked down, iron certain. His “doctrine,” 
writes Hitchings, “was that the rules of usage 
should not allow choice.” He did not think 
that children deserved the relative pronoun 
who, not yet being fully sentient beings. He 
could write: “Sentences, in general, should 
neither be very long, nor very short,” which 
leaves one to wonder if they should not also 
be very medium. He felt a strong link, as 
Hitchings writes, “between sound grammar 
and virtue, and…between mistakes and vice,” 
and even imagined “a connection between 
proper syntax and moral rectitude.” 

Along with physical appearance, 
language is one of the primary ways 
we have of taking one another’s mea-

sure, and as such measures go it is not entirely 
an inferior one. A person’s speech is often a 
strong clue to his region and his social class, 
his choice of vocabulary to his education and 
point of view. My not having written that last 
sentence “A person’s speech is often a strong 
clue to his or her social class, his or her vo-
cabulary to his or her education or point of 
view” offers clues to my own disposition, even 
my politics, in preferring a smoothly rhythmi-
cal sentence over a politically correct one. 

As an argument for why language not only 
changes but needs to change, Hitchings offers 
the example of the word everyone, a word that 
takes a singular pronoun, as in “Everyone is 
certain that he is correct.” The rise of female 
sensitivities in these matters has now forced 
one to write “Everyone is certain that he or 
she is correct,” or to alternate between “he” 
and “she” in the sentences that follow, or to 
lapse into the odious s/he. Why not, then, 
drop the rule, and where everyone is used re-
vert to the plural pronouns they, them, their? 
The precedent for doing so is found in the 
works of great writers; Shakespeare, Fielding, 
Swift, Johnson, Byron, Ruskin, George Eliot, 
and Lewis Carroll, as Hitchings points out, 
availed themselves of plural pronouns in this 
connection. “Some usages,” he writes, “regard-
ed as illiterate are really acts of discretion,” 
and this strikes me as one of them. 

Usually it is the prescriptivists who 
grow moralistic about language, but Henry 
Hitchings frequently takes out his own moral 
trumpet in The Language Wars in the hope of 
blowing away the strict prescriptions he con-
temns. He is not above imputing the motive 
behind prescriptivist thought to fear, finding 

“a sense of life’s encroaching chaos and myriad 
uncertainties” expressed in their outrage at the 
changes that language naturally undergoes. 
He can also shift into high dudgeon, as when 
he accuses prescriptivists, this time under the 
name of “purists,” of attempting “to repel lexi-
cal invasions,” adding that “it’s a repression of 

life itself. For now, as for all the recorded past, 
languages are able to cross-pollinate, and as 
they do so the achievements, visions, philoso-
phies and memories of different cultures inter-
fuse, enriching our expressive resources and 
making our experience more intricate.” Might 
Hitchings be a multiculturalist in descriptiv-
ist’s clothing? Or does one position lead natu-
rally, even inexorably, into the other?

That language has political content is a 
point Hitchings makes repeatedly. Orwell 
made the same point earlier and more forcibly 
in his famous essay “Politics and the English 
Language.” (You might want to check the dif-
ference between forcibly and forcefully; you 
will find, I believe, that my using the former 
suggests I am—within elegant limits, you 
understand—a prescriptivist in reasonable 
man’s clothing.) Hitchings cites those who are 
strict in their insistence on the enforcement of 
grammatical rules, for example, as liking “the 
idea of grammar because they see in its struc-
tures a model of how they would like society 
to be—organized and orderly, governed by 
rules and a strict hierarchy.” 

A less complimentary picture of a descrip-
tivist is that of a man who comes in with his 
hands up. Claiming to grasp that the essential 
point about language is that it changes, re-
lentlessly, he thinks it a waste of time to fight 
change. He is not alarmed when old meanings 
or usages or rules are jettisoned. (Hitchings, 
for example, believes that, given the quick 
communication required by texting and in-
ternet writing the days of the apostrophe and 
the semi-colon may be numbered; one might 
throw in the hyphen along with them. Farewell, 
old pals.) The descriptivist goes with the flow, 
thinks of language as existing in an ecosystem. 
The descriptivist view is the linguistic equiva-
lent of the free marketeer; as the invisible hand 
of the market will in the end cause all things to 
work out for the best for the free marketeer, so 
the invisible lexicographer will turn the same 
trick for language for the descriptivist.

A descriptivist Henry Hitchings indubi-
tably is, but he is not an uncritical one. He 
views political correctness, for example, as an 
attempt to legislate language usage—in most 
contemporary universities it is now all but the 
law—and feels that its use has no more point 
than “allow[ing] us to applaud our own sensi-
tivity while evading the redress of real evils.”

Is there an honorable position between 
that of the prescriptivists and the descrip-
tivists? There is, and you will be shocked 

to learn that that position is my own. The 
position entails the tacit agreement that lan-
guage is mutable, but reserves the right to 
loathe certain changes, however widely ac-
cepted they may be. 

In his Studies in Words, C.S. Lewis remarks 
on our “responsibility to the language,” and 
adds that “it is unnecessary defeatism to be-
lieve that we can do nothing” about language 
change. Lewis affirms that “language which 
can with the greatest ease make the finest and 
most numerous distinctions of meaning is the 
best.” The question for Lewis is always does a 
new word add to the richness of the language 
or does it diminish it. He also cautions his 
readers to be on the qui vive for words that 
suggest “a promise to pay which is never going 
to be kept,” which applies to three-quarters of 
the language of psychology and fully half that 
of contemporary social science. 

Inspired by Lewis, I am for putting a 20-
year moratorium on the use of the inflation-
ary word icon to describe anything other than 
a small religious painting. Nothing to be done 
about it, I realize, but it is worth noting that the 
perhaps perfunctory phrase “You are welcome” 
has now been replaced with “No problem,” 
which does not seem a notable advance in el-
egance or manners. I’m for banishing the word 
workshop—which is also available as a verb—
to describe what is little more than a classroom 
discussion of undergraduate poems or stories; 

“workshop” used in this sense, Kingsley Amis 
once remarked, implies all that has gone wrong 
with the world since World War II. Allowing 
the word issue to stand in for problem—“I have 
issues with that”—is as pure a case of verbicide 
as I know: a useful word, issue, distinctly dif-
ferent in meaning from problem, describing a 
matter still in the flux of controversy in a way 
that no other word does. Impact and focus de-
serve a long rest from overuse, and process is 
surely one of those words that never keeps its 
promise. Perhaps, too, the time has come to 
call a halt to people describing people as “high-
ly literate,” given that literate means no more 
than that one can read and write; what they 
really mean, presumably, when they say liter-
ate is “literary” or possibly “cultivated,” which 
is not at all near the same thing.

Or consider the word disinterested, with its 
core meaning of impartiality or above person-
al interest, which has now all but melted into 
the condition of a pathetic synonym for unin-
terested. If we lose disinterested do we not also 
lose the grand ideal that it represents? I fear 
we may already have done so, at least insofar 
as I find it impossible at present to name a sin-
gle disinterested figure on the stage of world 
politics. Ideas Have Consequences is the title of 
a once famous book, but words, being the sub-
stance out of which ideas are composed, turn 
out to have even greater consequences. 

Joseph Epstein, an essayist and short story writ-
er, is the author of the forthcoming Essays in 
Biography (Axios Press). 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2012 
Page 78

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

Essay by Algis Valiunas

Winged Words

What we know of ancient war, 
we have learned in large part from 
Homer. Though Homer is a poet 

and not a historian, what he shows us of 
the way men kill and die appears true. True 
in large part, one ought to qualify again: for 
Homer’s poems concern gods and heroes, the 
latter being men more than human in their 
terrible grandeur, bigger, faster, stronger than 
even the fiercest warriors of later times, and 
possessed of a violent ruthlessness in the pur-
suit of personal glory or vengeance or, some-
times, justice. Homeric epic is patently fantas-
tic, then, but also undeniably real. The heroes’ 
deeds may be outsized beyond belief, yet their 
motives, and their brutal deaths, are univer-
sally familiar.

Of all the wars of antiquity, the Trojan War 
is the most famous, and it is chiefly the Iliad 
that has made it so. Is the war merely a poet’s 
invention? Hard to say. Herodotus placed the 
date for the war at about 1250 B.C., and other 
ancient Greek historians dated it a century or 
so on either side of that. As one learns from 
Richard Martin’s invaluable introduction to 
the new edition of Richmond Lattimore’s 1951 
translation of the Iliad, the vastly influential 

19th-century British historian George Grote, 
author of a 12-volume History of Greece, de-
nied that the Trojan War ever took place, or at 
least indicated that Homer cannot be trusted 
as a historical source, and most serious people 
believed him implicitly, for about 25 years. 
Beginning in 1871, however, the pioneer Ger-
man archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann fol-
lowed the lead of another dedicated amateur 
antiquarian, Frank Calvert, and excavated 
several layers of the ancient city of Troy: two 
of the layers correspond in age to the ancient 
historians’ estimates, and certain remains re-
semble Homer’s description of the city.

Homer’s poem was likely not written down 
until the 8th century B.C. or even later. As 
Stephen Mitchell speculates in the also in-
valuable introduction to his new translation 
of the Iliad, 

[Homer] was trained in the ancient tra-
dition of oral poetry, and he used a tra-
ditional language that had evolved over 
centuries, bearing signs of its history in 
its many archaic features and its mixed 
dialect. As an epic singer, he went from 
town to town, or from noble house to 

noble house, to find new audiences, and 
he sang his poems to them in partly ex-
temporaneous performance, accompa-
nying himself on the phorminx (a four-
stringed lyre), like the bards described 
in the Odyssey (Book 8, lines 62-73).

In the Iliad Homer concentrates on sev-
eral weeks of action during the tenth and last 
year of the war that the Greeks fought against 
the Trojans to recover Helen, the wife of the 
Lacedaemonian lord Menelaus and the most 
beautiful woman in the world, who had been 
seduced by and had absconded with the Tro-
jan prince Paris. Aphrodite, the goddess of 
love, had played a fateful role in the sexual 
disorder. Above all the poem focuses on the 
consequences of the anger of the supreme 
Greek hero, Achilles; the opening lines invoke 
the Muse that will sing of this anger and the 
devastation it sows. Achilles suffers a galling 
wound to his honor, which is not unconnect-
ed to his erotic possessiveness. Agamemnon, 
king of Mycenae and leader of the Achae-
ans (or Argives, or Danaans, as Homer calls 
the Greeks), had taken as a war prize the 
beautiful girl Chryseis, daughter of Chry-
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ses, a priest of Apollo. Chryses’ attempt to 
ransom his daughter fails, but his prayers to 
Apollo bring down a plague upon the Greeks. 
Pressed by Achilles, who harangues him with 
brazen loathing, Agamemnon agrees to re-
turn Chryseis to her father; but he insists on 
having Achilles’ choice slave girl, Briseis, as 
compensation for his sacrifice. Achilles con-
cedes in turn, but the dishonor goads him to 
fury, and he vows to withdraw from the fight-
ing. His mother, Thetis, an immortal Nereid, 
implores Zeus to give the advantage in battle 
to the Trojans until the Greeks see they can-
not do without Achilles and do right by him. 
Should Zeus refuse her, Thetis says, she will 
know herself the most dishonored of the gods: 
like mother, like son. Zeus complains that his 
wife, Hera, will give him grief for helping the 
Trojans more than he already does, but he 
gives in to Thetis’ entreaty. That’s Book 1, of 
24 books.

Fury, Honor, Destiny, Death

The rest of the poem, or most of it, is 
war. This includes not only the carnage 
of hand-to-hand combat described in 

vivid grisliness, but also disputes among the 
gods, who are as touchy about their honor 
and order of rank as the most sensitive heroes, 
and sententious reflections by both mortals 
and immortals about the sad brevity of hu-
man life and the craving to win the greatest 
possible glory during one’s fleeting stay on 
earth. If men lived forever, says the Lycian 
hero Sarpedon, who fights on the Trojan 
side, existence would be a featherbed: there 
would be no point to war, because the real 
point to war is the struggle for individual dis-
tinction in the face of the ultimate fear—to 
win honor by dealing out death to others and 
confronting one’s own. Heroic men fight be-
cause they know they will die, and the more 
likely one’s death will come soon, the greater 
the glory (12.322-328, in Lattimore’s transla-
tion). Sarpedon is the son of Zeus by a mortal 
mother, and though Zeus knows Sarpedon 
has to die he is loath to see it happen, and even 
considers sparing him from his appointed 
destiny. When the supreme god decides his 
son must die after all, he weeps tears of blood. 
Achilles’ closest friend, Patroclus, nails Sarpe-
don with a spear cast through the heart, and 
the hero goes down like a falling tree, or a bull 
torn by a lion (16.477-489).

Patroclus, who has convinced Achilles to 
let him wear Achilles’ armor, will die in turn, 
at the hands of Hector, the greatest Trojan 
hero, though really Apollo contrives his de-
struction (16.784-796). Patroclus’ death will 
move Achilles to rejoin the battle, and he will 

kill Hector, who is wearing Achilles’ armor, 
taken from Patroclus. After Achilles has 
driven his spear through Hector’s neck, the 
dying man begs his killer not to let the dogs 

unhinged savagery can burst from the heroic 
character; in some men it never lies far from 
the surface, and Achilles’ desolation at the 
killing of his bosom friend sends it roaring 
into action.

Achilles’ anger endangers him—indeed, 
dooms him. With his dying words Hector 
warns Achilles with clairvoyant precision: “Be 
careful now; for I might be made into the gods’ 
curse / upon you, on that day when Paris and 
Phoibus Apollo / destroy you in the Skaian 
gates, for all your valor” (22.358-360). Paris’ 
arrow will of course strike fatally in Achilles’ 
heel, the one spot on his body unprotected 
by his mother’s prophylactic wonder-working. 
Thetis has already informed Achilles that his 
destiny depends on his own choice: 

…I carry two sorts of destiny toward the day of my 
death. Either,

if I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans
my return home is gone, but my glory shall be ev-

erlasting;
but if I return home to the beloved land of my fa-

thers,
the excellence of my glory is gone, but there will be 

a long life
left for me, and my end in death will not come to 

me quickly (9.411-416).

And Xanthus, one of Achilles’ horses, is 
granted the power of speech by Hera just long 
enough to tell Achilles that his death looms 
(19.407-417). Achilles retorts that he knows 
it well, but he has bloody work to attend to. 
His rage masters him; anger is a tyrannical 
emotion, and impels him to acts of repulsive 
cruelty. Achilles butchers 12 Trojan captives 
and burns the bodies on his friend’s funeral 
pyre. What he does to Hector’s corpse is more 
spectacularly barbaric: he drags it behind his 
chariot for days, doing laps around Patroclus’ 
tomb. Only the gods’ intercession prevents 
the dead body from looking like road kill.

Gradually Achilles’ fury abates, though it 
still seethes. In Book 23 he sponsors several 
sporting contests for his Greek comrades; 
competitive at everything, the warriors get 
angry at each other over various insults and 
infractions, and Achilles steps in to restore 
collegial amity. Such beaming geniality is 
a side of him one is not a little surprised to 
see. Stephen Mitchell quotes Friedrich Schil-
ler as saying of Book 23, “No matter how 
unhappy your life has been, if you have lived 
long enough to read [it], then you can have no 
complaints.”

Achilles’ new generosity of spirit extends 
not only to his own but to the enemy. In Book 
24, when the aged King Priam of Troy comes 
to him to beg for the return of Hector’s body, 
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feast on his corpse. Achilles replies that the 
dogs will eat their fill of Hector; he would 
like to hack Hector’s flesh away and eat it 
raw himself (22.337-350). Under pressure 
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and weeps for Hector and his other slain 
sons, Achilles weeps too, because Priam re-
minds him of his own father, whom he will 
never see again; nor can he stop thinking of 
Patroclus. Yet when Priam makes too much 
of Achilles’ mercy, Achilles declares that he is 
still angry enough that he could kill Priam if 
he were rubbed the wrong way, and the old 
man trembles. Achilles does let Priam take 
the body, however, and the Trojans burn it 
and bury the remains with all due ceremony. 
Death is everywhere, the city’s destruction on 
the horizon, but there is a respite from vio-
lence to honor the fallen hero who excelled at 
violence; there is even a feast. The supreme 
Greek poem ends by honoring Trojan suf-
fering, and offers at least a brief interlude of 
peace, though everyone knows there is more 
pain to come.

Sublime Impartiality

Neither the moment of rest from 
war nor the pleasure of victory in 
war lasts long enough to be more 

than a distraction from enduring desolation. 
“But the auditors of the Iliad knew that the 
death of Hector would be but a brief joy to 
Achilles, and the death of Achilles but a brief 
joy to the Trojans, and the destruction of Troy 
but a brief joy to the Achaeans.” So declares 
Simone Weil in “The Iliad or The Poem of 
Force” (1940–41), her landmark essay which 
remains the most influential piece of writing 
on Homer at least since Matthew Arnold. 

“The true hero, the true subject, the center 
of the Iliad is force…. To define force—it is 
that x that turns anybody who is subjected to 
it into a thing.” Most obviously, the corpses 
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the war produces in heaps were men and now 
are things. Less obviously, the living men who 
succeed in turning others into corpses are 
also things, or else embodiments of inanimate 
force. “Herein lies the last secret of war, a se-
cret revealed by the Iliad in its similes, which 
liken the warriors either to fire, flood, wind, 
wild beasts, or God knows what blind cause 
of disaster, or else to frightened animals, trees, 
water, sand, to anything in nature that is set 
into motion by the violence of external forc-
es.” War annihilates the souls of fighting men, 
those who die and those who kill and survive.

So much more beautiful, then, are the in-
stances of extraordinary courage and love that 
stand out against the general slaughter. Af-
ter first fleeing ignominiously from Achilles, 
Hector finds his soul as he prepares to meet 
the Greek hero utterly on his own, knowing 
he is up against his superior, and that the 
odds are not good. Tender sentiments as well 
as hard ones figure gloriously in the poem. Fil-
ial, paternal, maternal, fraternal, and conjugal 
love are all movingly evoked. The words of a 
soldier to his wife when he is about to die, or 
of a widow to her dead husband, are crushing 
in their sorrow. And the friendship of com-
rades-in-arms is surpassed only by “the purest 
triumph of love, the crowning grace of war,…
the friendship that floods the hearts of mortal 
enemies. Before it a murdered son or a mur-
dered friend no longer cries out for vengeance.” 
Such flashes of moral splendor are nothing 
less than miracles, Weil writes, and they fade 
fast. They relieve the prevailing horror and al-
most manage to redeem it.

Weil and Sarpedon tug at the understand-
ing of war from opposite ends, and neither 
quite gets at the whole Homeric effect. Sarpe-
don’s is a noble but short-sighted view of hu-
man nature and the divine. For the gods are 
given to contention that periodically erupts 
into brawling, and though they cannot kill one 
another, they can dish out some heavy punish-
ment. Men and gods alike just like a good fight. 
Honor does go to those who are best at fight-
ing, but the heart of war, Homer teaches, is the 
pleasure in war itself. Men and gods would not 
fight otherwise. Weil cannot abide the thought 
that pleasure in combat—in men’s killing and 
braving death, in the immortal gods’ throwing 
their weight around—might be a legitimate 
end. That Homer might endorse it as the ulti-
mate moral reality, so bleak and barren, seems 
a criminal perversion. For her war is essen-
tially hell, though some rare men and women 
might get a glimpse of starlight even there; 
only the aspects of war that are most unlike 
war deserve approbation or even respect. In 
Weil’s eyes the activity that men and gods so 
esteem is really wholesale murder.
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In this inferno all suffer together. Homer 
exhibits sublime impartiality to Greek and 
Trojan, so that one can hardly tell which he 
is himself. The sense of equity, as Weil calls it, 
which makes the death of an enemy as pierc-
ing to the reader as that of a friend, charac-
terizes the Iliad, while a fierce uncharitable 
partisanship marks the Aeneid and the 11th-
century Christian epic The Song of Roland. 
Weil’s passing hint in this direction provides 
a fruitful lead. In the Iliad, the Trojans pray 
to the same gods as the Greeks do; with the 
Franks and the Saracens it’s a different story. 
As the stalwart Roland puts it, “The pagans 
are in the wrong and the Christians are in the 
right.” In the Old French poem, the Muslims 
worship some deities other than Allah, which 
emerge from the pestiferous side of the Chris-
tian imagination, and it is dangerous to be a 
goddess or prophet when she or he fails to 
come through in battle: “And [the Saracens] 
tear out Termagant’s carbuncle and hurl the 
image of Mahomet into a ditch for pigs and 
dogs to devour and befoul.” The most impres-
sive Muslim warrior is still a Muslim, and 
therefore to be despised. Hector, on the other 
hand, appears at least as good a man as Achil-
les. Although he quails before his rival and 
loses the fatal contest, nevertheless he is a true 
hero, who loves his wife and children and his 
city, and while he is adept at killing he is not 
a berserker. Of course he does want his young 
son to grow up to be a formidable manslayer 
just like his father, but then no warrior in the 
poem hopes his boy will become an actor or 
play the flute.

Both Greek and Trojan possess as com-
plete a humanity as their dehumanizing 
calling will allow. Homer’s warriors are not 
chivalrous like certain ideal knights in the ro-
mances of Thomas Malory or Wolfram von 
Eschenbach. The white-on-white spiritual 
radiance of Galahad or Parzival would not 
interest Homer. Perhaps the Homeric world 
remains fascinating precisely for its alien yet 
familiar wholeness.

Englishing the Iliad

So translators continue to pro-
duce new versions of the Iliad for an 
English-speaking, and almost entirely 

Greekless, readership. Indeed, they produce 
enough versions that the Greekless reader 
hardly knows how to choose among them. In 
the classic series of lectures “On Translating 
Homer,” (1860–61) Matthew Arnold insisted 
that only the experts can rightly determine a 
translation’s success or failure: the translator 

“is to try to satisfy scholars, because scholars 
alone have the means of really judging him. A 

scholar may be a pedant, it is true, and then 
his judgment will be worthless; but a scholar 
may also have poetical feeling, and then he 
can judge him truly; whereas all the poetical 
feeling in the world will not enable a man who 
is not a scholar to judge him truly.” Arnold’s 
standards, and those of many true scholars, 
disqualify me to judge translations of the Ili-
ad. I do not know Greek, and thus any poeti-
cal feeling I might have is rendered inert. So 
I took on this assignment, happily, but with 
an acute sense of my limitations. My descrip-
tions of the translations will necessarily con-
fine themselves to how they work in English, 
and I hope to point out the main lines of ap-
proach to Englishing the Iliad, and to give the 
general reader some idea which ones he might 
prefer to have a look at.

Over the past 60 years students and gen-
eral readers have likely read Richmond Lat-
timore’s version more than any other. Latti-
more (1906–1984) was a professor of Greek at 
Bryn Mawr and a poet in his own right. The 
experts say his translation adheres closely to 
the original, and the non-expert can see it has 
a deliberately archaic flavor. Vladimir Nabo-
kov famously observed that a translation is 
like a woman: if beautiful, then not faithful; 
if faithful, then not beautiful. Lattimore’s is 
an austerely handsome rendering; if it were a 
woman, she would be stately and elegant and 
somewhat forbidding—not the type every-
body falls for, but exceptionally alluring for 
men of high fastidiousness, and given to mat-
ing for life. It is not in the details but in the 

“general effect” that a translation wins or loses, 
according to Matthew Arnold, and the gen-
eral effect of Homer for him is “that of a most 
rapidly moving poet, that of a poet most plain 
and direct in his style, that of a poet most 
plain and direct in his ideas, that of a poet 
eminently noble.” Lattimore’s Homer would 
have pleased Arnold, and that is high praise. 
Garry Wills despises it as wearisome prosing, 
and that might be higher praise.

For Wills’s taste runs to the other best-
known recent rendition, by the English poet 
Christopher Logue, in three slim volumes: 
Kings: An Account of Books One and Two of 
Homer’s Iliad; War Music: An Account of Books 
1-4 and 16-19 of the Iliad; and All Day Perma-
nent Red: The First Battle Scenes of Homer’s Ili-
ad: Rewritten. What Logue does with Homer 
cannot honestly be called a translation at all, 
though Wills hails it as “the best translation 
of Homer since [Alexander] Pope’s.” Logue’s 
account or rewriting is a de Kooning monster 
woman, with just enough resemblance to the 
original that you can suspect it has devolved 
therefrom somehow, but defiantly singular in 
its ever-so-modern grotesquery. If you go in 
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for the screamingly garish and the droolingly 
boorish, there will be much here to entertain 
you. Listen to the paragon of ignobility, the 
Greek soldier Thersites, badger Agamem-
non, “in his catchy whine,” to bring the troops 
home now:

“What do you want?
More bronze? More shes? Your tents are full. And 

yet,”
Turning to us, “who was the last man here to hear
Lord Agamemnon of Mycenae say: ‘Have this’—
Some plate—‘brave fighter’ or ‘share this’—
A teenage she.
One thing is sure,
That man would be surprised enough to jump
Down the eye-hole of his own knob.”

No such anatomical unlikelihood enlivens any 
other version I have read, and it is a safe guess 
that the other translators have not bowdler-
ized Homer here. Admirers of Logue might 
justify outlandish vulgarity like this by in-
sisting that in our day Thersites must play as 
more rank than in Homer’s time just so we 
get the point; Shakespeare, after all, made his 
Thersites obscene as a venereal lesion in Troilus 
and Cressida, and that was some while ago. But 
similar points accumulate to create a pervasive 
cheesiness. There is Aphrodite “Running her 
tongue around her strawberry lips / While re-
positioning a spaghetti shoulder-strap.” There 
is the exchange between Zeus and Athena 
about the Trojans’ oath to return Helen if 
Menelaus defeats Paris in single combat:

Picking a cotton from his sleeve: “Pa-pa,” Athene 
said,

“This is not fairyland. The Trojans swore an oath
To which You put Your voice.”

“I did not.”
“Father, You did. All Heaven heard You. Ask the 

Sea.”
“I definitely did not.”
“Did-did-did-did—and no returns.”

All the same, Logue does hit upon some 
rare beauties.

Dust like red mist.
Pain like chalk on slate. Heat like Arctic.
The light withdrawn from Sarpedon’s body.
The enemies swirling over it.
Bronze flak.

Certain battle scenes are vividly terrible and 
clear, catching the general Homeric effect, 
even if they are done with an impressionist’s 
brush and depart from Homer in the details. 
It is a pity that the fashionable modern artist’s 
obligation to sneer at the ancient pieties and 

graces so often soils a sometimes eloquent re-
casting of the original.

Rapid, Plain, Direct, Noble

All proper translations of the iliad 
seem tame beside Logue’s werewolf 
howling. Tame needn’t mean boring: a 

leopard on a leash provides enough excitement 
to suit most people. Anthony Verity, retired 
master of Dulwich College, translator of The-
ocritus and Pindar, has produced an Iliad that 
might threaten boredom nevertheless; it is evi-
dently designed to supplant even Lattimore as 
the old reliable and thus to become the version 
of choice for students compelled to read the 
poem for class, like it or not. Verity states un-
abashedly that he has no pretension to poetry, 
and prides himself on getting the numbered 
lines of English to match up perfectly with the 
Greek. That doesn’t sound promising for the 
general reader, but the result is not as dowdy 
as one might fear, for Homer in the hands of 
a capable scholar can endow him with some 
poetical feeling he didn’t know he had.

As in anxious entreaty Tros tried to touch Achilles’
knees with his hands, he struck him in the liver 

with his sword,
and the liver slid out of his body, and the dark 

blood from it
filled his lap; he lost hold of his life and darkness 

covered his eyes. (20.468-471)

Although “anxious entreaty” sounds like a 
phrase that an anxious student construing 
didn’t quite know what to do with, the rest of 
the passage is rapid, plain, direct, and noble. 
There is not that much to choose between 
Verity and Lattimore here:

…now Tros with his hands was reaching
for the knees, bent on supplication, but he stabbed 

with his sword
at the liver
so that the liver was torn from its place, and from 

it the black blood
drenched the fold of his tunic and his eyes were 

shrouded in darkness
as the life went. (20.468-472)

Stephen Mitchell, who has translated ev-
erything from Rilke to Gilgamesh, manages to 
be more supple and swift here without lapsing 
into raciness.

As Tros was trying to clasp his knees and to beg 
him

for mercy, Achilles plunged his sword into his liver,
and the liver slid out through the gaping wound, 

and the blood
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poured out all over his belly and soaked his lap,
and darkness covered his eyes as the spirit left him. 

(20.395-399)

Begging for mercy secures the point more 
tellingly to modern ears than anxious en-
treaty or being bent on supplication. Mitch-
ell does lapse on occasion into raciness, or 
even slanginess, which just sounds affected: 
chastising Thersites for his churlish out-
burst, Odysseus admonishes “that if ever I 
catch you spewing such nonsense again / I 
will strip you naked and whip your ass out of 
here / and send you back to the ships, howl-
ing and bawling.” (2.246-248) Mitchell ap-
pears to have picked up an unhappy trick or 
two from Logue, though he never wanders 
nearly as far from Homer. Mostly this is an 
impressive piece of work, and highly recom-
mended—though one should be warned that 
Mitchell makes the audacious editorial deci-
sion to omit Book 10, which relates the kill-
ing by Odysseus and Diomedes of their un-
fortunate captive Dolon, and which Mitchell 
declares “has been recognized as an interpo-
lation since ancient times, and by modern 
scholars almost unanimously.” Just the same, 
other translators unanimously leave it in, so 
the excision of this book and of some 500 
other lines deemed interpolations is a ren-
egade move.

The Whole Truth

Lattimore, logue, verity, mitchell: 
these exemplify in one way or another 
the modern alternatives among Ho-

meric translations. But two translations hard-
ly recent continue to tower in repute above 
the rest: George Chapman’s version of 1611, 
and Alexander Pope’s of 1720. Chapman was 
a poet and dramatist, and he translated both 
the Iliad and the Odyssey. Pope was one of the 
supreme poetic wits ever, and he too trans-
lated both Homeric epics, the Odyssey in col-
laboration with William Broome and Elijah 
Fenton.

Here is Chapman’s rendition of the killing 
of Tros:

He gladly would have made a prayre, and still so 
hugg’d his knee

He could not quit him: till at last his sword was 
faine to free

His fetterd knees, that made a vent for his white 
liver’s blood

That causd such pittifull affects: of which it pour’d 
a flood

About his bosome, which it fild even till it drownd 
his eyes

And all sense faild him. (20.415-420)

The ponderous fourteeners lurch and thud 
along; the padding and the telescoping sub-
ordinate clauses blunt the horror and pathos 
of the scene. For the most part blank verse 
better suits the needs of the tragedy of blood, 
which the Iliad emphatically is in large mea-
sure. Sometimes, however, Chapman’s simple 
Anglo-Saxon diction hustles the verse along 
at a ferocious clip: “His brother croucht for 
dread, / And, as he lay, the angrie king cut 
off his armes and head / And let him like a 
football lie for everie man to spurne” (11.134-
136). (Lattimore, Verity, and Mitchell all have 
Hippolochus’ shorn trunk rolling like a log; 
Chapman clearly takes liberties, but the effect 
is winning.) T.S. Eliot, in the essay “Seneca 
in Elizabethan Translation,” calls Chapman’s 
Iliad “a poem of brilliant passages rather than 
sustained success”; and Eliot’s poetic judg-
ment does not fail him. Still, one must not 
forget the ecstasies of John Keats’s worship-
ful sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s 
Homer.” The best of Chapman does “speak 
out loud and bold,” and it is glorious.

In certain battle scenes Alexander Pope 
deploys the language of revenge tragedy from 
Chapman’s day, almost parodically it some-
times seems, and he gets to the bloody point 
with merciless address:

While yet he trembled at his knees, and cried,
The ruthless falchion oped his tender side;
The panting liver pours a flood of gore
That drowns his bosom till he pants no more.

All this is smooth, sure, adroitly turned. But 
the impeccable workmanship may get a bit 
showy, one must admit, and sometimes Pope 
cannot resist an effect so elaborately bejew-
eled it risks bizarrerie: “Warm’d in the brain 
the brazen weapon lies, / And shades eternal 
settle o’er his eyes.” (Book 4, page 79 [no line 
numbers in the Wildside edition]) At least 
according to the other translations, Homer 
does not warm weapons in his heroes’ brains. 
But let that pass: Pope’s translation shows 

what one poetic genius can make of another, 
however time and temperament might sepa-
rate them. This 18th-century Iliad is a lasting 
treasure of English literature.

Yet by no means is it the last word on 
Homer. Every age has an English Homer, or 
several Homers, of its own, and one is grate-
ful that able scholars and poets continue to 
produce Iliads for us. The past 50 years have 
seen notable English versions besides the ones 
treated above, by Robert Fitzgerald, Robert 
Fagles, and Stanley Lombardo, each of which 
some admirers have held up as the translation 
of our time.

Of course, the Iliad, and war itself, are 
not what they used to be. Although Sim-
one Weil detests war’s devastating inhuman 
force, Alexander the Great loved war and the 
gods who made him supremely warlike; and 
both of them take thought from the anger of 
Achilles. As Plutarch relates, Alexander at 
Troy anointed the gravestone of Achilles and 
ran naked with his friends around the hero’s 
sepulcher, in accordance with the ancient 
custom; having taken a very precious casket 
from the defeated Persian emperor Darius, 
Alexander kept his copy of the Iliad in it, and 
slept with the treasured book and his dagger 
at the head of his bed. There is something 
monstrous about Alexander; there is some-
thing monstrous about Achilles. They are 
destroyers of men, paragons of anti-life. Yet 
there is something magnificent about them 
both as well. They embody courage and will 
and ardor, and are thus exemplars of titanic 
life-force. 

Homer is large enough to hold those who 
revere his hero and those who fear him. In-
deed, the reverence and the fear are insepa-
rable when one begins to understand Homer 
correctly; and that is why we so need Homer 
today, when war tends to be either carelessly 
glorified or mindlessly abhorred. The paradox 
of superb brutality is disturbing and irreduc-
ible; and we need the whole truth. Few other 
writers tell as much of the truth about war as 
Homer, and honor belongs both to him and 
to the classicists who keep him alive. For all 
those who translate old books and still teach 
that they are indispensable, our thanks can 
never be sufficient.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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A popular halloween costume in 
Boston in recent years has featured the 
late Red Sox left-fielder Ted Williams, 

decapitated, holding a goo-filled jar in which 
his head is suspended. There used to be no 
hero in Boston like Williams, a baseball Hall 
of Famer and arguably the greatest hitter who 
ever lived. But his children’s decision to have 
Williams beheaded and flash-frozen by an 
Arizona “cryonics” laboratory after his death 
in 2002, in hopes he might be brought back 
to life someday, has reduced him to a ghoulish 
laughingstock. 

It is human to rage against the dying of the 
light. But striving for immortality is a con-
temptible act of cowardice before the inevita-
ble, a waste of the limited time we are allotted 
here on earth, and an arrogant affront to the 
order of things. In writing 100 Plus, a defense 
of various present-day attempts to defeat 
death, Sonia Arrison is aware she is arguing a 
case that has been ridiculed by Swift, Goethe, 
Mary Shelley, and Oscar Wilde. She doesn’t 
much care. Against these scoffers she sets the 
views of contemporary futurists and Silicon 
Valley venture capitalists, many of them af-
filiated with the new Singularity University, 
of which Arrison is a founder and promoter. 
Her book is a pep talk and a political call to 

arms against bioethicists, regulators, and oth-
ers urging us to think twice about whether it 
is wise to meddle with our lifespans. 

Arrison is eager not to be confused with 
various longevity faddists of yore, from Ponce 
de Leon to Serge Voronoff, who a century 
ago started a fad for grafting monkey tes-
ticles onto those of aging men. The Irish 
poet William Butler Yeats underwent a re-
lated procedure (vasoligation), close enough 
to Voronoff’s to win him the mocking nick-
name “The Gland Old Man.” The English 
philosopher John Gray has recently published 
an account (The Immortalization Commission) 
of certain 19th- and 20th-century seekers of 
immortality in Britain and Russia. We might 
call them crackpots today. 

But this time is different, Arrison insists. 
We know better now. She focuses on big tech-
nological advances—on tissue engineering 
and “organ-printing,” for instance, which have 
succeeded in producing artificial bladders 
and windpipes. She is especially enthusiastic 
about various gene-mapping projects, which 
have brought the price of sequencing an indi-
vidual genome down to about $5,000 and are 
on the verge, as the genetic entrepreneur Craig 
Venter puts it, of turning biology into an infor-
mation technology. Cryonics, of the sort that 

Ted Williams’s family placed such stock in, 
figures in her vision of our future, too, espe-
cially now that “vitrification” permits corpses 
to be flash-frozen without damaging swelling.

It is not always easy to tell whether Arrison 
is arguing for longevity or immortality. The 
book’s foreword, by PayPal founder and liber-
tarian philanthropist Peter Thiel, makes clear 
that his goal is immortality; he is not investing 
all that dough in Singularity University just 
to fight death to a draw. But Arrison claims 
only to be considering a world in which people 
live to be 150. Alongside technological fanta-
sy, she includes a lot of what could be called 

“health tips”: Drinking red wine. Taking resve-
ratrol supplements. Restricting calories. That 
sort of thing.

And in fact, it is modest, steady advances 
in longevity, not miracle cures, that are the 
revolutionary force in our time. Over the past 
century-and-a-quarter, life expectancy has 
been rising by 2 or 3 months every calendar 
year. Girls born in 1950 could be expected to 
live till 70; today’s newborns are expected to 
make it to 80. This progression has already 
caused the major political headache of our day. 
Longer lifespans mean either that people will 
no longer be able to retire at 65 or that they’ll 
need to content themselves with much less 

Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

Live and Let Die
100 Plus: How the Coming Age of Longevity Will Change Everything, from Careers and Relationships to Family and Faith,

by Sonia Arrison. Basic Books, 272 pages, $25.99
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once they do. Such problems will only worsen 
as longevity increases. 

Social scientists have done a good 
deal of thinking about how our institu-
tions have already reacted to increased 

longevity. A superb long essay by the French 
economist Hervé Juvin, The Coming of the 
Body (2010), gives some examples. Smoking 
has come to seem more dangerous than it 
did when even non-smokers lived only till 60. 
Marriage has come to seem a bigger sacrifice, 
now that it means 60 years of commitment 
and three-quarters of a life, than it did when it 
meant 25 years of commitment and half a life.

Arrison, by contrast, has a weakness for 
linear extrapolation. This allows her to wish 
away some of the more serious misgivings 
about longevity. She assumes that longer 
lifespans will be matched by increases in ge-
riatric health. If the experience and institu-
tional memory of a 62-year-old is a boon to 
his firm, imagine how much better a 132-year-
old would be! She worries little about retire-
ment problems because “savings invested at 
a younger age would be earning interest over 
a longer period of time.” Every problem she 
touches turns to a straw man.

At the core of Arrison’s optimism are a 
number of widely held fallacies about the ben-
efits of education. High education is correlat-
ed with high incomes in this country, true, but 
the correlation is based on relative education 
levels, not absolute ones. Those (our president 
included) who believe that everyone can re-
ceive today’s college-level salaries if everyone 
can be sent to college do not understand how 
specialization works. They might as well ar-
gue that, because kickers score more points 
than offensive linemen, the best NFL team 
would have 53 kickers on it. 

In Arrison’s account, every problem associ-
ated with longevity gets solved through such 
on-paper correlations. Will a lower death rate 
cause overcrowding and environmental dam-
age? No, because longevity is correlated with 
wealth, wealth with education, and education 
with environmentalism. That means the like-
lihood of a new “green revolution” that would 
increase food supplies. “There are new tech-
nologies on the horizon that promise to make 
the planet a cleaner and healthier place,” she 
writes. Let’s hope they appear! If they do, this 
longevity revolution could work. If they don’t, 
we will adjust to it through the traditional 
methods: famine and plague. 

Her key premise, however, is that wealth 
is correlated not just with longevity but also 
with every other good thing. “The longev-
ity revolution,” she writes, “depends on the 
strong and sustained efforts of a diverse set 
of people who refuse complacency.” To judge 
from the ones she cites, this set of people isn’t 
diverse at all—it’s made up almost exclusively 
of Silicon Valley entrepreneurs who are rich 
as Croesus. Her arguments tend to run in 
the same direction as a torrent of corporate 
investments.

Arrison has the fundraiser’s gift 
of seeing rich people the way rich 
people see themselves—as seekers, 

not self-seekers. Bill Gates, for instance, “has 
dedicated his life to improving the world for 
others through the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. He is a brilliant individual, and 
the world is fortunate to have him still playing 
an active part.” She quotes Larry Ellison as 
an ally, since he once said, “Death makes me 
very angry.” Ellison may be a visionary when 
it comes to selling software. When it comes 
to longevity, he is just another wealthy man 
raging in vain that if he can’t take it with him 
he’s not going. 

Arrison is a libertarian. Her mission is to 
protect entrepreneurs working on edgy lon-
gevity projects from “government,” which is 
often a way of saying that she wants to protect 
them from bioethics. “If we have the ability to 
help others avoid death for longer than they 
otherwise would,” she writes, “not pursuing 
that goal is tantamount to murder.” While ad-
mitting that this sounds a bit over-the-top, she 
keeps admiringly quoting people who feel the 
same way. A technologist called Ramez Naam 
writes: “It’s those who oppose individual and 
family genetic choice who have, in essence, 
decided that there’s a certain ‘correct’ genetic 
heritage for humanity (the one we have today) 
and that the populace should not be allowed 
any choice in the matter.” Oh, yes, in essence! 
One hopes that Naam is being quoted out 
of context here, rather than saying what he 
seems to be saying, which is that anyone reluc-
tant to join radical experiments to “improve” 
mankind is to be singled out as a menace. 

The University of Chicago bioethicist 
Leon Kass is singled out that way in this 
book, along with others Arrison describes 
as “anti-longevity activists,” such as the Yale 
bioethicist Daniel Callahan. The Harvard 
political scientist Michael Sandel appears 

here, too, for his argument that “eugenic par-
enting is objectionable because it expresses 
and entrenches a certain stance toward the 
world—a stance of mastery and domination 
that fails to appreciate the gifted character 
of human powers and achievements.” It is a 
lovely passage, which places these questions 
of longevity in exactly the right context, but 
Arrison quotes Sandel only to mock him. “It 
is no particular ‘gift’,” she writes, “to die at 80 
rather than at 150.” 

In the old days one would have said 
that God had hardened Arrison’s heart. 
Nowadays, her inability even to under-

stand Sandel’s point is a good measure of 
how weakly armed we are, philosophically, to 
enter the important, world-changing debates 
that we’re apparently about to have. Arrison, 
looking at death, sees three alternatives. First, 
we can “accept our fate under the reasoning 
that somehow humans are responsible for 
it.” Second, we can mythologize it. Third, we 
can “attack the issue head-on.” She leaves out 
the only sane option, which is an acceptance 
that we are only human. This is the opposite 
of claiming responsibility for death. The 
philosophical conclusion is to live as best we 
can, through reason and tradition. Tradition, 
which doesn’t even make a hint of a scintil-
la of an echo of an appearance in Arrison’s 
book, is important because it permits us not 
to squander time re-verifying things that 
have been learned, generation after genera-
tion. It allows us to project ourselves forward 
and back in time more effectively than organ-
printing and resveratrol supplements are 
likely to manage.

That is true whether one believes in religion 
or not. Arrison is not hostile to religion per se. 
She seems to mean it as a compliment when 
she insists that the futurist Ray Kurzweil, 
her colleague at the Singularity University, is 
starting a new “religion of transhumanism.” 
She just lacks an ear for it. “People will con-
tinue to be religious once the threat of death 
and the promise of the afterlife are no longer 
‘top-of-the-mind’ issues,” she writes. But why 
would these cease to be top-of-the-mind is-
sues? Why would the impending end of a 
150-year life be any less troubling than the 
impending end of a 70-year life? Eternity is a 
long time in either case.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor of the 
Weekly Standard.
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Red State, Blue State

Every day it seems, reason and the english language are 
ravished by contemporary American politics. For example, as 
there is no God-given tax rate, when the rate increases it is an 

increase, not the expiration of a decrease. Were it the latter, one could 
say that the Bush tax cuts were not tax cuts but the expiration of the 
Clinton increases, the Clinton increases the expiration of the Reagan 
cuts, the Reagan cuts the expiration of previous increases, and so on. 
Such is the thinking of non-effervescent minds that see as a cut a lesser 
increase in spending than they advocate, or urge passage of a stupendous, 
juggernaut of a Congressional bill so that they can find out what’s in it.

The nation appears more and more able to eat whatever words are 
shoved down its throat. It is told, and does not protest, that Islam is a 
religion of peace. Islam is indeed a religion of peace, but it is also, quite 
demonstratively and throughout the world in proof after proof day after 
day, a religion of war.

As the president travels about, yelling at Americans and dividing 
the population into good people and bad people (the bad ones being, 
purely by coincidence, those who won’t vote for him), he has adopted 
an extraordinary war cry that might make both Huey Long and Spiro 
Agnew smile in their graves: millionaires and billionaires. Income or 
net worth, he doesn’t say, the idea being to grab a billionaire, turn him 
upside down, and shake money out of him. But in the president’s logic, 
this includes, for example, a couple earning $125,000 apiece. The trick 
is that you can indeed get a lot of money out of such people if you call 
them billionaires and turn enough of them upside down. 

But perhaps the most brazen language diktat has been the mischievous 
switch of political colors. Stalin would hardly believe it, but blue now 
supposedly signifies the Left and red the Right. According to Wikipedia 
and the Washington Post, so it must be true, the change came in 2000 
courtesy of MSNBC and NBC’s the Today Show. It next migrated to David 
Letterman at CBS, and then went bacterial. The spirit of the change is 
reminiscent of the cable TV directory that read, “The World’s Best Ho…” 
when space was clearly available for “tels.” One can imagine the high-
pitched giggling at this naughtiness. Saddling your political rivals with a 
symbol to which they have been historically opposed is an even better and 
naughtier joke. Either it was that or mouth-breathing cluelessness.

It is the fashion of the hip to purge emotion and elaboration from art, 
in favor of a cold, conceptualist detachment, whereas people in flyover 
country are still stuck in 5,000 years of history and tradition, and sneer 
neither at decoration, sentiment, nor the beating of the human heart. 
In art, many conservatives might be red and many liberals blue, but in 
politics?

Red is the mobile color of passion and engagement, and blue the staid 
color of reason and detachment. As you may recall, the Left champions 
radical change spurred by boundless compassion, while the Right 
wants to check the passions of human nature as they flow into politics, 
and to balance opposing powers in a stable equilibrium. Over time, 

natural affinities for the two colors have been confirmed by adoption—
Communist, socialist, and labor parties almost always favoring red. But 
if NBC says so, we had better jump into line. Most of the country has 
already done so without a thought. Who says “old media” is vestigial? 
They are highly adaptable, or, as they might say, “Better blue than dead.”

It might be difficult to get this past vladimir putin, but today’s 
guidance would tell us that the place where Communist apparatchiks 
reviewed and may yet review rivers of missiles and goose-stepping 

soldiers is now Blue Square. The Soviet Blue Army fought the Germans 
at Stalingrad. Mao, the leader of Blue China, wrote the Little Blue Book 
(Bill Clinton, the leader of the United States, wrote the little black book) 
which was carried by the Revolutionary Blue Guard as they sang the 
Blue China anthem, “The East is Blue.” And everyone knows that the 
flags of countries like the former Soviet Union, the Peoples’ Republic of 
China, and North Korea are a brilliant, striking blue, just like the caps 
of the Jacobins.

The “Blue Towns” of Italy, run by the Italian Communist Party, 
shared with conservative red bastions the depredations of the Blue 
Brigades, which might have made Emma Goldman, famously known 
as “Blue Emma,” happy even during the infamous Blue Scare of 1919. 
Imagine if you will David Horowitz, a “Blue Diaper Baby,” clutching 
a copy of Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for Blue October, as he sits through 
Warren Beatty’s movie, Blues, which is not about music. 

It may seem as silly as Dr. Seuss, 

Red State, blue state!
What? Texas is red? 
New York is blue? 
What planet is this? 
Who the hell knew? 

but it’s slightly more serious, because it’s a little, ignorant tail wagging 
an old, venerable dog. It is also yet another example of a Fritz Lang-like, 
gratuitous submission to spurious authority. There are a lot of those 
these days, as if it were our heritage, which it is not.

To echo Lenin, a well known Blue, what is to be done? Both change 
and charity should begin at home. That is, feed your own children and 
put your house in order before you interfere in the affairs of others. 
Fluffy media can do what it wants, but perhaps more astute publications 
might look upon their longer history, higher quality analysis, and 
greater seriousness than the Today Show, and revert to tradition so that 
in their pages Austin is blue and Boston is red. Despite the commands 
of instantaneous fashion, there are a lot of people, the true blue, who 
will not ever believe otherwise.

An earlier version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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