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An online feature of the Claremont Review of Books that brings our authors

into in-depth conversations with their readers, commentators, and critics.

Recent discussions:
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Pestritto’s review of Yarbrough’s book, Theodore Roosevelt and the American Political Tradition.

David Frum, Steven F. Hayward, and Geoffrey Kabaservice debate
“Extremism in Defense of Liberty,” an essay on centrism’s incoherence and the

future of the Republican Party, with author William Voegeli.

Jeremy Rabkin, Michael M. Uhlmann, Bradley C.S. Watson, and
Jean M. Yarbrough respond to two essays on “Saving the Constitution,”

with replies by authors John Marini and James W. Ceaser.

The most serious questions of politics and statesmanship 
deserve the careful consideration of the best minds.
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  -Jean M. Yarbrough
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President obama doesn’t understand that the more 
he speaks the less people listen. Maybe he grasps the lips-to-
ears problem in the abstract, but he doesn’t seem to apply the 

sobering ratio to himself. So a speech in Berlin—as a senator cam-
paigning for the presidency in 2008, proclaiming that he is a “citizen 
of the world,”—was not enough. He had to give another this June, as 
president, reminding us that he is a citizen of the world.

It didn’t seem to bother him that the audience for the first was 
200,000, and for the second, 4,500. At this rate five years from now, 
he’ll be speaking to a hundred members of the Brandenburg Gate 
Rotary Club.

A steady diet of any orator will stale after a while. One supposes 
that even Winston Churchill’s speeches would overwhelm the serial 
listener at some point, though I’ve never experienced the sensation 
myself. But in Churchill’s case the danger would be overstimulation 
rather than stupefaction, that combination of boredom and inability 
to think straight that Obama induces. 

He doesn’t intend to, of course. Obama sets out, in his own mind, 
to amaze and elevate his audience. But 30, 40, 50 minutes or more of 
astonishment, several times a week, proves cloying. How many times 
can you watch the same rabbit trick? 

He tries to engage the audience not so much by noble words and 
logic but by evocative dreams. The effect depends on charisma more 
than on the rhetorical arts, traditionally defined: his stock-in-trade 
is not the syllogism but the dithyramb, to which he feels free to sac-
rifice, in no particular order, formality, facts, beauty, grammar, and 
good sense. 

You can find an example that will make you wince in every speech. 
He began his remarks in Germany this summer, for instance, by ex-
claiming, “Hello, Berlin!” That might be fine for Mick Jagger at the 
Olympiastadion, but the president is not a rock star, as you could tell 
from the small crowd. Or consider this sentence from the same speech: 

“Whether it’s based on race, or religion, gender or sexual orientation, we 
are stronger when all our people…are granted opportunity….” What’s 
the “it”? It helps only a little to discover, from the previous sentence, 
that “it” probably refers to “injustice” or maybe “intolerance.” The 
grammar has still gone badly awry, and with it the sentence’s meaning. 

The facts suffer even worse. He and his speechwriters have only 
the loosest sense of history, and it shows, in passages that remind 
me of an undergraduate paper writer in distress. Again, in Berlin: 

“Here, for thousands of years, the people of this land have journeyed 
from tribe to principality to nation-state; through Reformation and 
Enlightenment, renowned as a ‘land of poets and thinkers,’ among 
them Immanuel Kant, who taught us that freedom is the ‘unorigi-
nated birthright of man….’” Thank you, Wikipedia.

In west berlin in 1963, john f. kennedy said, ich bin ein 
Berliner. At the Berlin Wall in 1987, Ronald Reagan proclaimed, 
Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall! In 2013, what did Barack 

Obama say? It would be impossible to answer with a similar definite-
ness. But here is a running summary of his speech.

The Berlin Wall fell, and that’s good. But we shouldn’t have been 
surprised, because in fact “no wall can stand” against the human 
longing for justice, freedom, and peace. Today, however, the Western 
democracies face a crisis of “complacency.” The point is not to “re-
member” history, which tempts us to turn inward, but to “make” his-
tory. We need the moral equivalent of the Cold War to rouse us from 
our selfish slumbers. But we do not need the “perpetual war” against 
terrorism, which offends our values and is terribly inconvenient. 

“Different peoples and cultures will follow their own path” to 
democracy, but all will get there eventually, so actual war will be 
seldom needed. Drones and electronic surveillance will do the trick. 
As “citizens of the world,” we must look forward to “the day of peace 
with justice,” when the “walls of division” between rich and poor, na-
tives and immigrants, Christian and Muslim and Jew, will all tum-
ble down. And to get there, we need a global “war” against inequality, 
intolerance, nuclear weapons, and climate change. He singles out 
the latter as “the global threat of our time,” like Communism used 
to be.

President Obama gives no sign of knowing what it actually took to 
win the Cold War. But he is confident that the new, non-war equiva-
lent of global war can be won “if we feel a sufficient sense of urgency.” 
So perhaps his point in Berlin was, Do you feel the urgency? If not, 
prepare to hear several more speeches on the theme.

from the editor’s desk

Hello, Berlin!
by Charles R. Kesler

Upon Further Review
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Higher Education

I am grateful to the Claremont 
Review of Books for inviting me to 
respond to Harvey Mansfield’s 
essay on the National Associa-
tion of Scholars report, “What 
Does Bowdoin Teach?” (“The 
Higher Education Scandal,” 
Spring 2013). I assume that I was 
invited to respond because I have 
taught at Bowdoin for many years 
and can therefore assess some 
of the harsh accusations made 
against it. I do not, however, want 
to respond primarily as a Bow-
doin loyalist—which I am—but, 
rather, as someone who is deeply 
interested in the condition of lib-
eral arts education today. One 
of the real flaws of the NAS re-
port is that its narrow and often 
mean-spirited focus on Bowdoin 
distracts from the important is-
sues about higher education that 
it seeks to raise. I commend Pro-
fessor Mansfield for taking the 
focus off Bowdoin—and Presi-
dent Barry Mills—and keeping it 
on these issues.

This reservation aside, however, 
Mansfield is very much in agree-
ment with the NAS report’s find-
ings. He praises it for showing ex-
actly “what political correctness in 
our time has done to higher educa-
tion in our country.” Of course, for 

Mansfield and the NAS, political 
correctness is the stock-in-trade of 
liberals, and therefore it is liber-
als who are ultimately responsible 
for the ruin of our colleges. Con-
servatives, on the other hand, are 
the only ones “who stand for high 
standards in education.” How did 
liberals accomplish their destruc-
tive mission? First, they got rid of 
general education requirements, 
replacing them with a vision of rad-
ical openness and student choice. 
Then they filled the void with spe-
cialized “topical” courses—often 
lodged in highly politicized “Stud-
ies” programs—devoted to the 
marginalized and the oppressed 
and underwritten by the ideolo-
gies of diversity, multiculturalism, 
and radical environmentalism.

The obvious problem with 
this critique of the politiciza-
tion of higher education is that 
it is, well, highly politicized. The 
self-contradiction lies on the sur-
face when Mansfield states: “It is 
conservatives who deplore and 
resist the brazen politicization 
of the classroom, the loss of the 
great books, indeed the disregard 
of greatness in general, the cor-
ruption of grade inflation, the 
cheap satisfactions of trendi-
ness, the mess of sexual license, 
the distractions of ideology,” etc. 
This is not ideological? The same 
self-contradiction runs through 
the NAS report, which decries 
how advocacy and ideology have 
displaced the disinterested pur-
suit of truth in the academy and 
then goes on to blame liberals 
for just about everything that is 
wrong with higher education to-
day, including the repudiation 
of reasoned argument, the West, 
America, and the possibility of 
truth itself.

One of the least attractive 
aspects of the NAS report is its 
portrayal of today’s college stu-
dents as lazy, obsessed with sex, 
afflicted with a permanent sense 
of grievance, and characterized 
by an attitude of supercilious 

“knowingness.” Mansfield speaks 

of this latter attitude as well, and 
of students’ general lack of inter-
est in learning. I hope I am not 
succumbing to the liberal ten-
dency to flatter by not recogniz-
ing my own students in this por-
trait. This is not to deny that stu-
dents arrive at college today with 
shorter attention-spans and less 
patience to grapple with linguis-
tically or conceptually complex 
material than ever before. But 
they are hungry to learn, and the 
real tragedy is that we don’t al-
ways satisfy or direct that hunger. 
I worry less about the “knowing-
ness” of students than about the 
lack of humility on the part of 
educators. In this connection, it 
is worth recalling Leo Strauss’s 
general rule concerning teach-
ing: “Always assume there is one 
silent student in your class who is 
by far superior to you in head and 
in heart.”

There is undoubtedly much 
more that could be said about 
the cartoonish portrait of to-
day’s liberal arts colleges found 
in the NAS report and largely 
echoed by Professor Mansfield. 
But I want to close with some 
practical questions: who exactly 
is Harvey Mansfield or the NAS 
writing for? And what exactly do 
they hope to achieve with their 
polemics? Given the ideological 
and partisan character of these 
polemics, they are not likely to 
persuade anyone outside the 
already converted conservative 
fold. Nor do they seem likely to 
diminish the politicization of the 
academy they purport to abhor; 
indeed, quite the opposite. So 
everything stays the same. This 
is too bad because some of the 
issues raised in the NAS report 
are of vital importance: the spe-
cialization and fragmentation of 
college curricula; the need for a 
more thoughtful and robust set 
of general education require-
ments; the excessive number of 
courses devoted to race, gender, 
and sexuality; and so forth. In 
order to address these issues se-

riously, though, conservatives 
need to recognize that they are 
not simply the product of some 
liberal conspiracy and that they 
cannot be solved simply by going 
back to the “old Bowdoin” of the 
1950s. Put another way, conser-
vatives need to give up the cheap 
satisfactions of culture war and 
engage with liberal colleagues—
whom they may just find have 
not abandoned reasoned argu-
ment—in the slow, difficult work 
of incremental reform.

What worries me most about 
polemics such as Mansfield’s is 
that they will unwittingly render 
nonutilitarian liberal arts col-
leges like Bowdoin more vulner-
able than they already are in our 
increasingly utilitarian world, 
feeding the anti-intellectual per-
ception that because they do not 
provide a practical education they 
are not worth the money. In mate-
rialistic America there are always 
philistines waiting in the wings 
ready to ask, “Is college worth it?” 
(the title of a new book by Wil-
liam Bennett, who wrote the fore-
word to the NAS report). I am 
reminded of what Dr. Thomas 
Arnold said in the 19th century 
about critics of higher education: 

“No man ought to meddle with 
the Universities who does not 
know them well and love them 
well.” Given his long and distin-
guished career in academia, Pro-
fessor Mansfield’s qualifications 
in this regard cannot be doubted. 
I’m less sure about the writers of 
the NAS report whose argument 
he enthusiastically embraces.

Paul Franco
Bowdoin College
Brunswick, ME

Harvey C. Mansfield replies:

Professor Paul Franco, one of 
my friends at Bowdoin, deserves 
a serious answer, and for him 
and those like him I am happy to 
lower the temperature. His main 
point is that strenuous resistance 
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to the introduction of politics 
into the classroom is, or becomes, 
just as “political” as its object. It 
is strange that politicians today 
accuse other politicians of being 
political when doctors don’t ac-
cuse other doctors of doctoring. 

“Politics” somehow stands for the 
low art of politics, whose higher 
part needs to be specified. So I 
would reply that the defense of a 
non-political classroom is indeed 
political but in the higher, nobler 
sense.

This higher sense differs from 
political correctness. Political 
correctness is not the prevalence 
of one party, a feature that can be 
quite harmless. It is common, let’s 
say, for stockbrokers to be conser-
vatives and professors to be liber-
als. But P.C. consists in the refusal 
to hear, or to present, both sides. 
This is what happens at Bowdoin 
and at my place, Harvard. I am as 
much a loyalist for Harvard, hav-
ing spent my adult life there, as  
Franco is for Bowdoin, but that is 
why it makes me so angry when 
the P.C. crowd—faculty and ad-
ministrators more blamably than 
students—pretend that Harvard 
belongs to them and should serve 
them and their opinions rather 
than the university and the truth.

A true liberal is at minimum 
a person who wants both sides 
to be heard. That is the practice 
of free speech and its companion, 
academic freedom. The so-called 
liberals today don’t want to hear 
both sides. Real liberals like 
Franco do, but those who stand 
up for liberalism today are most-
ly conservatives. Conservatives 
have their family get-togethers of 
course, but they do not indulge 
in the P.C. delusion that the 
other side represents a temporary 
though nasty prejudice soon to 
become obsolete, and deservedly 
so. For the most part conserva-
tives realize that their victories are 
neither destined nor permanent.

Conservatives at universities 
therefore believe that the polem-
ics of the culture war need to be 
maintained. This is for the ben-
efit of the country and especially 
of the young, who should be 
discouraged from the “knowing-

ness” that allows them to think, 
without hearing both sides, that 
all virtue and intelligence are to 
be found on the P.C. side. To 
be sure, some individuals excel 
on committees battling for in-
cremental reform, while others 
would rather carry the flag and 
lead from the front. Both of these 
usually separate roles are needed, 
and conservatives will be content 
with Paul Franco in whichever of 
the two he chooses. He worries 
about lack of humility in educa-
tors, but would that not be be-
cause they impart this character 
to their students? And why not 
call it “knowingness” when they 
succeed?

It is unsettling to learn that an 
outside team of two, given no en-
couragement or help in its inves-
tigation, could discover the faults 
in one’s home institution, and 
then trace them through their 
connections to a single, consis-
tently corrupting outlook. That is 
the willingness to make universi-
ties sacrifice their standards of ex-
cellence and their practices of free 
discussion to serve the policies of 
political correctness. I do believe 
that Peter Wood and Michael 
Toscano in their report have un-
derstood Bowdoin better than 
Bowdoin understands itself. I 
agree with Paul Franco that Bow-
doin is vulnerable to attack from 
those who want to abandon a lib-
eral education rather than defend 
it as do we conservatives. Is it not 
then the interest of Bowdoin to 
reassess its needs and to join with 
conservatives in this defense?

Transatlantic
Neoliberalism

Steven Hayward’s review of 
my book, Masters of the Universe: 
Hayek, Friedman, and the Birth of 
Neoliberal Politics, is a welcome 
critical response to my own work, 
and that of Angus Burgin, a histo-
rian at Johns Hopkins University 
(“The Road to Freedom,” Spring 
2013). Hayward has engaged 
with our attempts, some of the 
first written from the perspective 

of historians of the United States, 
to grapple with the rise of trans-
atlantic neoliberalism since the 
1930s. However, in his treatment 
of my own book, notwithstand-
ing political disagreements real 
or imagined, Mr. Hayward has 
ignored several of the central is-
sues with which the book is most 
concerned.

The first of these themes, and 
one that partly separates mine 
from Burgin’s excellent account, 
is the political application of neo-
liberal ideas. This subject is the 
reason why Masters of the Uni-
verse begins in the 1940s and ad-
dresses German, as well as Brit-
ish and American neoliberalism. 
It is also the reason why the book 
is not focused on the Mont Pel-
erin Society (“the MPS”), whose 
undoubted importance as an 
originator and bearer of neolib-
eral thought is well explained by 
Burgin and other accounts. 

Instead, my account seeks to 
examine the imperfect and messy 
political application of neoliberal 
ideas. In other words, how did a 
set of academic ideas translate 
into policy? In order to trace 
how this occurred in relation 
to neoliberal ideas, the book is 
split roughly into two. The first 
chapters examine the intellec-
tual components that became 
crucial to the later attack on the 
New Deal and Social Democratic 
Europe. There were many such 
ideas, of course, including some 
of greater import perhaps in the 
specifically American context of 
anti-New Deal, right-wing, and 
conservative activism, but the 
book focuses on three in particu-
lar. These were Friedrich Hayek’s 
critique of economic planning in 
The Road to Serfdom, Karl Pop-
per’s attack on the bases of collec-
tivist thought in The Open Society 
and its Enemies, and Ludwig von 
Mises’s pamphlet denouncing the 
insidious effects of government 
management, Bureaucracy. Chap-
ter Three looks at the distinctive 
contributions of the Chicago 
School of Economics and the Vir-
ginia School of Political Economy 
to a more policy-friendly applica-
tion of free market thinking. 
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The second half of the book 
reveals the percolation of these 
academic and polemical critiques 
of liberal collectivism and illus-
trates a second major theme un-
noticed by Mr. Hayward in his 
review, the transatlantic nature 
of neoliberal politics. This goes 
well beyond clichés about Mag-
gie, Ronnie, and the Cold War. 
Instead, the transatlantic connec-
tions uncover crucial aspects of 
the history of conservatism and 
the rise of the Right in both the 
United Kingdom and the United 
States. 

These differences are best re-
vealed in the book’s two case 
studies. The first is macroeco-
nomic strategy and the shift from 
Keynesian demand management 
to a monetarist approach in the 
1960s and ’70s. The second is 
one of the very few areas of social 
policy where neoliberal advocates 
attempted a proactive agenda 
during the 1980s with any suc-
cess: urban policy and affordable 
housing. 

Hayward suggests that these 
chapters reflect the “strangeness” 
of the book. However, the eco-
nomic chapters reflect arguably the 
most important political application 
of neoliberalism of all, that of mon-
etarism, which had a complicated 
genesis in both countries. Urban 
and Housing policies, meanwhile, 
were chosen because they provide 
a useful example of policy ex-
change between transatlantic neo-
liberals. The fact that Enterprise 
Zones were a successful import 
and the privatization of housing 
was not is reflective of important 
cultural, political and historical 
differences between the United 
Kingdom and the United States. 
The New Deal never created as 
comprehensive, or as complete, a 
welfare state as did the combined 
efforts of the Liberal and Labour 
Governments in Britain. In terms 
of housing, this meant that the 
focus of Thatcherites in Britain 
was on the large-scale social and 
public provision of council hous-
ing whereas in the United States 
the focus was on racially-scarred 
and lost slum neighborhoods in 
desperate need of renewal. Such 

nuances, and distinctive differ-
ences, between the two countries 
created divergent priorities in re-
forming efforts. 

The third important aspect of 
the book that was largely missed 
in Hayward’s review is the devel-
opment of neoliberal thought and 
politics itself over the course of 
the last 80 or so years. Through 
its transatlantic lens, the book 
examines the changing nature 
of neoliberal politics. Here was 
a set of ideas that traveled from 
interwar Europe and a preoccu-
pation with the twin totalitarian 
disasters of Nazism and Stalinist 
Communism to the vastly differ-
ent context of a prosperous post-
war United States, dominated by 
the Cold War. 

Neoliberal ideas as they de-
veloped in the 1950s tended to 
drop Hayek’s willingness in The 
Road to Serfdom to accept a ba-
sic welfare state (Popper and the 
Germans had also shared such a 
willingness to compromise). In-
deed, Hayek himself was only 
half welcomed by his fellow econ-
omists at Chicago after 1951. He 
was kept at some distance from 
the Department of Economics 
by his appointment to the Com-
mittee on Social Thought. In the 
Free Market Study Group led by 
Aaron Director (Milton Fried-
man’s brother-in-law) the Chi-
cago School moved away from 
the German neoliberals’ focus 
on anti-trust regulation. Instead, 
government regulation was held 
to be the problem rather than an 
important guarantor of the com-
petitive marketplace. 

This history shows important 
shifts. The early neoliberal pre-
occupation was with developing 
a third way between laissez-faire 
and the interventionist liberalism 
of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 
and the British Edwardian Liber-
al governments of H.H. Asquith 
and Lloyd George. This gave way 
in the Chicago and Virginia ver-
sions to a wide-ranging critique of 
the welfare state and a clear advo-
cacy of market mechanisms to be 
applied in all policy areas, a pro-
cess often disparagingly known 
as “economics imperialism.”

My book is an attempt to un-
derstand both how this develop-
ment occurred and its important 
effects. The “radical” epithet I use 
for neoliberal ideas as they were 
honed and sharpened in Chicago 
and Virginia during the 1950s 
and 1960s is merely meant to em-
phasize the breadth and depth of 
the transformation of free market 
ideas. It is meant as a description 
rather than a criticism. In my 
view, it is undeniable that neolib-
eral ideas became radicalized.

Notwithstanding Hayward’s 
disagreement with some of its 
conclusions, the book’s aim was 
to take neoliberal ideas and their 
success seriously. This task en-
gendered respect on my part for 
the clarity and rigour of some of 
the most persuasive neoliberal 
thought. I was also struck by the 
power of certain policy insights, 
especially in terms of the opera-
tion of government bureaucracy 
and regulation. However, the 
irony in the title, Masters of the 
Universe, must not be missed. 
Hayward hits on the problem 
himself when he points out that 
Hayek understood the limits 
of human-driven policymak-
ing. Policymakers and financiers 
alike came to understand the 
world to be driven by markets 
that would self-correct. This 
proved to be a complacent and 
hubristic belief. 

Daniel Stedman Jones
London, England

Steven F. Hayward replies:

Daniel Stedman Jones has 
some reason to complain that I 
did not address the full scope of 
his book in my relatively short re-
view, and to the extent that there 
is much in his response that I can 
agree with, it is tempting to re-
pair to the old simile of two trains 
passing in the night—except that 
in America our rail lines often 
converge on a single track, assur-
ing a head-on collision eventually. 
Such is the case here.

One reason for not recount-
ing or criticizing Jones’s broader 
history of neoliberalism—and 

especially of its most prominent 
feature, monetarism—is that his 
account is thorough and, as far 
as I know, largely error-free, as is 
his case study of monetarism’s em-
brace on both sides of the Atlantic. 
But since he invites it, I will pick a 
few examples to help explain why 
many American readers will none-
theless react as I did to his book.

Consider Jones’s characteriza-
tion of George H. Nash’s early 
book, The Conservative Intellectual 
Movement in America since 1945, 
as laying bare the contradictory 
character of the “New Right”—an 
overbroad and inaccurate descrip-
tion I find typical even of British 
authors who sympathize with 
American conservatism such as 
my pals at The Economist. (To be 
sure, it is a confusion shared by 
many American observers, too, 
such as the left-leaning dust-jacket 
blurbists for Jones’s book, Eric 
Foner and Sean Wilentz.) 

Although I agree that exam-
ining “the imperfect and messy 
political application of neoliberal 
ideas” is the most suitable focus 
of any treatment of the subject, 
I continue to think that housing 
policy is one of the least impor-
tant arenas of neoliberal thought 
in America on account of the 
asymmetry of the nature of hous-
ing markets on either side of the 
Atlantic, and the fact that hous-
ing policy was a largely ancillary 
focus of American neoliberals. 
Much better would have been a 
comparison of industrial privati-
zations or deregulations—such 
as of telecommunications, energy, 
or transportation—where the 
differences in the kind and scale 
of public goods privatized or de-
regulated in America and Europe 
offer a much better window into 
the substance and results of neo-
liberal economics.

Although American neoliber-
als celebrated Milton Friedman’s 
and George Stigler’s famous 
1946 essay attacking rent control, 
“Roofs or Ceilings?”, rent control 
was, and remains, a minor, lo-
calized phenomenon here, while 
public housing—as Jones cor-
rectly notes—was aimed not at 
the middle class but at the poor. 
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Likewise, it is hard to find many 
American neoliberals today who 
think that Enterprise Zones were 

“successful,” much less that they 
were an import.

Jones’s policy history is very 
good, but he might have made 
more out of Hayek’s lonely and 
undeveloped chapter on “Hous-
ing and Town Planning” in The 
Constitution of Liberty. He per-
ceptively quotes a key passage 
from that chapter where Hayek 
postulates a contrast between 
market outcomes and planned 
outcomes, but the rest of Hayek’s 
treatment drifts off into a critique 
of rent control and public owner-
ship of housing. Neither Hayek 
nor his followers have ever di-
lated on the significant challenge 
of town planning versus market 
forces either in England, which 
has a juicy target in the 1947 
Town and Country Planning Act, 
or in the United States, where 
with the exception of states like 
Oregon and Vermont, a similar 
planning policy has never taken 
root.

As for examining “messy” ap-
plications of ideas, it hardly gets 
any better than this significant 
lacuna in neoliberal thought, 
where free-market economists 
deserve to be pressed a lot harder. 
In a passage that appears a page 
before the passage Jones cites, 
Hayek writes this:

In many respects, the close 
contiguity of city life in-
validates the assumptions 
underlying any simple divi-
sion of property rights. In 
such conditions it is true 
only to a limited extent that 
whatever an owner does 
with his property will af-
fect him and nobody else. 
What economists call the 
“neighborhood effects,” i.e., 
the effects of what one does 
to one’s property on that 
of others, assume major 
importance…. The general 
formulas of private prop-

erty or freedom of contract 
do not therefore provide an 
immediate answer to the 
complex problems which 
city life raises.

I sometimes read this passage 
to neoliberals without revealing 
the author, and I often get the pre-
dictable response: “What socialist 
said that!?” Hayek never did get 
around in his subsequent work to 
answering his own challenge.

Jones might reply with some 
justification that his book is 
largely a history and not a sub-
stantive critique of neoliberal-
ism’s intellectual problems. That 
would be fair enough except for 
the volume’s conclusions that are 
in no way established in its main 
body, and that prompted me to 
find the book as a whole odd. 
Jones’s culminating account of 
the financial crisis and housing 
crash is contestable, especially 
his claim that “the financial cri-
sis was the direct result of neo-
liberal policies.” I’ll pass over the 
neoliberals who warned of easy 
housing money and perversions 
in the housing market as much 
as a decade before the crash, only 
to be summarily dismissed by 
Paul Krugman, Barney Frank, 
and others who today claim jus-
tification. Jones needs to produce 
a wholly separate book to justify 
this claim, which might start by 
revising his judgment that “[a]
ttempts to rebalance the scales 
have been scorned.” Apparently 
he has not heard of Dodd-Frank 
(among other measures), a train 
wreck of a remedy that will crash 
on the tracks all by itself. Had 
Jones omitted his concluding 
chapter, which reads quite dif-
ferently from the rest of the book, 
Masters of the Universe might 
have found a wider embrace by 
the readers he most wishes to 
engage.

For more discussion of British and 
American neoliberal thought with 
Nigel Ashford, Steven F. Hayward, 

and Daniel Stedman Jones, visit our 
online feature, Upon Further Re-
view, at www.claremont.org/ufr.

The Real
James Madison

In my recent biography of 
James Madison reviewed by Mi-
chael Zuckert (“The Thinking 
Man’s Founder,” Spring 2013) I 
sought to correct the erroneous 
account we get of Madison from 
some of the most widely read 
books on him.

The short version of the Ac-
cepted View is that Madison 
was the Father of the Constitu-
tion, Author of the Bill of Rights, 
Co-author of The Federalist and 
chief Ratifier of the Constitu-
tion, Winner of the War of 1812, 
and Oracular Expositor of the 
Constitution (including Chief 
Suppressor of Nullification). My 
book attempts to let some of the 
air out of this inflated image of 
Madison, which is either exagger-
ated, distorted, or flat-out wrong, 
in every particular. 

Professor Zuckert seems to 
prefer either a rehash of the lead-
ing accounts, or (so far as they 
can be distinguished) a flat-out 
endorsement of Madison’s states-
manship. How else to explain his 
taking me to task for criticizing 
Madison’s insistence throughout 
the Philadelphia Convention on 
both houses of Congress being 
apportioned by population, even 
after numerous states’ delegates 
had told the Convention that, in 
light of their legislatures’ instruc-
tions, inclusion of that provision 
would mean that they would not 
sign the Constitution? I judge 
Madison’s continued insistence 
on this point—even after Dela-
ware’s John Dickinson pulled him 
aside and warned him that he 
was about to scotch the Conven-
tion—simply imprudent. Writ-
ing in The American Conservative, 
Ralph Ketcham pronounced my 
Philadelphia Convention chapter 

“superb.” Elsewhere, Robert Pa-
quette called it the best account of 
the Convention. Zuckert claims 
that my non-endorsement of 
Madison’s behavior on this score 
shows that I do not understand 
why the founder wanted what he 
wanted.

At the end of my book, I say 
that James Madison’s achieve-
ments will have to speak for 
themselves. They are indeed mo-
mentous—not so great in some 
areas as we are commonly told, 
but far greater in the most impor-
tant one than the Accepted View 
allows. 

Kevin R.C. Gutzman, J.D., Ph.D.
Western Connecticut

State University
Danbury, CT

Michael Zuckert replies:

Professor  Gutzman seems to 
have mistaken the point of my 
review. I did not mean to fault 
him for taking a view of Madi-
son different from the standard 
view, which as he summarizes it, 
is no longer (if it ever was) quite 
standard. Although I do not 
prefer a rehash of the standard 
view, I do look for an incorpo-
ration of the newer scholarship 
on Madison, which is not pres-
ent in Gutzman’s biography, and 
which is in some part responsible 
for the fact that what he presents 
as the standard is no longer so. I 
do not mean to fault him for his 
substantive views on Madison, 
but rather for the relatively non-
analytic and non-interpretive 
character of his presentation. In-
deed I ended my treatment of his 
book by expressing the wish that 
he had been more forthcoming 
with the substance of his view. I 
think that would have made a bet-
ter book and would have allowed 
readers  to better judge whether 
he has the evidence and argument 
to support that view. He is more 
forthcoming about his views in 
his letter than in the book.
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The growth of executive gov-
ernment and the growth of govern-
ment debt are both highly worrisome 

to many people. They are, however, usually 
thought of as separate problems, arising from 
separate government functions. On the one 
hand, the executive branch operates mainly 
through regulation: agencies issue rules to pri-
vate parties, telling them how to design their 
products, keep their books, set their prices, 
withhold their crops from market, recruit 
women for their sports teams, manage their 
trash. Government borrowing, on the other 
hand, is a method of public finance: treasury 
departments market bonds to raise funds for 
spending in excess of tax revenues—because 
the government is making a long-term invest-
ment, because it is facing an emergency, or 
just because it has overpromised and wants 
to keep the spigots open. Regulation impos-
es costs and trouble on particular firms and 
individuals, and is subject to a large body of 
law. Borrowing is diffuse and non-justiciable 
(until sovereign defaults end up in court). Ex-
cessive regulation threatens liberty; excessive 

debt threatens wealth. A unified field theory 
seems unlikely.

And yet the two problems are, I believe, 
deeply related. A clue is their scope and tra-
jectory. The accumulation of wide policy dis-
cretion in the executive, and the accumulation 
of high levels of public debt, are the overarch-
ing phenomena of contemporary democracy. 
There are exceptions—executive regulation 
has grown apace in Sweden and Canada, but 
both nations have taken serious steps to con-
trol their debts and their fiscal circumstances 
are relatively tidy. But the sweep of the two 
developments across the advanced, wealthy 
democracies is arresting, especially in the 
United States and Europe, which will be my 
focus.

Free-for-All

In america the two phenomena—the 
modern executive state and the normal-
ization of budget deficits—emerged 

and grew simultaneously. It was in the early 
1970s that Congress established numerous 

new agencies, such as the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), 
and the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA), that exercised es-
sentially legislative power over broad swaths 
of the economy. These agencies made law 
in executive rather than legislative fashion: 
while the earlier, Progressive and New Deal 
regulatory agencies had adjudicated particu-
lar disputes by majority-vote decision of a bi-
partisan commission (such as the Securities 
and Exchange Commission), the new agen-
cies issued general rules decided by a single 
administrator. Measured by number and 
length of rules and their economic effects, 
federal regulation grew very rapidly in the 
1970s and continued to do so through the 
next three decades.

Also in the early 1970s—just as it was 
building these engines of efficient executive 
lawmaking—Congress was reorganizing it-
self in ways that greatly weakened the power 
of the “old bull” committee chairmen who had 
been zealous gatekeepers of taxing and ap-

Essay by Christopher DeMuth

The Bucks Start Here
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propriations. Thereafter, decision-making on 
spending and budgeting became something of 
a free-for-all, and Congress became less able 
to counter the spending ambitions of presi-
dents. In the 1960s, annual deficits averaged 
4% of federal spending and 0.8% of GDP, and 
public debt fell from 45% of GDP (still reflect-
ing World War II debts) to 28%. In the 1970s, 
deficits doubled to 10% of spending and 2% 
of GDP and the debt stayed about the same. 
In the 1980s, deficits grew to 18% of spend-
ing and 4% of GDP and overtook economic 
growth—by 1990, the debt was back to 45% 
of GDP. For fiscal year 2012, the deficit was 
35% of spending and 9% of GDP, and the debt 
was 77% of GDP.

Among the nations of Europe, executive 
growth and borrowing growth came a bit 
later and with greater variation. And, for a 
time, the simultaneity was masked. The E.U. 
transferred ample portions of lawmaking 
from national legislatures to pan-European 
administrative agencies centered in Brus-
sels, but also seemed to be imposing strict 
budget discipline on member states—until 
it emerged that everyone had been fudging 
their fiscal accounts and that poorer nations 
had been borrowing extravagantly on the 
credit of richer nations.

Then, following the financial collapse of 
2008, the transatlantic patterns converged. 
On both continents, practices that had been 
developing slowly in relatively stable times sud-
denly—with the stimulus of crisis—fluoresced.

In the United States, the George W. Bush 
Administration and the nominally indepen-
dent Federal Reserve Board merged policy-
making, appropriated hundreds of billions 
of dollars without congressional involvement, 
and stretched statutory authorities as they 
saw fit in order to rescue some insolvent busi-
nesses, but not others. Congress’s response 
to these usurpations, in the Dodd-Frank Act, 
was to codify and extend the autonomous 
powers of the executive branch and the Fed 
beyond anything seen before. Procedures for 
congressional budgeting were effectively sus-
pended. Annual deficits more than tripled.

In Europe, too, the first responders were 
the political executives and central bankers. 
National legislatures became handmaidens 
to the joint decisions of the European Cen-
tral Bank and a few heads of government (ac-
tually two—those of Germany and France). 
Insolvent nations as well as banks were bailed 
out through serial summitry—20 emergency 
E.U. summit meetings in 2009–2012. At 
each conclave, heads of government would 
abandon solemn treaty obligations and 
adamant pledges, replacing them with new 
adamant pledges that would, in turn, be 

rendered inoperative before or at their sub-
sequent get-together. The German Bundestag 
underwrote the pledges with financial com-
mitments that everyone had thought consti-
tutionally impossible up to the moment they 
were made.

In America, regulatory insouciance and 
freewheeling finance have become precedents 
for normal times. Obamacare, like Dodd-
Frank, is essentially an executive empower-
ment statute. President Obama has gone 
further, suspending Obamacare’s employer 
health insurance mandate, waiving welfare 
work requirements, and flouting statutory re-
quirements in other areas far removed from 
his inherent foreign policy prerogatives. With 
government debt on a collision course with 
reality, both political parties are committed 
to continuing deficit spending at levels that 
would have been considered out of the ques-
tion a few decades ago.

Future Burdens

As goldfinger said to james bond: 
“Once is happenstance, twice is coin-
cidence, three times is enemy action.” 

But we have more to go on than that, because 
debt and regulation, although operational 
strangers, are political kin. Both are legiti-
mate government functions that have come to 
be used to elide established norms of public 
finance and democratic accountability. Broad 
regulatory delegation permits legislators to 
vote for clean air, sound banking, and other 
good things while leaving it to the agencies 
to navigate the shoals of achieving the statu-
tory goals. The costs of regulatory directives 
are borne within the private sector—mani-
fested not as taxes but rather as higher prices 
charged by regulated firms. Borrowing is a 
complementary means of taxation evasion: 
elected officials provide constituents with 
higher levels of spending than of taxes to pay 
for the spending, leaving the difference to be 
paid in the future by nonvoting younger and 
future generations. (The future payments may 
take the form of higher taxes, lower spending, 
currency inflation, or bond defaults.)

Now, stoplights were not invented as a 
means to excuse politicians from imposing 
taxes to pay drivers to stop at busy intersec-
tions. Highway bonds are not devices for 
pandering to today’s electorate. But modern 
government operates radically beyond those 
margins. It employs regulation as a substitute 
for overt taxing and as a means of achieving 
policies that could not survive legislative roll 
calls, a current example being EPA’s effort 
to regulate greenhouse gases following Con-
gress’s declining to do so after considered 

debate. Modern government also borrows 
far beyond any plausible level of investment 
spending. The growth of deficit spending 
since 1970 (federal borrowing is now about 
35% of its spending) has been concurrent with 
the growth of spending on entitlements and 
other “transfer payments” that are current 
consumption rather than investment.

Two American developments provide strik-
ing evidence that delegation and debt have 
become coordinate mechanisms of legislative 
abnegation. The first is delegation of outright 
taxing authority to the executive—primarily 
to regulatory agencies. This practice began, 
right on schedule, in the early 1970s. The Su-
preme Court resisted when it first considered 
the matter in 1974, in the context of a statute 
that clearly authorized fees for services ren-
dered (such as license fees and entrance fees 
at national parks) but was being used to lay 
broad taxes unrelated to any immediate ser-
vice or action. The Court noted that taxation 
is inherently a legislative matter, and is explic-
itly assigned by the Constitution to the Con-
gress. But also, and apparently decisively, the 
Justices assumed that Congress could never 
have intended to give away the lynchpin of its 
constitutional power. Yet Congress persisted 
in doing precisely that, and in 1989 the Su-
preme Court acquiesced.

Today, several regulatory agencies are 
funded substantially or entirely by their own 
discretionary taxes rather than congressional 
appropriations. These agencies are autono-
mous special-purpose national governments, 
and they set and collect taxes in business-
like fashion, without legislative fuss and 
bother. The Federal Communications Com-
mission, whose annual operating expenses of 
$347 million are funded by payments from 
the firms it regulates, also runs a $9 billion 
grant program to subsidize certain internet 
customers, financed by a separate tax on the 
revenues of telecommunications firms. The 
commission adjusts the tax rate every three 
months to keep pace with its spending—for 
the first three quarters of 2013 the rates were 
in the range of 15-16% (on sales mind you, not 
earnings). Our newest regulator of indepen-
dent means is the Dodd-Frank Act’s Financial 
Consumer Protection Bureau, which receives 
an automatic share of the annual profits of the 
Federal Reserve banks—that share is $450 
million for the current year.

The second development is the integration 
of regulation and debt-financed consumption. 
Regulatory finance is naturally intratemporal. 
That is, regulatory mandates can require spec-
ified parties to make current expenditures for 
the benefit of others or the general public—
but, unlike deficit spending, mandates cannot 
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shift the burden of today’s benefits to unspeci-
fied parties in the future. This seemingly in-
trinsic limitation was breached in the decade 
before the financial collapse of 2008. Federal 
regulators obliged banks to severely degrade 
traditional mortgage lending requirements, 
and simultaneously required the government-
sponsored mortgage underwriters, Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac, to support and secu-
ritize the resulting flood of “nonprime” mort-
gages. The result was several trillion dollars of 
very poorly secured mortgage credit, provided 
to amazed and gratified recipients with all the 
efficiency and profit-seeking ardor of private 
markets. The millions of substandard mort-
gages were vastly beyond what a Washington 
bureaucracy could have dispensed in non-geo-
logic time, and their underwriting risks were 
vastly beyond what Congress could have ap-
propriated in the light of day on the govern-
ment’s own credit. The innovation fused the 
powers of (a) regulatory conscription of pri-
vate markets, (b) opaque and unconstrained 
public finance, and (c) unsustainable debt-
financed consumption—thereby compound-
ing and accelerating their dangers. The 2008 
financial collapse was a sovereign debt crisis in 
its American origins as well as in its European 
sequelae.

New Technologies

These patterns of timing and func-
tion cry out for an animating heuristic, 
and I have one. I believe that execu-

tive government and over-indebted govern-
ment have arisen simultaneously as a result 
of rising affluence and technological mastery. 
These developments, wonderful in themselves, 
have transformed our politics and govern-
ment (along with much else) in surprising 
ways, and we have yet to assimilate them to 
the proper conduct of public affairs. The ex-
planation applies to all of the rich, advanced 
democracies, but the American example is 
most pronounced.

Effective political action requires three 
basic resources: 1) discretionary time; 2) the 
ability to acquire, assimilate, and communi-
cate information; and 3) the skills of argu-
ment and persuasion. For most of history 
these resources were scarce and confined 
to elites. In our wealthy, highly educated, 
predominantly middle-class societies, how-
ever, they have become abundant and wide-
ly shared. And they have been powerfully 
augmented, in the last half-century, by new 
technologies—of mass communication and 
rapid transportation; of information gather-
ing, storage, and manipulation now instantly 
available to every office, home, and pocket-

book in the land; and of endlessly reticulated 
networks of specialized interpersonal com-
munication that have supercharged the hu-
man proclivity for affinity-grouping. Voilà—
we find ourselves in a world where the slight-
est cause or interest can easily organize its 
own advocacy group, and where the greenest 
backbench legislator can easily set up shop 
as a policy entrepreneur. It is a world where 
the old hierarchies of political party and 
Congress have been swept aside; where the 
old civic triumvirate of commerce, labor, and 
church has been displaced by thousands of 
particularized interest groups; and where 
politics has become, in the late James Q. 
Wilson’s term, “atomized.”

Alexis de Tocqueville nailed the American 
character: democratic, individualistic, adept 
at voluntary association, devoted more to 
equality than liberty, a devotion that grows 
more pronounced over time. These attributes 
probably explain why political atomization 
has proceeded further in the United States 
than in Europe, but it is high affluence and 
instantaneous interconnectedness that have 
unlocked their potential. The thousands of 

The individualistic, egalitarian American 
spirit has certainly played a role in the democ-
ratization of Congress’s decision structure 
and the weakening of its seniority system. But, 
again, the key change was that members were 
acquiring the means and incentives to advance 
their careers without needing to inch patient-
ly up the congressional hierarchy. The power 
structure was standing arbitrarily in their way, 
and was a bottleneck to the profusion of poli-
cy initiatives now clamoring for attention.

As Congress became more porous and re-
sponsive to outside importuning, it quickly 
ran up against the practical limits of legisla-
tive action—some of them inherent (deci-
sion by committees, representation of diverse 
and conflicting interests and regions), others 
added by the U.S. Constitution (bicamer-
alism, power-sharing with an independent 
president). Indeed, the old leadership hierar-
chies had been intended to compensate for 
these limitations—and so, as the hierarchies 
lost their grip, the limitations became more 
pronounced. The solution was delegation of 
lawmaking to specialized agencies that had 
many fewer internal conflicts and that could 
be multiplied in number without limit.

The executive was well prepared for the 
handoff. The hierarchical agency is superior 
to the legislature at gathering, analyzing, and 
deploying information; at managing special-
ized constituencies; and at making high-vol-
ume policy decisions and fine-tuning them 
over time. New communications technologies 
have amplified those advantages. Go to legis-
lators’ websites and you find autobiographies, 
speeches, spouses’ favorite recipes, highly rhe-
torical policy pronouncements, and Triumphs 
in Constituent Service. Go to agency websites 
and you find concrete, usable information—
issue analyses, policy explanations, rulemak-
ing proposals, enforcement actions, court 
decisions, data—usually presented with only 
a modicum of promotional bombast. Increas-
ingly, rulemaking proceedings are conducted 
by e-mail, and many important policies are 
forged through ad hoc networking with no 
legal proceedings at all.

Atop the confederation of executive agen-
cies sits the chief executive and his immediate 
staff, who have been the greatest beneficiaries 
of the new technologies of government. The 
president (or prime minister) monitors and 
directs the activities of hundreds of agencies 
in real time from a single locus of authority. 
As much as statutes and administrative law, 
central political direction now sways agen-
cy regulation. Important political debates 
have been transformed and simplified into 
personal dramas played out on the national 
airwaves—where the president speaks with 

discrete causes that press upon government 
and public opinion 24/7 would have been 
simply infeasible 50 years ago. Michael Bar-
one has shown how the nominating conven-
tion—the locus of power of traditional po-
litical parties—was an artifact of high costs 
of transportation and communications. As 
those costs have fallen, deal-making has be-
come continuous and decentralized and the 
quadrennial presidential conventions have 
become mere messaging events. Norman 
Ornstein and Thomas Mann, in their book 
The Broken Branch (2006), lament that mem-
bers of Congress no longer live in Washing-
ton and socialize with one another and their 
families, and so have lost all sense of institu-
tional solidarity. But 50 years ago only a few 
legislators from mid-Atlantic states could 
possibly get home for the weekend. Now 
they all can, and because they can they must, 
lest they face an Election Day challenger who 
promises to stay in closer touch with the vot-
ers. As a result, the House and Senate con-
vene in official sessions only three or four 
days a week.

Obamacare, like
Dodd-Frank, is

essentially an executive 
empowerment statute.
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single-minded clarity and purpose while leg-
islative leaders hesitate and equivocate under 
the watchful eyes of jealous peers. Most of 
all, technology has magnified the president’s 
ability to act swiftly in response to every new 
exigency large and small, altering the facts on 
the ground while others wait to be briefed and 
to hash out their responses.

The unbounded executive has proven to be 
an instrument of unbounded debt. Legisla-
tors add relatively small pork barrel items to 
spending bills in the dark of night, and are 
embarrassed when they are exposed. All the 
while, right out under the media klieg lights, 
presidents and prime ministers are the dy-
namos for heroic exertions with gargantuan 
price tags—wars and other foreign interven-
tions, new and expanded entitlement pro-
grams, stimulus packages, financial bailouts, 
Marshall Plans for energy independence 
or cancer eradication, pan-European fiscal 
union. The collapse of fiscal discipline in the 
U.S. Congress has opened the way to greater 
penny-ante hometown spending to be sure—
but also to greater executive supremacy over 
cosmic spending and borrowing. The latest 
development—the fusion of executive politics 
and central banking—has made it even easier 
to undertake expansive new projects without 
commensurately expansive immediate taxa-
tion. President Obama offered a vivid illustra-
tion of the executive perspective when he ac-
knowledged that as a senator he had opposed 
a debt increase because it would unfairly bur-
den our children and grandchildren, but that 
as president he had come to a larger view of 
the matter.

More Consumption

Affluence and technology have 
propelled spending and debt in an-
other way: by making politics not only 

more democratic but also more consumerist. 
As societies become prosperous, educated, 
and middle-class, large numbers of citizens 
acquire a degree of discretionary income, be-
getting the taste for higher levels of goods and 
services and for lifestyle and leisure pursuits. 
Reflecting these elevated circumstances, poli-
tics becomes less about production and more 
about consumption. The regulatory agencies 
of the New Deal and Progressive eras were 
mostly concerned with the organization of 
production—railroads, airlines, banking, 
broadcasting. They mainly served to cartelize 
industries for the benefit of producers at the 
expense of consumers, through controls over 
prices and market entry that involved implicit 
economic transfers and opportunity costs but 
few outright expenditures. From 1970 onward, 

the producer cartels were systematically abol-
ished and supplanted by programs concerned 
mainly with consumption and personal well-
being—health and safety, environmental 
quality, and “consumer protection” in a vari-
ety of fields. In these areas, regulation came 
to mandate private expenditures of hundreds 
of millions of dollars, and off-budget, insalient 
taxation became standard practice. Following 
the 2008 financial collapse, which had been 
caused in substantial part by government 
promotion of incontinent debt-financed con-
sumption, the Obama Administration’s flag-
ship regulatory proposal was for yet another 
consumer protection agency.

Similarly, the composition of direct fed-
eral spending has shifted from production to 
consumption. Until the early 1970s, spend-
ing was primarily for defense, infrastructure, 
agriculture, economic development, and 
police and courts and other public goods. 
Thereafter it shifted increasingly to in-kind 
transfer payments to individuals for health 
care, retirement income, unemployment sup-
port, food and housing, and other largely 
private goods. The difficulty, from the stand-
point of budget discipline, is that spending 
on production is limited by available oppor-
tunities, while spending on consumption is 
open-ended. At any point in time, there are 
only so many highways, harbors, battleships, 
wars, and schools for which a reasonable case 
can be made. But consumption is subjective 
and elastic, and the possibilities for increas-
ing the kind, level, quality, and availability of 
benefits are practically unlimited. That is the 
ultimate source of today’s debt predicament. 
More borrowing for more consumption has 
no natural stopping point short of implosion. 
Eventually, public debt grows high enough 
to palpably suppress economic performance 
in the here-and-now. Sustained high unem-
ployment may refocus political attention for 
a time on the fundamentals of production—
but even this seems to be changing, as Presi-
dent Obama, in his first term, successfully 
devoted himself to expanding health care 
entitlements in the midst of serious unem-
ployment and plummeting workforce partici-
pation. Eventually, additional credit is simply 
unavailable at affordable interest rates, forc-
ing loan defaults and wrenching fiscal consol-
idations. Several European governments and 
American states and cities have now arrived 
at these endpoints.

Institutional Reform

Seeing executive supremacy and 
unsustainable debt as closely con-
nected problems helps us to look for 

solutions. For starters, it is a useful correc-
tive to the thesis, advanced by Eric Posner 
and Adrian Vermeule in The Executive Un-
bound: After the Madisonian Republic (2010) 
that public opinion, energized by modern 
communications, is a better check on execu-
tive power than the old separation-of-pow-
ers scheme ever was. Funding consumption 
with large-scale borrowing and regulatory 
taxation confuses popular understanding—
therein lies its political potency. The prac-
tices convert public opinion into a cheering 
squad for expansive government and expan-
sive executive discretion. Deficit spending 
has unquestionably become a serious prob-
lem, not just a matter of executive versus 
legislative prerogatives. As budget experts 
John F. Cogan, W. Mark Crain, and Timo-
thy J. Muris have shown, U.S. deficits have 
been systematically lower during periods 
when Congress was centrally organized and 
able to play the separation-of-powers game 
effectively.

These considerations suggest that we fo-
cus on institutional reform. Although pub-
lic opinion undoubtedly shapes political 
institutions, it is also the case that institu-
tions shape opinion and expectations. That 
high affluence and high technology have 
led to unhealthy political practices does not 
mean that those practices are irremediable. 
A trend is not a law of nature. Abundance 
has fostered but does not necessitate heavy 
government borrowing; information tech-
nology has fostered but does not necessitate 
centralizing government authority in a single 
individual. We have gradually learned, and 
are still learning, how to contain the dangers 
of airplanes, automobiles, television, and 
the internet while taking full advantage of 
their benefits. The same process of learning, 
adaptation, and mastery should be possible 
in politics. At least it’s worth a try—begin-
ning with the reconstruction of a serviceable 
balance of power within our constitutional 
structure.

I am a great proponent of increased legal 
restraints on executive expansionism, such 
as a judicially enforced cost-benefit test for 
regulations and a revival of constitutional 
limits on congressional delegation of leg-
islative and taxing responsibilities. In The 
Upside-Down Constitution (2012), Michael 
Greve of George Mason University Law 
School has vouchsafed a brilliant argument 
for recovering the Constitution’s several ex-
plicit provisions that assume and enforce real 
federalism—undiluted policy competition 
between the state and federal governments 
and among the states. May the Greve pro-
gram advance from the law schools to the 
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courts as successfully as the movements for 
constitutional originalism and economics-
based antitrust.

But there are limits to the ability of court-
room law to constrain a power as agile and 
protean as executive power has become. For 
example, last year’s Supreme Court decision 
in the Obamacare case is understood to have 
limited the federal government’s ability to 
tax citizens (to encourage the purchase of 
health insurance) and punish states (to en-
courage the expansion of Medicaid). But, ac-
tually, the decision only limited the govern-
ment’s ability to do those things by statute. 
The executive branch has many non-statuto-
ry, non-justiciable means of taxing and pun-
ishing that are now beyond the formal pow-
ers of Congress: the agencies will move—are 
already moving—into the breach. A consti-
tutional balanced budget requirement would 
be vulnerable to similar evasive maneuvers 
by both political branches. The maneuvers 
have already been perfected in states, such as 
California and Illinois, that have borrowed 
their way to insolvency despite constitu-
tional balanced budget requirements, and 
in European nations that have borrowed far 
in excess of the formal Maastricht debt and 
deficit criteria. 

Effective institutional reform must there-
fore go beyond judicial oversight to penetrate 

the internal operations of the executive and 
legislature. Steven Hayward has suggested 
recasting the modern regulatory agencies 
such as the EPA into New Deal-style com-
missions with five members, no more than 
three of whom are from the president’s party. 
That would provide a degree of insulation 
from presidential direction and would also, 
in cases decided by divided votes, produce 
competing records for judicial review. The 
House of Representatives at its last session 
passed a statute that would require major 
new regulations (those with costs or benefits 
of more than $100 million annually) to be 
approved by Congress in up-or-down floor 
votes.

Congressional Renewal

These proposals head in the right 
direction, but do not go far enough. 
They address the regulatory problem, 

which is only one aspect of executive suprema-
cy, and do so by acquiescing in—and attempt-
ing to work around—the relative weakness of 
congressional decision-making. And they do 
not address deficits and debt at all.

More ambitious would be an effort to fash-
ion Congress as a recentralized, purposive hi-
erarchy of its own—one that could stand up 
to the executive, moderate its ambitions, and 
reparochialize our politics. In this structure, 
the federal government could not spend a dol-
lar, or guarantee a loan, without the consent 
of the chairmen and majority of the House 
and Senate appropriations committees, and 
could not tax or borrow a dollar without the 
consent of the chairmen and majority of the 
House Ways and Means Committee and the 
Senate Finance Committee. Fifty members in 
the House committees, twenty in the Senate 
committees: recognized elites, and account-
able as such. The abstract discipline of today’s 
budget procedures would be replaced by in-
carnate discipline.

The purpose of congressional revival would 
be to imbue national policymaking with the 
sort of local, practical, everyday consider-
ations that occur naturally to elected repre-
sentatives of particular constituencies. Presi-
dents, elected by the whole of our immense 
nation, see policy in national or global terms 
and are prone to excessive abstraction. They 
want to change the course of the mighty glob-
al climate, bestow democracy on foreign lands, 
underwrite “systematically important” busi-
ness firms, leave no child behind, dispense 
free birth control to everyone paid for by no 
one, make good things universal and bad 
things extinct. The legislator wants to know 
the ways and means and hometown impacts 

of such ventures. How much will they cost? 
Who will pay for them? Who will get the jobs? 
How will they affect the lives of ordinary citi-
zens between now and the next election? And: 
couldn’t we worry about this some other time?

These are tendencies, not absolutes. There 
are exceptions in both directions, but the ten-
dencies are strong and recognizable. We want, 
and have, a president who can speak for the 
nation and act forcefully in emergencies. But 
we should not want what we have inadvertent-
ly acquired: an executive branch that is able to 
govern unilaterally over a wide range of im-
portant matters. We need a better balance of 
lofty aspiration and pragmatic common sense, 
with each tendency obliged to recognize the 
claims of the other.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan, eminent Amer-
ican legislator and public intellectual, pro-
pounded the Iron Law of Emulation: orga-
nizations in conflict become like one another. 
Why has Congress ignored this law for de-
cades as the executive assumed progressively 
more and more of its former powers? Maybe 
the representative legislature really is a politi-
cal Dodo in our wired, wealthy, striving world. 
But perhaps Congress has simply been emu-
lating the wrong executive techniques—pub-
lic relations rather than internal control—or 
maybe it is just slow to rouse even where its 
own interests are concerned.

Capitol Hill’s world of desultory collective-
action mayhem has proved deeply unsatisfying 
to many legislators. Incessant personal fund-
raising unattached to any larger cause is not 
much of a career. Sleeping on the office couch 
is not much of a life. Committee chairmen—
especially of the taxing and spending commit-
tees—are growing openly rebellious against 
their party leaders, who care only about par-
tisan messaging for or against the president. 
Many able, influential legislators have been 
walking away. These circumstances may pro-
vide an opening for institutional reconstruc-
tion, wherein the interest of the individual pol-
itician is reconnected with the constitutional 
rights of the place. It might begin in a cham-
ber, such as today’s House of Representatives, 
where majority party partisanship against the 
executive is transformed into solidarity for 
the chamber itself. Legislators of both par-
ties, however, would ultimately have to vote it 
in themselves—exchanging a portion of their 
lonely prerogatives under our broken system 
for the opportunity to be loyal members of an 
institution with real constitutional muscle.

Christopher DeMuth is a distinguished fellow at 
the Hudson Institute. This essay is based on a 
talk delivered in February 2013 at the annual 
meeting of the Transatlantic Law Forum.
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The pugnacious subtitle of jerry 
Mashaw’s new book suggests a very 
bold proposition: the widely held view 

that a distinct body of administrative law 
came into existence through the labors of 
early 20th-century Progressives is wrong. In 
truth, its creation long predated that period, 
but we have simply forgotten it. 

The Sterling Professor of Law at Yale Law 
School, Mashaw is an erudite, enormously 
productive, and consistently instructive schol-
ar. In this fine volume, he delivers yet again—
up to a point. Mashaw makes some feints in 
the direction of establishing his provocative 
thesis, but in the end is strangely uninterested 
in engaging the debate directly. His story ulti-
mately does more to confirm than debunk the 
conventional view.

Creating the Administrative Constitution 
divides 19th-century administrative practice 
into familiar historical periods: the Federal-
ist “Foundations”; the Jeffersonian and post-
Jeffersonian era of “Reluctant Nationalis[m]”; 
the era of Jacksonian “Democracy,” up to the 
Civil War; and the Gilded Age. There was, 
Mashaw writes, a “hole” in the Constitution. 

Book Review by Michael S. Greve

Not Originally Intended
Creating the Administrative Constitution: The Lost One Hundred Years of American Administrative Law, by Jerry L. Mashaw.

Yale University Press, 432 pages, $75 (cloth), $45 (paper)

It provided the powers to establish a post of-
fice, a patent office, a census bureau, tax col-
lection, and much else besides, and it con-
templated “Departments” of some descrip-
tion; but left the organization of those tasks 
largely to political argument and contest. 
That dynamic shaped the establishment and 
operation of agencies to administer the nec-
essary business of government and to enforce 
federal law: taxes and imposts; the post office; 
the (Second) Bank of the United States; the 
Embargo Acts under the Jefferson Adminis-
tration; land grants; steamboat safety; pen-
sions; and more. 

The institutional solutions, Mashaw shows, 
were improvised, rarely conforming to an 
idealized picture of detailed, self-executing 
laws, put into effect by a unitary executive. 
Congress often delegated broad discretion, 
as in a 1789 statute providing that pensions 
should be paid to wounded war veterans “un-
der such regulations as the President of the 
United States may direct.” The president and 
principal executive officers, in turn, often 
had to sub-delegate a great deal of decision-
making authority to the agents (such as tax 

collectors) who would enforce the laws. In 
short order, these functional necessities gen-
erated systems of internal administrative 

“law” and controls—to Mashaw’s mind, a 
crucial means of regularizing administrative 
conduct.

Moreover, not all administering bodies 
were executive in any meaningful sense. The 
Bank of the United States was more indepen-
dent than the Federal Reserve. The Patent 
Office and the Steamboat Inspection Service 
were parked within the State Department 
and the Treasury respectively, evidently be-
cause no one had any better idea where to 
house them. In all practical respects, however, 
the agencies were under, but not directed by, 
the executive.

Mashaw is particularly insight-
ful on judicial checks on govern-
ment conduct. There was indepen-

dent judicial “review” (more precisely, adjudi-
cation in the first instance) for purely ministe-
rial acts but not for what we now call “abuse 
of discretion.” That distinction, familiar from 
and central to Marbury v. Madison (1803), 
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held throughout the 19th century. And so did 
the precept that citizens whose private rights 
were at stake had to have access to an inde-
pendent court. They could and often did al-
lege that an official’s conduct—the seizure of 
a ship, the collection of a tax—was in excess 
of jurisdiction. These were common-law dis-
putes, with the key difference that one of the 
parties had the defense of having acted under 
federal authority. That defense drew the fed-
eral statute into question. 

Those statutes were the only defense 
against the common-law remedies, includ-
ing damages. No “immunity” shielded offi-
cers who had acted without legal authority. 
The proceedings were usually instituted in 
state courts, where judges and juries did to 
federal officers what they now do to corpo-
rations: home-cook them. The stakes, then, 
were high. Federal officers (a rather ambigu-
ous title then, because the government often 
used private actors to enforce federal law) 
worked on a commission basis, which provid-
ed a potent enforcement incentive. The threat 
of lawsuits for damages provided an equally 
potent deterrent against overreach. Typically, 
an official’s only option upon losing such a 
suit was to seek redress through a private bill 
from Congress, which apparently scrutinized 
the requests with some care before affording 
reimbursement.

That regime had great conceptual clarity. 
The fiendish practical difficulty was to get 
the incentives right and operate the system 
without inordinate transaction and error 
costs. There’s no way of telling whether it 
did work that way; the requisite records do 
not exist. Mashaw compensates with case 
studies of ships seized, taxes laid, and bonds 
forfeited.

His account is riveting, and all 
the more admirable because it cuts 
against the author’s predilection. In 

his copious writings, Mashaw has forcefully 
articulated a functionalist, anti-formalist 
vision of administrative law. Unlike many 
similarly inclined scholars and jurists, how-
ever, Mashaw does not dismiss legal forms as 
ideological claptrap. He wants to know what 
work they perform and how they do it, and 
he’s a sure-footed guide through the swamp of 
long-forgotten common law actions. Against 
his grain, Mashaw cautiously concludes that 
the system may have been more effective in 
protecting private rights than some historians 
have suggested. 

Now and then, though, Mashaw’s sym-
pathies for the administrative state shine 
through and render his account suspect. For 

example, Mashaw rates the Embargo Acts 
of the Jefferson Administration, while obvi-
ously a political disaster, an administrative 

“success.” That seems true only in the sense 
that the government managed to build a ma-
chinery that no one had previously thought it 
could or should build. More instructively, one 
of the best chapters in the book describes the 
regulation of steamboat boilers under federal 
laws enacted in 1838 and 1852. By the 1850s, 
there was a Steamboat Inspection Service 
that “combined the multimember structure, 
single-industry focus, and licensing/adjudi-
catory features of Progressive and New Deal 
regulatory commissions with the rulemaking 
capacities of later health and safety regula-
tors like OSHA [the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration], NHTSA [the 
National Highway Traffic Safety Adminis-
tration], and EPA [the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency].” A permanent cadre of in-
spectors, armed with licensing and rulemak-
ing power, Mashaw writes, “almost certainly” 
had a salutary effect in reducing accident 
costs and lives lost. 

That story looks doubtful on mul-
tiple counts. Even modern safety agen-
cies, vastly more powerful and sophis-

ticated, rarely produce meaningful gains. The 
progress they take credit for mostly comes 
from technological improvements, hastened 
by capitalist greed. (As a rule, killing one’s 
customers or workers is not a profit-maximiz-
ing strategy). Highway deaths per passenger-
mile have declined since NHTSA’s creation 
four decades ago, but also declined for three 
decades prior to NHTSA’s creation, and at 
about the same rate. Similarly, 19th-century 
steamboat owners and operators had power-
ful incentives to prevent boiler explosions. By 
Mashaw’s own account, they simply did not 
know how to minimize accidents. The steam-
boat agency’s truly useful accomplishment 
was to generate research and information 
that the owners themselves could not have 
produced. That is value added by government, 
but has nothing to do with the administrative 
state or its law.

Leaving aside cause-and-effect questions 
about how goods and services became safer, 
Mashaw’s account of the Steamboat Inspec-
tion Service as a forerunner of New Deal 
and modern safety agencies seems wildly 
overblown. The service regulated vessels of a 
single type, which operated in federal waters 
and, in the event of an accident, obstructed 
other traffic. And it regulated a single piece 
of equipment (boilers) on those vessels—not 
the performance of the equipment, but only 
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its technical specifications; not the hundred 
pieces of steamboat machinery that might 
also cause safety problems; and not the opera-
tors’ training or working conditions. Those 
limitations—quite peculiar, actually, when 
you think of the real-world problem—reflect 
a far more modest orientation than the New 
Deal ambition of regulating entire industries, 
not to mention the modern-day aspiration of 
improving “the workplace,” “highway safety,” 
or “the environment” on a global basis. 

If the Steamboat Inspection Service was 
a precursor or foundation, Woodrow Wil-
son, Ernst Freund, Frank Goodnow, and 
other architects of administrative law and 
builders of the administrative state somehow 
took no notice of it. They, as well as their op-
ponents, knew their project was a genuine 
innovation—a departure from the constitu-
tional framework, not an elaboration of it. As 
Mashaw candidly acknowledges, the Progres-
sives looked to German models, not to Ameri-
can historical precedent. 

The screamingly obvious question 
is why those adversaries, for whom 
19th-century administrative experi-

ments were a relatively recent memory, rather 
than the distant ones they are today, somehow 
managed to “lose” an entire century of Ameri-
can administrative law. Mashaw has not a 
word to say on the point. As a result, he fails 
to show there was anything to lose. 

He does show that 19th-century admin-
istrative practice was shot through with 
delegation and discretion and that it rarely 
conformed to a stylized model of a “uni-
tary” executive. That may be a problem for 
some grim-faced originalists who insist that 
America was a New Jerusalem until Hegel 
messed it up. Mashaw does not, however, 
identify any such adversaries beyond a gen-
eral hint that they’re out there, busily propa-
gating a “myth” of a constitutional “fall from 
grace.”

Maybe they are, and maybe they do. Their 
obsessions with the separation of powers, 
however, are mostly products of peculiar his-
torical constellations. The New Dealers were 
for the unitary executive until Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s death, and then they were against it. 
Reagan conservatives campaigned vehemently 
(and successfully) against legislative vetoes of 
administrative action, but their current agen-
da is to bestir a feckless Congress to control a 
run-away executive government. Under a Jeb 
Bush Administration, supposedly constitu-
tional loyalties might well switch yet again. 

The rock-bottom, beyond-maneuvering 
question is whether, and on what terms, pri-

vate citizens will have access to independent 
courts. One institutional option is a “deep” 
common-law system that leaves politics in 
its domain but affords full-scale judicial pro-
tection for private rights. The alternative is a 

“broad” civil or administrative system permit-
ting claimants to test the reasonableness of of-
ficial action but also requiring judicial defer-
ence of some sort, lest courts wind up running 
the government. 

Jerry Mashaw gets this. He tags A.V. Dicey, 
the British legal scholar who was a contem-
porary of the first American Progressives, as 
the chief protagonist of a rule-of-law concep-
tion. For Dicey, independent courts are the 
crucial safeguard against government abuse, 
and Creating the Administrative Constitution’s 
narrative plainly shows that the abandonment 
of that precept marked the advent of adminis-
trative law. Lo, the conventional story is right 
after all: administrative law prior to Progres-
sivism wasn’t lost—it never existed. Dicey’s 

“error,” Mashaw writes, “was only to imagine 
that this access [to independent courts] pro-
vided citizens of common law countries with 
greater protection from illegitimate adminis-
trative action than Frenchmen subject to the 
droit administratif.” 

That drive-by assertion, proffered 
without a shred of evidence by an oth-
erwise conscientious scholar, is at odds 

with his account of 19th-century law. It is 
also strangely disengaged from contemporary 
problems and controversies.

Our administrative law goes well beyond 
boiler inspections. It says that your land is our 
land, which you may occupy only upon proof 
that it is not a wetland, an owl habitat, or oth-
erwise connected to the planet. In a recent case, 
the Supreme Court insisted that such claims 
of government omnipotence, which EPA had 
asserted and lower courts had affirmed, are 
subject to a presumption of judicial review-
ability. In a concurring opinion, Justice Sam-
uel Alito fretted over the trappings of admin-
istrative law. If you have to bargain with EPA 
over the “reasonable” use of your half-acre, 
subject to deferential judicial review, of how 
much use are your property rights? Maybe we 
should ask whether the land was yours or the 
government’s to begin with. 

The 19th century insisted on asking that 
question. For precisely that reason, it had no 
administrative law that was ours to lose. 

Michael S. Greve is professor at the George Ma-
son University School of Law, and the author 
of The Upside-Down Constitution (Harvard 
University Press).
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Book Review by Ramesh Ponnuru
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Peter berkowitz, a senior fellow 
at the Hoover Institution, is a fusion-
ist who dislikes the label. He believes 

that neither social conservatives nor economic 
conservatives can form a successful electoral 
majority alone. Each needs the other for 
deeper reasons as well, because liberty and 
good character depend on each other. In these 
respects Berkowitz follows Frank Meyer, an 
early National Review senior editor and lead-
ing advocate of conservative fusionism. He 
objects to the term

because it implied that classical liber-
alism and traditionalism could only be 
held together by a mysterious cosmic 
force. A better name for what Meyer es-
poused would be constitutional conser-
vatism. It more accurately captures his 
grounding of conservatism in America’s 
founding ideas, and the intellectual 
coherence of the alliance in American 
politics he forged between partisans of 
limited government and partisans of 
tradition.

In that alliance liberty has priority over but is 
tempered by tradition.

Moderation, understood both as bal-
ance and intellectual humility, is central to 
Berkowitz’s constitutional conservatism. The 

constitutional-conservative statesman must 
balance the claims of liberty, tradition, and 
other public goods; he must accept the limits 
set by public opinion without slavishly fol-
lowing it. Berkowitz’s model constitutional 
conservative is Edmund Burke, who pressed 
forward the claims of liberty in England’s 
imperial possessions while resisting a dan-
gerously unbalanced conception of liberty in 
revolutionary France. “A state without the 
means of some change is without the means 
of its conservation”—such is the characteris-
tic insight of Berkowitz’s Burke.

For sentences to be loved they must be 
lovely, and Berkowitz achieves one of his love-
liest passages in discussing Burke.

The virtue of political moderation is 
often mistaken for a compromise with 
virtue, a softening of belief, a diluting 
of passion, a weakening of will, even 
an outright vice. But those are exam-
ples not of political moderation but of 
the failure to achieve it. Moderation in 
politics is not a retreat from the full-
ness of life but an embrace of it. Politi-
cal moderation is called into action by 
the awareness of the variety of enduring 
moral and political principles; the sub-
stantial limits on what we can know and 
how effectively and justly we can act; 

the range of legitimate individual inter-
ests; the multiplicity of valuable human 
undertakings and ends; and the quest 
to discern a common good in light of 
which we can make moral distinctions 
and establish political priorities.

This confusion over the meaning of modera-
tion, Berkowitz writes (again citing Burke) is 
the stock in trade of its demagogic enemies.

The chief virtue of the u.s. con-
stitution, according to Berkowitz, is 
that it institutionalizes moderation 

in the service of liberty. It is itself a series 
of compromises: between advocates of state 
sovereignty and of national power, between 
small states and large, between advocates of 
a strong and a weak executive, between de-
mocracy and aristocracy—and, he must note, 
between the moral truth about slavery and 
the political impossibility of eradicating it in 
1787. By dividing powers, the Constitution 
enables the constant balancing of compet-
ing goods that fusionism requires. It protects 
liberty by systematically preventing an im-
moderate spirit from animating the entirety 
of government.

Although conservatives have not always 
appreciated or acted on the genius of politi-
cal moderation, their greatest triumphs have 
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come when they have. William F. Buckley, Jr., 
may not have engaged in much “effort to sort 
out the theoretical tensions between liberty 
and tradition,” writes Berkowitz, but he “bril-
liantly demonstrated” how they co-exist in 
practice. Barry Goldwater was more moder-
ate than he himself knew, favoring, in his own 
words, a freedom “balanced” with order even 
as his “rhetorical flourishes encouraged dan-
gerous and persistent misconceptions among 
conservatism’s critics as well as among con-
servatives themselves.” Ronald Reagan, too, 
was a balancer, acting with both prudence 
and morals in foreign policy, advancing free-
dom and protecting the safety net at home. 
Newt Gingrich’s “Contract with America” 
was moderate, this time in the more familiar 
sense of not seeking “to drastically alter rela-
tions between the federal government, state 
governments, and the people.”

Berkowitz offers two pieces of general ad-
vice for conservatives who seek to keep this 
constitutionalist spirit alive, advice that is 
itself nicely balanced. Liberty-loving conser-
vatives are told to speak of “limited” rather 
than “small” government: The “welfare and 
regulatory state” cannot be “dismantle[d] or 
even substantially roll[ed] back,” having be-
come itself a kind of tradition. Because of so-
cial change, meanwhile, he tells conservatives 
in the traditionalist camp to “refrain from 
attempting to use the federal government to 
enforce the traditional understanding of sex, 
marriage, and the family.”

The mood of berkowitz’s book is 
considerably sunnier than that of most 
self-described constitutional conserva-

tives, and perhaps his mood better deserves 
the label than theirs. After all, for Berkowitz 
the task of conservatives is precisely to con-
serve the liberty-directed spirit of modera-
tion that the Constitution both reflects and 
commands: to keep the balancing act going 
through the gale of events. Many conserva-
tives conceive their task rather differently, as 
the reclamation of a Constitution that mod-
ern government has in important respects 
abandoned.

“The Constitution has done more than en-
dure,” he writes. “Well into its third century, 
the Constitution’s experiment in democratic 
self-government may reasonably be pro-
nounced a remarkable success.” All patriotic 
conservatives will agree with this expression 
of reverence. Many would add, however, that 
we are not doing so well in the humbling—
and in that sense, moderating—practice of 
obedience to the Constitution. Our welfare 
state is at the very least in tension with the 
founders’ ideas of liberty and self-government. 

Its institutional arrangements—agencies that 
commingle legislative, judicial, and execu-
tive functions; vast programs over which the 
states and the federal government exercise 
joint authority—are very different in form 
and effect from the ones the Constitution 
contemplates.

Conservatives who harbor more doubts 
than Berkowitz about the constitutional le-
gitimacy of contemporary government prac-
tices will not be reassured by his discussion 
of the federal judiciary. He notes that the 
founders wanted the courts to protect free-
dom but without acquiring too much power 
of their own. It may seem, he concedes, that 
the courts are not as harmless as Alexander 
Hamilton suggested they would be. Berkow-
itz parries: “Yet the people continue to retain 
ultimate responsibility for securing liberty.” 
If judges exceed their bounds the people can 
elect presidents and senators who will replace 
them with more self-effacing successors; the 
people can also amend the Constitution. He 
allows that it is not easy to do these things, 
but argues that the difficulty of changing 
the courts is itself part of the Constitution’s 
moderation.

Hamilton’s comment that the 
courts would have no influence over 
either the sword or the purse can 

be read to suggest that any improper accu-
mulation of power by them is ultimately the 
fault of the people and the officials they elect. 
This view fits well with Berkowitz’s own. It 
may be, though, that the people can keep the 
courts in check only by cultivating a fierce 
rather than a moderate attachment to their 
own right to govern themselves. Which is 
a way of raising a more general question to 
which Constitutional Conservatism leads: if 
our actual practice of government does not 
comport with the Constitution in crucial re-
spects, can we rectify that situation while fol-
lowing its moderate virtues? Or is the project 
of reclamation necessarily reactionary rather 
than conservative, and incompatible with 
those virtues? And in that case, what is to 
be done? Would the constitutional conser-
vatism Berkowitz has in mind stand athwart 
History, yelling stop?

On the evidence of this thoughtful and en-
gaging book, not to mention his other writings, 
Peter Berkowitz would be an ideal choice to at-
tempt an answer to these questions. But first he 
would need to confront the possibility that the 
Constitution requires more than just a defense. 

Ramesh Ponnuru is a senior editor at National 
Review, columnist for Bloomberg View, and vis-
iting fellow at the American Enterprise Institute. 
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Book Review by Brian Callanan

When Nudge Comes to Shove
Simpler: The Future of Government, by Cass R. Sunstein.

Simon & Schuster, 272 pages, $26

“It is getting harder to run a con-
stitution than to frame one,” wrote a 
young Woodrow Wilson in 1887. Im-

patient with the American fixation on con-
stitutional forms, Wilson famously called 
for the development of a homegrown science 
of bureaucratic administration. The science 
of curbing executive power, he urged, must 
now give way to the science of perfecting it—
of “discovering the least irritating means of 
governing.”

Today, Harvard Law School professor 
Cass Sunstein is the most influential expo-
nent of the science of least irritating means. 
And over the last four years he tried his hand 
as practitioner, serving as President Obama’s 
regulatory czar. His latest book, Simpler, of-
fers a lucid account of this meeting of theory 
and practice, advancing an unapologetic de-
fense of the Obama Administration’s first-
term regulatory agenda.

Sunstein promises the story of “the large-
scale transformation in American govern-
ment” that took place from 2009 to 2012. But 
it’s not the story you might expect. Initiatives 
such as the Patient Protection and Afford-
able Care Act and Dodd-Frank Act serve as 

passing examples in a broader tale of how new 
regulatory techniques are making the federal 
government “much simpler” and the lives of 
Americans “longer, healthier, and easier.” 

The Office of Information and Regulatory 
Affairs (OIRA) was a testing ground for the 
scholarship of Cass Sunstein long before he 
took charge. Its lawyers and economists func-
tion as regulatory traffic cops. Since the Rea-
gan Administration, OIRA has overseen the 
development of major new rules by federal 
agencies, mostly by scrutinizing the costs and 
benefits of big-ticket regulations with an eye 
toward reducing unnecessary burdens. The 
presidential directives that guide OIRA’s 
work encourage regulators to maximize cost-
effectiveness, use empirical evidence, study 
risk trade-offs, and consider flexible approach-
es instead of hard commands. 

The development and defense of these 
methods owe much to Sunstein, who has long 
been a defender but not a flatterer of the ad-
ministrative state. In a small library of books 
and articles, he has advanced a pragmatic de-
fense of government intervention in private 
markets and the New Deal constitutionalism 
at its foundation. But he has also taken an un-

squinting view of bureaucratic folly. In Risk 
and Reason (2002), Sunstein brilliantly dis-
sects regulatory programs gone awry, particu-
larly those of a 1970s vintage. The failures that 
he targets are primarily defects of technique: 
excessively costly tools, poorly drafted statutes, 
undisciplined analysis of risks, and priority-
setting guided by interest group politics rather 
than reason. There’s plenty wrong with the 
regulatory state, Sunstein teaches, but noth-
ing that public-spirited experts can’t fix. 

In nudge (2008), sunstein and econo-
mist Richard Thaler argue that the in-
sights of behavioral economics point to 

a “true, third way” between laissez faire and 
statist, command-and-control regulation. 
People err in predictable ways, the authors 
show. Regulators should intervene to correct 
those cognitive failures by nudging individu-
als toward optimal choices while still preserv-
ing the freedom to choose. Take, for example, 
the 2006 pension law that gave businesses 
an incentive to automatically enroll their em-
ployees in a retirement plan (with an easy 
opt-out). The law boosted participation rates, 
even though this nudge should have been ir-
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relevant to pure rational actors with complete 
information.

Such “libertarian paternalism” aspires to 
prod people toward outcomes that they would 
select if they knew what the experts know and 
possessed the self-control to act on it. In Sim-
pler, Sunstein seeks to show how he and his 
colleagues drew on this learning to launch 
a “major reorientation in national regulatory 
policy.” 

The conservative constitutionalist critique 
of the administrative state, dormant since 
the Supreme Court blessed the New Deal 
in 1937, once more walks the land. The indi-
vidual mandate in the Affordable Care Act re-
newed interest in whether national economic 
regulation knows any constitutional limits. 
The new Consumer Financial Protection 
Bureau, with a budget drawn from the Fed-
eral Reserve Board rather than congressional 
appropriations, has reignited a debate over 
the constitutional pedigree of the “headless 
fourth branch.” And new statutes giving regu-
lators vast discretion have prompted some to 
dust off the Lockean principle that Congress 
is supposed to make laws, not deputize new 
legislators. 

Readers looking for a treatment of these 
larger flashpoints will come away disappoint-
ed; Sunstein swears off such questions at the 
outset. “This book is not meant to address 
the question whether we should return to the 
days of Herbert Hoover,” he explains, kicking 
a favorite straw man. The immediate project 
is to move beyond “sterile, tired” questions 
about the size and scope of government and 
to focus instead on “what really works.” 

Ever the pragmatist, sunstein takes 
seriously the free-market conservative’s 
lament that regulation is too often 

clumsy, costly, and counterproductive. He al-
lows that there is some truth to this “general 
critique of regulation.” One way to answer this 
critique would be to limit the sphere of gov-
ernment action. Devotees of Friedrich Hayek, 
for example, would say that regulation should 
be limited to correcting market failures such 
as negative externalities (e.g., pollution) or in-
formational asymmetries (e.g., arcane home 
mortgages) that cannot be addressed through 
voluntary bargaining.

By contrast, Sunstein’s principal answer is 
not to limit the occasions or grounds for gov-
ernment regulation, but rather to shore up 
the “empirical foundation” for the methods 
and means of regulation. The critical task is 
to apply expert analysis to determine whether 
a particular intervention will produce an out-
come that “maximizes net benefits.” The trick 
is to make bureaucracy more bureaucratic in 

the old sense of the word—clinical, rational, 
detached from interest-group politics. Cen-
tral to that project is evaluating rules based 
on their projected costs and benefits, a process 
Sunstein sees as a “natural corrective” to regu-
lation based on biases or mere politics. (“Get 
your mind out of the gutter,” he admonished 
aides who cited the opinions of this or that 
lobby group or business.)

Many on the left were anxious about Sun-
stein’s commitment to cost-benefit analysis, but 
the administration’s record suggests those con-
cerns were overwrought. No doubt Sunstein 
was an advocate within the Executive Branch 
for a more balanced approach to regulation, in-
cluding the high-profile return of the $90-bil-
lion Ozone Rule in 2011. He also launched a 
government-wide effort to prune unnecessary 
regulations already on the books. But on the 
real measure of regulatory output—big-ticket 
rules with effects exceeding $100 million—
President Obama’s first term was the most ag-
gressive of any administration since pertinent 
records were kept. In fact, according to the 
administration’s own estimates, the cost of 
rules issued in 2012 alone exceeded the cost of 
all rules in the entire first terms of Presidents 
George W. Bush and Bill Clinton, combined. 

That record notwithstanding, 
conservatives can still find much to 
admire in Sunstein’s defense of cost-

benefit analysis. In Simpler, he is at his best 
showing how more disciplined thinking can 
help us to avoid common fallacies that skew 
regulation—fallacies such as exaggerated 
perception of risk. Consider a 2008 railroad 
safety law enacted by Congress in response to 
a California commuter train crash. (My ex-
ample, not his.) The law requires installation 
of autopilot-like systems on passenger trains. 
The proposed rule’s multibillion-dollar price 
tag exceeded its benefits by about 20 to 1, but 
Congress rushed to do something in response 
to an alarming (but relatively small) risk. Sun-
stein notes that cost-benefit analysis can have 
a “cooling effect” on such impulses because 
it prompts policymakers to act based on evi-
dence rather than anecdote.

Analyzing costs and benefits is an excel-
lent way to size up the economic effects of a 
proposed rule and to compare it to alterna-
tives. But Sunstein tends to rely on this meth-
odology as a substitute for a clear philosophy 
about the proper ends of regulation and limits 
of government. “If the net benefits are high,” 
he explains, “we have good reason to go for-
ward, whatever our abstract misgivings about 
regulation.” Of course, another term for “ab-
stract misgivings” is “principles.” As Reagan 
Administration regulatory czar Christopher 

DeMuth has argued, a cost-benefit regula-
tor asks only whether a proposed regulation 
would benefit one group more than it would 
hurt another. That is certainly useful infor-
mation. But it does not tell us whether the 
benefits sought are proper ends of govern-
ment, or how the costs imposed will affect in-
dividual rights that are themselves ends—in-
cluding personal liberty, property rights, and 
other abstract misgivings.

These questions do not much trou-
ble Sunstein. One explanation lies in 
his theory of state action. In his 1993 

book, The Partial Constitution, he argues that 
government does not stay “neutral” when it 
declines to intervene in private affairs. Ex-
isting rights and distributions of goods are 
themselves “creations of law” because “peo-
ple own things only because the law permits 
them to do so.” On this view, there should 
be no “presumption” in favor of government 
non-intervention. Both enforcement of, and 
interference with, property or contract rights 
are equally state action. Redistributive poli-
cies, for example, are no more a product of 
state action than the laws that protect prop-
erty ownership. In this sense, your claim to 
your home is no different from your neigh-
bor’s claim to government-subsidized housing. 

“The line between positive and negative rights 
is thus selected,” Sunstein concludes; nothing 
permanent or pre-political marks that line. It 
is easy to see how this rejection of a baseline 
anchored in natural rights and the consent of 
the governed would persuade any regulator 
that the possibilities for government interven-
tion are virtually limitless.

Accordingly, when Sunstein claims the 
purpose of regulation is to promote “social 
welfare, broadly understood” he means broad-
ly: health, wealth, equity, fairness, and “easier” 
living. He subordinates the question of ends 
to the study of means, a common pitfall in the 
science of public administration. Traditional 
political science began with rational delibera-
tion about ends, and therefore about the hu-
man good. Those ends limited and guided 
the choice of means. But as political scientist 
Herbert Storing famously argued, the mod-
ern science of public administration has little 
to say about ends because it presumes that 

“rationality does not extend to the sphere of 
ends.” Sunstein seems to operate from the 
same premise. Indeed, he emphasizes that 
the “factual” aspects of regulation (dealing 
with means and their consequences) can of-
ten overcome disputes about “values” (dealing 
with the ends and limits of state intervention). 
The practical import of this narrow focus on 
means is that the regulator’s domain has few, 
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if any, ex ante limitations—because we first 
have to run the numbers.

Picking up in simpler where he left 
off in Nudge, Sunstein describes behav-
ioral economics’ lessons for public ad-

ministration. The key premise is that man is 
not the homo economicus that rational choice 
theory posits. Our choices are often guided 
by habit or gut instinct, rather than reflection 
and calculation. We procrastinate, go with the 
flow, underestimate risks, sacrifice the long-
term for the short-term, and exercise poor 
self-control, among other mistakes. In short, 
we do everything our parents warned against.

That’s where Sunstein’s “choice architects” 
come in. From cafeteria designers to federal 
energy regulators, choice architects have an 
opportunity to enlighten our irrational pref-
erences and nudge us toward eating less junk 
food and driving more energy-efficient cars, 
among other goods. 

On the question of methods, Sunstein’s ap-
plication of behavioral economics is interest-
ing and nuanced. The old-school central plan-
ner’s method was rigid mandates and bans. 
But informed by behavioral science, choice ar-
chitects can devise simpler interventions that 
are more effective and “freedom-preserving,” 
such as well-designed disclosure and default 
rules. Sunstein makes a persuasive case that 
government policy can be at once less irritat-
ing and more effective by addressing people as 
they are.

But when it comes to showing how the 
Obama Administration applied these insights 
to soften and simplify regulatory tools—Sim-
pler’s point—Sunstein comes up short. He 
reports, for example, that the Agriculture 
Department devised a sleek new “food plate” 
to replace the outdated “food pyramid,” in 
which a stick figure appeared to be running 
up stairs away from grains and vegetables. 
And the Transportation Department updated 
its fuel efficiency labels to inform car buyers 
how much they will save (or lose) at the pump. 
These sorts of innovations are sensible as far 
as they go. But a “revolutionary” change in 
regulatory policy they are not.

Quite the contrary, on the most conse-
quential issues, the old command-and-control 
approach won out during Sunstein’s tenure. 
In addition to those new fuel efficiency labels 
(a nudge), federal regulators issued a slew of 
energy-use mandates for everything from re-
frigerators to pickup trucks. In addition to 
requiring businesses to auto-enroll employees 
in health insurance plans with the ability to 
opt out (another nudge), the administration 
imposed the individual mandate. And in ad-
dition to a new Labor Department disclosure 

rule designed to ensure that union leaders look 
out for their members’ interests, the National 
Labor Relations Board brought an unprece-
dented enforcement action against Boeing for 
opening a non-union plant in South Carolina. 
In these and other major areas, nudges were 
more often used to reinforce, not soften, regu-
latory shoves. 

More striking than sunstein’s 
treatment of regulatory methods is 
his explanation of how “behavioral 

market failures” can supply “new grounds 
for government action.” A behavioral market 
failure occurs when a common error prevents 
a lot of people from making welfare-enhanc-
ing choices that they would make—if they 
knew what experts know. That’s where gov-
ernment steps in “to protect choosers from 
themselves.”

Sunstein sees cognitive errors infecting all 
sorts of decisions. People save less, eat worse, 
and consume more energy than they should 
due to myopic thinking and poor self-control. 
He is especially concerned that millions of 
Americans do not donate organs because they 
are just lazy about registering. When the gov-
ernment does not believe that people’s choices 
are promoting their own welfare, it is often 
defensible to “influence or alter people’s choic-
es for their own good.”

On the old rational choice theory, such 
paternalism would seldom pass cost-benefit 
analysis. Economists would assume people 
drive Ford F-150s and drink Big Gulps be-
cause they value them more than Chevy Volts 
and carrot juice. But what Sunstein terms 

“behaviorally informed cost-benefit analysis” 
allows planners to substitute their own values 
to correct for what consumers would choose 
if they were not so childlike, impulsive, and 
thirsty. These assumptions are powerful. For 
example, when regulators accounted for per-
ceived consumer irrationality, the estimated 
economic impact of one very costly EPA rule 
swung from $150 billion in net losses to $1.6 
trillion in net gains. But there’s the ancient 
problem: who corrects whom? Political scien-
tist Herbert Simon laid the foundation for 
behavioral economics in his groundbreaking 
exploration of “bounded rationality.” Shopa-
holics, chain smokers, and big gulpers were 
not his subjects. Rather, Simon discovered 
bounded rationality through his observa-
tion of bureaucrats working in a government 
agency—the Milwaukee Parks Department. 
As it turns out, bureaucrats are people, too. 
But more than that, they are people whose 
decisions are plagued by public choice pa-
thologies—rent-seeking, tunnel vision, action 
bias—that Sunstein himself has chronicled. 

Sunstein does not explain why interven-
tions designed by government officials will be 
less prone to error or bias than the free choice 
of individuals. Nor does he grapple seriously 
with the vast potential for abuse. The regula-
tory ambition to make people’s lives “longer, 
healthier, and easier” by correcting for their 
own failings admits of no principled limita-
tion. Yet the only answer he musters is that 
we can oppose paternalism driven by “imper-
missible motivations.” With no principle to 
distinguish the impermissible from the per-
missible, we are left with the bare assurance 
that this will be worked out case-by-case. 

Of course, regulation recast as cognitive-
error correction can obscure the government’s 
true motivation. Sunstein’s favored nudges 
generally point to progressive ends, but a 
nudge less congenial to those on the left might 
illustrate the point. Years ago, the late James 
Q. Wilson proposed that states ought not ban 
abortion, but should instead adopt a particular 
kind of informed consent law: women seeking 
an abortion should be shown an ultrasound 
before making their decision. Suppose that 
such a law, much like other disclosure-based 
nudges, were grounded in behavioral evidence 
that people “prefer an outcome we value and 
can visualize to one that we value but cannot 
visualize” (as Wilson argued). Would progres-
sives like Sunstein be satisfied that such an 
intervention is merely a “freedom-preserving 
nudge”? Or would they cry foul and argue that 
the true aim of such a law is to restrict abor-
tion access? Surely an honest debate would 
turn not on whether a “behavioral market 
failure” exists, but rather on arguments about 
ends—about the nature of liberty and the 
morality of abortion. Behavioral science has 
much to say about how people will respond to 
a regulation, but it is a poor guide to identify-
ing new grounds for regulation. 

Many americans instinctively 
bristle at paternalistic regulation. 
They don’t like being told what 

to do. Sunstein sees such skepticism as “an 
exceedingly valuable part of a culture that 
prizes liberty,” but he argues that the liberty 
objections to his own “soft paternalism” are 
surmountable. 

He first insists that there is a crucial dis-
tinction between “means paternalists” (nudg-
ers like himself) and “ends paternalists” (let’s 
call them meddlers). The meddler steers you 
toward ends that he thinks most important, 
like “chastity or longevity,” even if you dis-
agree. The nudger is not so bossy. He is “reluc-
tant to question people’s ends.” Like “the GPS 
in your car,” he just helps get you where you 
want to go.
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But, of course, people have many destina-
tions. Even the most diffident nudger must ul-
timately select which of the “people’s ends” to 
facilitate, often amidst competing ends. And 
how will he select? Sunstein already told us: 
the nudger is guided not by people’s actual 
preferences, but rather by what they would 
choose if they knew what he knows. Would 
any self-respecting meddler claim any differ-
ent? Ultimately this facile distinction masks 
the reality that the means paternalist, no 
less than the ends paternalist, steers people 
toward ends that he thinks important and 
good. The tools may differ but the project is 
the same. 

Then there is Sunstein’s assertion that lib-
erty is not endangered so long as people can 

“opt out” of default choices that government 
has devised. He highlights, for example, the 
uptick in organ donation that would follow 
from a rule that presumes every adult is a do-
nor, unless you opt out. If we shift for a mo-
ment from the fixation on utility of means to 
a consideration of ends, it should be immedi-
ately obvious that such a rule would be an at-
tack on self-ownership—a pre-political right 
well understood by the founders and their 
contemporaries. Once again, though, Sun-
stein voices no such qualms because he rejects 
the notion that government action should be 
judged against a “status quo” baseline. The 

“default rule” that your organs belong to you is 
no less a product of state action than the de-
fault rule that your organs will be harvested. 
Ultimately, such a philosophy is antithetical 
to the idea of limited government, for it sees 
the hand of the state everywhere. The main 
question becomes whether that power could 
be deployed more expertly. 

Finally, sunstein argues that too 
many choices can make people “far 
worse off,” like diners flustered by a 

long lunch menu. He sees it as an advan-
tage, not a drawback, that soft paternalism 
relieves people of the burden of choosing 
for themselves in small things. His idea is 
explicitly that our “decision-making energy” 
is a scarce commodity, and the government 
should intervene to help conserve it. “Of-
ten the best approach is to make things au-
tomatic,” Sunstein writes, “so that if people 
do nothing at all, they’ll be just fine.” Alexis 
de Tocqueville warned against precisely such 
administrative mother-henning. A govern-
ment that substitutes its judgment for ours 

“where simple good sense can suffice” threat-
ens the very stuff of self-government—free 
will and self-reliance. Tocqueville fore-
saw a nameless species of gentle regulation 
that “does not break wills, but softens them, 
bends them, and directs them,” and thereby 

“renders the employment of free will less use-
ful and more rare.” Policies that cultivate a 
dependence on government in making small 
choices, he warned, could eventually degrade 
the ability of a free people to choose in large 
affairs—including “choosing well those who 
lead them.” 

Is it implausible that people whose choic-
es in everything from diet to light bulbs 
are increasingly directed by the state might 
come to rely less on their own will and judg-
ment? That they might become less self-reli-
ant and more infantile? Sunstein’s examples 
of regulatory innovations will strike many 
readers as so reasonable that there is little 
to fear. But as the author himself notes, it 
is ideas that exert lasting influence. “Indeed 
the world is ruled by little else,” as John May-
nard Keynes wrote and Sunstein reminds us. 
The real question is whether Cass Sunstein’s 
administrative science is built on sound 
ideas—principles suited to the character of 
a republican people and consistent with lim-
ited government. The answer, based on this 
book, is no.

Brian Callanan is an attorney at King & Spald-
ing in Washington, D.C., and previously served 
as general counsel to Senator Rob Portman. He 
was a 2009 Lincoln Fellow of the Claremont 
Institute.
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Book Review by Jeffrey H. Anderson

Up from Obamacare
The Pipes Plan: The Top Ten Ways to Dismantle and Replace Obamacare, by Sally C. Pipes.

Regnery Publishing, 126 pages, $16.95 

Priceless: Curing the Healthcare Crisis, by John C. Goodman.
The Independent Institute, 392 pages, $24.95

Together, sally c. pipes’s the pipes 
Plan and John C. Goodman’s Priceless 
tell the story of a health-care system 

largely controlled and undermined by the fed-
eral government, which is now poised to take 
over the rest of that system and finish the job 
of ruining it. The means of this death blow, 
of course, will be the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act, or Obamacare—unless 
Republicans succeed in repealing it shortly af-
ter President Obama leaves office in 2017. 

The importance of repeal can hardly be 
overstated. The American Founders would 
never have imagined one-fifth of our econo-
my—and hence some large chunk of our ex-
istence—almost entirely controlled by federal 
legislation or (worse) federal administrative 
fiat. A political party that’s genuinely commit-
ted to limited government and liberty cannot 
make peace with such an astounding level of 
centralized control over Americans’ lives. 

A nearly incomprehensible 2,700-page 
“law”—and more than ten thousand pages 
of bureaucratic regulations that have already 

been written to supplement it—is rather 
plainly incompatible with government of, by, 
and for the people.

Fortunately, Obamacare is horribly un-
popular and is arguably getting even more so. 
The president never won the battle of ideas 
that James Madison said will, in all free gov-
ernments, ultimately prove decisive. Instead, 
Obama strong-armed his plan through Con-
gress—rather spectacularly sacrificing his 
party’s large majority in the House of Repre-
sentatives in the process—and then had the 
unique good fortune to run for reelection 
against a man who was not only the architect 
of a somewhat similar plan implemented in 
Massachusetts but who was also among the 
minority of Americans who thought, as he 
later put it, “Obamacare was very attractive.”

Most Americans don’t share Mitt Rom-
ney’s view. In fact, sooner or later, some prom-
inent 2016 presidential candidate is going to 
realize that running against Obamacare is the 
path to the presidency. The proof is in the poll-
ing. Even as Obama was basking in the post-

election glow of his 4-point victory, CNN’s 
polling showed that registered voters opposed 
his signature legislation by 10 full percentage 
points (52 to 42%) and that independent vot-
ers liked it even less (opposing it by a margin 
of 22 points—57 to 35%). 

By the time of Obamacare’s third anniver-
sary in late March, the Kaiser Health Track-
ing Poll showed that only 37% of Americans 
liked the overhaul. That was down 9 points 
from Kaiser’s tally three years earlier, in the 
month immediately following the bill’s pas-
sage. In other words, even before its full-
fledged rollout early next year—which prom-
ises to be anything but smooth—Obamacare 
is already aging poorly.

The pipes plan offers a pithy over-
view of what, specifically, is so bad 
about Obamacare. Less a plan than a 

citizens’ primer, Pipes’s slim volume is an easy 
and well-documented read. The author, presi-
dent of the Pacific Research Institute and one 
of the most implacable critics of Obamacare, 
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usefully chronicles its myriad failings and 
cites the verdicts of official federal govern-
ment scorekeepers, who say that Obamacare 
will increase overall U.S. health costs, raise 
Americans’ insurance premiums, cost taxpay-
ers more than $2.5 trillion over its real first 
decade alone (2014 to 2023), dump more than 
10 million additional people into the already 
failing Medicaid system (equivalent to about a 
third of the newly insured under Obamacare), 
and—after all that—still leave 30 million 
people uninsured.

Even more alarming, however, is the de-
gree of consolidated power and centralized 
control that Obamacare would spawn, which 
of course is a large part of what makes so-
cialized medicine so irresistible to the Left. 
In this vein, Pipes rightly observes, “Obam-
acare represents an unprecedented assault on 
Americans’ liberty.” 

She writes,

Obamacare is failing on both costs and 
coverage because it doesn’t address the 
fundamental reasons that health costs 
are skyrocketing and that insurance 
remains out of reach for many…. For 
instance, to increase insurance cover-
age, Obamacare simply expands public 
insurance programs and forces insurers 
to write policies for all comers by 2014. 

This passage nicely highlights the almost 
childish reasoning underlying the president’s 
authoritarian impulse. Insurers aren’t cover-
ing people whom they’d have to cover at a loss? 
Let’s force them to do so. Americans aren’t 
buying insurance? Let’s make them. They 
aren’t buying the kind of insurance we’d like? 
Let’s give them no choice. Our experiment 
will cost trillions? Just raise taxes.

Conservatives can no longer af-
ford to view health policy as some-
thing that is merely, or at least mostly, 

of interest to liberals. This is where Good-
man’s effort comes in. In great detail and with 
refreshing clarity, Priceless describes a health-
care system in which, for the better part of 
a century, the government has been putting 
in place wrong-headed incentives. Without 
generally meaning to do so, it has encour-
aged people across the health-care spectrum 
to escalate costs, avoid innovation, decrease 
quality, and substitute prepaid health care for 
genuine insurance—thereby pricing millions 
of Americans out of the market for the lat-
ter. Obamacare will of course go much further, 
cementing these perverse incentives and delib-
erately consolidating our health care system 
in the interest of promoting Big Government, 

Big Health, and the natural alliance between 
the two. 

Goodman, the president of the National 
Center for Policy Analysis, describes how un-
der Obamacare doctors will be funneled into 
centralized Accountable Care Organizations 
(ACOs, where “their behavior can be con-
trolled”), essentially everyone will be forced 
into plans that include “free” coverage of the 
abortion drug ella, young single men will be 
forced to buy plans that include maternity 
benefits and well-baby coverage, genuine (“cat-
astrophic”) insurance plans and Health Sav-
ings Accounts will be severely undermined 
and in all likelihood eventually regulated out 
of existence, employers will have strong eco-
nomic incentives not to hire a 51st worker 
and not to give more than 29 hours a week 
to workers they already employ, and about $1 

trillion over ten years will be funneled from 
American taxpayers, through Washington, to 
the insurers who backed Obamacare’s passage. 

What’s more, massive amounts of money 
will be transferred from both the young (who 
will be mandated to pay artificially inflated 
premiums) and the old (through Obamacare’s 
Medicare raid—the source of about half its 
funding) to the generally wealthier middle-
aged. All the while, the federal government 
will hold all the strings, with much of the 
power being wielded through the quasi-legis-
lative decrees of the secretary of Health and 
Human Services and those of Obamacare’s 
Independent Payment Advisory Board—the 
unelected (and blatantly unconstitutional) 
body whose dictates won’t be subject to over-
rule by Congress and the president through 
the normal legislative process.

Phone 785-864-4155 • Fax 785-864-4586 • www.kansaspress.ku.edu
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“The fundamental problem in health care,” 
Goodman writes, “is that people in the sys-
tem face perverse incentives.” Most of these 
unfortunate incentives are traceable to “the 
suppression of the price system.” And most of 
that suppression is traceable to government.

During World War II, employers used 
health insurance benefits as a way of circum-
venting federal wage controls. Shortly there-
after, Congress decided not to count such 
benefits as taxable income, thereby favoring 
employer-based health insurance over other 
forms of income or even health insurance 
bought on the open market. 

It’s not just the existence of insur-
ance, but the type of insurance, that mat-
ters. As Goodman writes, “real insurance” 

is designed to provide “protection against 
catastrophic loss.” He draws attention to All-
state’s “Mayhem” ads and other TV commer-
cials run by casualty insurers, which make 
clear that they are offering such protection. 
Ever seen a similar commercial for health 
insurance? No, because what health insurers 
peddle isn’t really health insurance—at least 
not usually. It’s closer to prepaid health care. 

This wasn’t purely happenstance. In Good-
man’s words:

BlueCross was started by hospitals for 
the purpose of insuring that hospital 
bills would be paid. BlueShield was 
started by doctors to ensure that doctor 
fees would be paid. Had auto insurance 
been developed by auto repair shops, 
they also would have rejected the casu-
alty model.

By the 1950s, he writes, Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield dominated the insurance market, 
aided by state legislation that favored them. 
Then, in the 1960s, Medicare and Medicaid 
hit the scene. As a result, it became increas-
ingly true that the patient was no longer the 

payer. Rather, the third-party payment sys-
tem became the norm, with insurers and/or 
the government becoming the middle-man 
for the purchase of most care. 

This has resulted in a health-care system 
in which doctors and hospitals tend to view 
insurers or the government, and not their 
patients, as the customer—and too many of 
them act like it. It has resulted in a system 
in which even the best-intentioned doctors 
and hospitals quickly learn that providing ef-
ficient, well-coordinated care causes them to 
be paid less money by Medicare—which pays 
for quantity, not quality. But mostly it has re-
sulted in a system in which no one knows, or 
has much incentive to ask, the price for much 
of anything. It’s as if our entire health care 
system were a lavish cruise ship, where people 
never think to ask about prices and wouldn’t 
be obliged to pay even if they did. 

In the eyes of many liberal analysts in 
the health policy world, that thought isn’t 
troubling. Goodman avers, “[T]hrough the 

years I have discovered that…[t]here are a very 
large number of people in this field who find 
the price system distasteful—at least for medi-
cal care.” So what can replace Adam Smith’s 
invisible hand? The heavy hand of government.

Obamacare operates under the assump-
tion that government is quicker (rather than 
slower) than private parties to implement ef-
ficient ways of doing things. Hence all of its 

“pilot projects” to determine “best practices,” 
which will then be “implemented”—i.e., im-
posed—from the top down, from coast to 
coast. A faintly exasperated Goodman writes 
in response, “Successful innovations are pro-
duced by entrepreneurs, challenging conven-
tional thinking—not by bureaucrats trying to 
implement conventional thinking…. Can you 
think of any other market where the buyers 
of a product are trying to tell the sellers how 
to efficiently produce it?” Yet the federal gov-
ernment is now the biggest buyer of health 

care, and it is doing just that: trying to call 
all the shots.

Thus, for both political and policy 
reasons, it is crucial that Republicans 
propose an alternative to Obamacare 

that constitutes real health-care reform, is 
easy to understand, and finally moves toward 
the genuine health-care market that the gov-
ernment has historically blocked. The crux 
of such reform is to fix the unfairness in the 
tax code, and this can most prudently be 
achieved by providing everyone who doesn’t 
get insurance through their employer with 
a tax credit (roughly $2,000 per person or 
$5,000 per family) to buy insurance on the 
open market. This would grant every Ameri-
can more or less the same tax advantages 
already enjoyed by those who get insurance 
through their employer, thereby ending the 
tax code’s discrimination against the unin-
sured. It would likewise facilitate the pur-
chase of genuine insurance, thereby ushering 
in an era in which people—controlling their 
own health-care dollars—actually ask to see 
prices and can shop for value. As Pipes writes, 
ending the unfairness in the tax code “would 
do wonders to stimulate competition.” All 
of this would be achieved for pennies on the 
dollar compared to Obamacare and would be 
the easiest way to fix what the government 
has broken. 

Americans don’t like Obamacare even 
when it’s running unopposed. If presented 
with a credible, understandable alternative, 
they would dump it in a heartbeat—in the 
process rewarding the political party that 
has the good sense to rescue them from 
Barack Obama’s efforts to “make history” at 
the expense of Americans’ health care and 
their liberty.

Jeffrey H. Anderson is executive director of the 
newly formed 2017 Project, which is working to 
advance a conservative reform agenda.
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Book Review by Hadley Arkes

When a Man Loves a Woman
What is Marriage? Man and Woman: A Defense, by Robert P. George, Ryan T. Anderson, and Sherif Girgis.

Encounter Books, 168 pages, $15.99

The question before the supreme 
Court this spring, in two cases, was 
whether marriage, in its most intelli-

gible and morally coherent form would sur-
vive the judges. And now, with the decisions 
in U.S. v. Windsor and Hollingsworth v. Perry, 
we know the answer. Thanks to Justice An-
thony Kennedy, it has not survived. We will 
be entering a new regime of law, as the deci-
sions on marriage radiate outward, with the 
most unsettling effects on personal relations, 
and the most corrosive pressures on religious 
freedom. In the name of new, expansive liber-
ties, the powers of the state will be extended 
in their reach. This new ethic must be taught 
in schools and respected in religious institu-
tions. It must be enforced on many people in 
ordinary walks of life who may be inclined, in 
many small and practical ways, to withhold 
their respect. They might innocently with-
hold their moral acceptance of this new order 
of things by refusing to act as caterers, or take 
photos, at same-sex weddings.

The cases on marriage were argued be-
fore the Supreme Court at the end of March. 

Savvy followers of the Court, listening to the 
arguments, came away with the sense that the 
judges wanted some decorous way to get out 
of deciding these cases. There was a hovering 
sense that, even in a panel graced by some of 
our accomplished friends, this group of nine 
lawyers could not really summon, as a colle-
gial body, the wisdom that would be neces-
sary, either in framing this issue, or in offering 
a coherent defense of marriage as an institu-
tion. It was a telling sign of the political state 
of things that the conservative commentators, 
such as Michael McConnell, were hoping to 
get out of the problem by invoking tests of 

“standing to sue.” Or just about anything that 
would avoid a momentous decision, possibly 
giving us another Roe v. Wade (1973). 

But with these moves the conservatives be-
trayed the sense that theirs was the losing side. 
With their Burkean reflexes triggered yet 
again, they were ready to engage in their usu-
al retreat, hoping to avoid losses ever deeper. 
And as ever, with this Burkean act of stylish 
receding, the conservatives spend their genius 
in contriving paths of retreat. What they do 

not do is summon their wit to give a moral 
defense of the conservative position—in this 
case, a moral defense of marriage.

That is, of course, what robert 
George, Ryan Anderson, and Sherif 
Girgis sought to do in their monograph, 

What Is Marriage?, in assembling the most 
compelling arguments they could marshal. 
And it may be telling that the book was cited 
in the cases on marriage only by Justice Sam-
uel Alito in a dissenting opinion in Windsor, 
but without recalling any of the arguments 
that George and his students had so carefully 
composed. Justice Alito was merely reporting 
to readers that serious arguments had indeed 
been assembled. He was posing that simple 
point against the brute willingness of Justice 
Kennedy and his colleagues to write as though 
there were no rational arguments on that side 
to be taken seriously, only expressions of ir-
rational hatred, a will to demean and degrade.

One of the most accomplished appellate 
lawyers I know listened to the arguments over 
Proposition 8 in California and recorded a cer-

Drawing of a relief sculpture showing a couple joining their right hands in marriage;
a marble tombstone in the shape of a niche. 2nd-3rd century AD



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 28

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Kennedy’s line from Lawrence v. Texas (2003) 
that any reservations about the homosexual 
life must spring from an irrational “animus,” 
and therefore the conservative position can 
offer no reasons, claim no rational ground. 
With those premises in place, the activists 
have been content, not to offer arguments, 
but to carry the day by hurling the epithets 
of “bigotry” and “homophobia.” In the face of 
these calumnies, George and his co-authors 
seem to have inflamed their opponents even 
further by insisting that they are appealing 
to nothing less than reasons, precisely and 
strenuously explained. In that vein, they have 
pointed out that they “offer no religious argu-
ments,” no appeal to revelation or faith. They 
also detach themselves from the familiar tic 
of conservatives, by declining to defend mar-
riage merely as “traditional marriage.” The 
question, as ever, is whether the notion of 
marriage as the union of a man and woman 
is good because it is traditional, or whether 
we have made it traditional because there is 
something enduringly good about it. As the 
authors say, their purpose is to show that 
the “conjugal marriage laws are…rationally 
grounded,” that the conjugal relation between 
a man and woman offers the only coherent 
moral account of marriage. That moral ac-
count, they insist, can also be detached from 
any argument about the moral rightness or 

be? Something had to be said to show why 
there was something in principle right and 
good about this form of marriage, something 
that would not be impaired by the fact that the 
partners did not happen to beget children.

That is precisely the point that 
George, Anderson, and Girgis have 
taken as the inescapable core of the ar-

gument. The trio had put forth their argument 
initially in a long essay in the Harvard Journal 
of Law & Public Policy. That they had struck a 
nerve was shown by the ferocity of the attacks 
they drew. Those attacks rarely engaged their 
argument, but the authors showed to their crit-
ics a respect unreciprocated, for they proceeded 
to expand their arguments in response to their 
critics. And that is how this book was shaped.

Robert George’s style over the years has 
not been to nip away at the edges of a fierce 
moral and political controversy, but to sail 
directly into the winds. His operating mode 
has been to force an engagement of the argu-
ment at its central and hardest point. George 
is the McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence 
at Princeton University, the chair once held 
by Woodrow Wilson. Anderson and Girgis, 
his former students, have joined him here 
with fine writing—and in drawing the fire 
again of their adversaries. Over the last sev-
eral years gay activists have taken up Justice 

tain distress. Somehow, he said, the arguments 
never got to “the guts of the issue.” Charles 
Cooper, arguing for the votaries of Proposition 
8, tried to put the issue of marriage beyond the 
manipulation of their judges in California. Jus-
tice Elena Kagan brought him sharply to the 
main question when she challenged the no-
tion, evident to common sense, that the laws 
of marriage established a framework of com-
mitment to envelop the begetting and nurtur-
ing of children. Kagan offered the example of 
people marrying at the age of 55, not to say 
people of advanced age, long past the time of 
begetting and childbirth. Cooper sought to an-
swer by remarking that “even with respect to 
couples over the age of 55, it is very rare that…
both parties to the couple are infertile.” The 
response evidently did not produce that effect, 
felt throughout the room, that the challenge 
had been decisively met and put away, never 
to be heard again. That challenge was familiar, 
but something else had to be said, and it could 
not be simply that “most of the time” the sexual 
relations of men and women could bring forth 
children. If some men and women entered 
marriage, quite incapable of having children or 
quite resolved to close themselves off to chil-
dren, the question would of course be asked 
again: why should their version of “sexuality” 
be recognized in “marriage” while the sterile 
relations of gay and lesbian couples would not 
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wrongness of homosexuality itself. Even in 
ancient Greece, where homoerotic relations 
were hardly shunned among the best and the 
brightest, “nothing like same-sex marriage 
was even imagined.”

No one could doubt homoerotic 
love, as no one could doubt the true 
love between two men or two wom-

en. Nor could one doubt the love that subsists 
between parents and children, or grandpar-
ents and grandchildren. In the very nature of 
things, we could submit that nothing in that 
parental love can possibly be a diminished or 
lesser love because it is not attended by pen-
etration and expressed in marriage. George, 
Anderson, and Girgis join the argument, then, 
that it is radically insufficient to make the 
case for marriage on the basis simply of “inti-
mate, loving relations.” The critics of same-sex 
marriage point out that that formula could 
be met quite as well by a father and son, a 
mother and daughter. But it could also be met 
by two sisters seeking to raise an orphaned 
nephew, or by two widows seeking to share 
their Social Security and pay off the medical 
bills for their late spouses. The question has 
been posed sharply to the advocates of same-
sex marriage as to why these couplings would 
not qualify for a same-sex marriage. But to 
the activists, this expansion of the notion of 

marriage would remove the label precisely 
from the erotic relation that they regard as 
central and defining for the homosexual life. 
And yet, how would we know that any of 
these same-sex couples had an erotic relation? 
The Supreme Judicial Council in Massachu-
setts in Goodridge v. Department of Public 
Health (2003) insisted that the law could no 
longer require “consummation” as the test of 
a procreative and legitimate marriage. Those 
judges in Massachusetts might not have been 
overflowing with genius, but even they are 
not likely to say that consummation is quite 
unnecessary now in the relation between a 
man and a woman, but absolutely necessary in 
a same-sex marriage!

And so, as robert george has been 
arguing for years now, the matter 
must come down, inescapably, to that 

matter of sex. It is not solely the sharing of 
pleasure, for many pleasures can be shared, 
and as the writers observe, “if spraying oxy-
tocin at your partner increased her pleasure 
and attachment to you, that would not make 
it fungible with sex as an embodiment of your 
marriage.” A man and woman may share deep 
thoughts for years, and come to depend on 
each other emotionally; and still, it would not 
quite be a marriage. Embodiment is ever the 
key. For the individual person as well as the 

couple, we are souls embodied. As the writ-
ers argue, marriage is that rare union of souls 
matched in a bodily act of uniting, and it can-
not be just any bodily act, with the connecting 
of just any parts. There is a certain bodily act 
that has about it a meaning, even a telos, that 
other acts do not. And that act will always be 
freighted with that meaning. How else would 
we explain why a rape will still have for us 
the same meaning, even when we learn that 
the victim was sterile or incapable of bearing 
children? The act of rape cannot be reduced 
merely to another bodily assault, or explained 
solely as an act of force. There is something 
about that penetration uninvited that marks 
a special offense, for that bodily act cannot 
shed a function, or meaning, that gives it a 
transcendent purpose apart: the generation of 
new life. In the same way that the parts of the 
body are integrated to a functioning body, the 
writers argue that this natural, conjugal act—
this joining of the bodies in coitus—marks 
the distinct integration of a man and woman, 
as a “one flesh union.” This is the way in which 
two people form a reproductive unit, in the 
defining purpose or meaning of sexuality, the 
act of begetting. It is the meaning of “sex” in 
the strictest sense—the precise meaning that 
Bill Clinton had in mind when he swore, in 
the truest line he ever spoke—that he “did not 
have sexual relations with that woman.” 
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People speak too casually of marriage as 
pre-existing the law, in a natural state. But 
marriage has always been bound up with the 
commitment, the binding quality, that is dis-
tinctly supplied by the law. And that may ex-
plain the wisdom contained in Aristotle’s line 
that “the polis is prior in the order of nature 
to the family.” People may have sex when gov-
ernments break down; but the naming and 
permanence of “families” is bound up with 
the laws. As the late Allan Bloom put it, “The 
law that gives names to families and tries to 
insure their integrity is a kind of unnatural 
force and endures only as long as does the re-
gime of which it is a part.”

There is, then, the most natural of cor-
respondences: that particular act of bodily 
uniting has, as its natural result, the creation 
of a new life, combining the features of both 
partners genetically. The new being is unique, 
with a genetic definition different from that of 
either parent. And yet, in the very miracle of 
sex and marriage, the child combines the fea-
tures drawn from both parents. He embodies 
that “marriage” from which he springs. Many 
years ago, in a playground in Georgetown, my 
younger son Jeremy was on a swing, and I sud-
denly saw, at different moments, reflections of 
my mother’s father and mother, quite beloved 
to me. They had died long before he was born, 
but Jeremy was a living monument to a love 

that long preceded him, and prepared the way 
for bringing him forth.

And yet…this has proved, for 
some reason, the hardest part of the 
argument to explain. It is the part 

that elicits, from the critics of George and 
his former students, the jeering and disbelief; 
and it is the part that even Charles Cooper 
found awkward to broach when he was chal-
lenged by Justice Kagan. But as George, An-
derson, and Girgis would ask: how could the 
connections be clearer? The sexual act—the 
coital act—of a man and woman, has the 
natural telos or purpose of begetting, and it 
is directed then clearly to the life of a fam-
ily that embodies their union. As the writ-
ers note, the “revisionist” view of marriage 

“would teach that marriage is about emotional 
union and cohabitation, without any inherent 
connections to bodily union or family life.” A 
family is a combination of biology and moral 
commitment, the commitment to sustain and 
nurture. The law makes that sense of com-
mitment real and operational: it marks the 
fact that the participants have waived their 
freedom to quit each other as it suits their 
convenience.

Some writers contend that same-sex mar-
riage might domesticate homosexual sex, or 
give to gay and lesbian couples a critical stand-

ing and stability. Others argue that it would 
lead to a further unraveling of marriage, as it 
removes the defining features that have given 
marriage its distinct character as a thing to be 
coveted and preserved. But that is a matter of 
prediction and conjecture. What George, An-
derson, and Girgis seek to show is why this 
form of marriage, as we’ve known it, is in fact 
the right form, the most defensible form, in 
principle. But their bet is that the unraveling 
is more likely to take place precisely because a 
radical revision of the laws will remove mar-
riage from the only form that gives the institu-
tion its explanation and its moral coherence.

And yet again we may ask, why has all of 
this suddenly become so hard to explain to 
people with college educations? Could it be 
that it has taken two generations of what we 
now call “higher education” to tutor students 
in “theories” that somehow make it harder for 
them to see what is plainly before their eyes? 
These are the things that ordinary people 
have had no trouble in grasping even when 
they couldn’t explain them, because the con-
nections were so evident and the reasons so 
accessible to common sense. They were things 
easier to grasp because they were, to use an 
older word, the most natural things.

Hadley Arkes is the Edward Ney Professor of 
American Institutions at Amherst College.
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Essay by Richard Samuelson

The Genius of American Citizenship

Joseph stalin apparently coined the 
term “American exceptionalism” to de-
nounce the heresy that Marx’s universal 

historical laws would somehow not apply to 
the United States. Though it’s now clear that 
every nation is an exception to the historical 
dialectic that was supposed to culminate in 
the triumph of the proletariat over the bour-
geoisie, the U.S. remains an exceptional na-
tion in other crucial ways. Anyone who be-
comes an American citizen is fully American, 
from that day forward. By contrast, a natural-
ized citizen of France, Japan, or Nigeria can 
live for decades in his new country, and his 
family can remain there for generations, yet 
many of the locals will still think of them as 
foreigners. To be sure, there is an American 
culture. When traveling around the world, 
one can often spot other Americans, and not 
only because of language; dress, deportment, 
and music often distinguish us. But when it 
comes to American nationalism, such things 
are relatively trivial. In America, politics, not 
culture, makes the nation.

The exceptional character of American 
nationalism confuses students of national-
ism. According to a standard work like Ernest 
Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism (1983), “na-
tionalism uses the pre-existing, historically 
inherited proliferation of cultures or cultural 
wealth.” Is American a nation in that sense? 
Not exactly. American identity is bound up 
with our Union, Constitution, and laws, rath-
er than with tribe, clan, or culture. Thus, one 
of our early treaties asserted that the U.S. “is 

not in any sense founded on the Christian re-
ligion.” That stipulation presumes that Amer-
ican identity is primarily political, denying as 
it does a massive historical and cultural fact—
that the vast majority of America’s citizens 
have been Christians. The cultural heritage 
of most Americans is Christian; and even the 
American creed draws upon the Judeo-Chris-
tian tradition in important ways. In the U.S., 
however, nation and culture are separate to an 
unusual degree. That reality, in turn, affects 
a range of important questions connecting 
what kind of government America will have 
to what kind of nation it will be.

Welcoming Immigrants

We americans often celebrate 
our ability to turn people from 
all over the world into Americans. 

That is not to deny that immigration policy 
has, periodically, roiled our politics. In the 
1790s Federalists worried that refugees from 
European revolutions would bring their mis-
taken political ideas to America. The 1850s 
saw nativist animus against Irish immigrants 
and, more generally, against growing numbers 
of Catholics in what had been a predominant-
ly Protestant land. In the early 20th century, 
popular and Progressive ideas of racial purity 
influenced the debate. Today, the issue is im-
migration from South and Central America. 

These episodes hardly make America ex-
ceptional. All nations are, at least in some 
ways, xenophobic. Humans are group-creat-

ing beings by nature, and no group can have 
an inside without rejecting an outside. Even 
people who regard themselves as “cosmopoli-
tan” usually define themselves against those 
whom they regard as narrow and provincial.

If the United States is unusual, it’s not be-
cause our citizens sometimes wonder whether 
mass immigration is a boon—that’s true of 
most nations that have mass migration. What 
sets the U.S. apart is how rare, relatively 
speaking, such episodes are, and, perhaps re-
latedly, how political are the questions we typi-
cally raise about immigration. Thomas Jef-
ferson expressed this view in the Notes on the 
State of Virginia, where he wrote that Ameri-
can government was at its heart

a composition of the freest principles of 
the English constitution, with others 
derived from natural right and natural 
reason. To these nothing can be more 
opposed than the maxims of absolute 
monarchies. Yet, from such, we are to 
expect the greatest number of emigrants. 
They will bring with them the principles 
of the governments they leave, imbibed 
in their early youth; or, if able to throw 
them off, it will be in exchange for an 
unbounded licentiousness, passing, as 
is usual, from one extreme to another. 
It would be a miracle were they to stop 
precisely at the point of temperate liber-
ty. These principles, with their language, 
they will transmit to their children. In 
proportion to their numbers, they will 
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share with us the legislation. They will 
infuse into it their spirit, warp and bias 
its direction, and render it a heteroge-
neous, incoherent, distracted mass.

The founders understood the distinction 
between establishing the American Republic 
upon certain principles discoverable by reason, 
and creating a functioning nation dedicated 
to those principles. Teaching aliens not only 
the principles of liberty but also the habits of 
free men has never been easy. America’s prin-
ciples, as understood and applied throughout 
most of our history, have required us to try. 
Hence, the dominant trend in American his-
tory has been to welcome immigrants, teach 
them American ideas, and assimilate them to 
American norms. Whether such intentional 
acculturation is still possible in an age of mul-
ticulturalism is an open, and grave, question.

Worthier Attainments

If we wish to see how exceptional 
America’s treatment of immigrants has 
been, perhaps we need look no further 

than presidential statements regarding Jews. 
No other people has lived as foreigners in so 
many lands across so many centuries, yet Jews 
have found America to be a home from the 
start, a place where they could live as free and 
equal citizens. Early in his presidency, George 
Washington wrote to the Hebrew Congre-
gation of Newport, Rhode Island, that in 
the United States “all possess alike liberty 
of conscience and immunities of citizenship” 
because the government “gives to bigotry no 
sanction [and] to persecution no assistance.” 
A nation where tolerance was not an indul-
gence but the recognition of a natural right al-
lowed Washington to express the hope (quot-
ing the prophet Micah), “May the children of 
the Stock of Abraham, who dwell in this land, 
continue to merit and enjoy the good will of 
the other Inhabitants; while every one shall sit 
in safety under his own vine and fig tree, and 
there shall be none to make him afraid.” 

During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln 
ensured that there were Jewish chaplains in 
the Union army. Early in the war General 
Ulysses S. Grant had issued an infamous 
order, which Lincoln soon voided, expelling 
all Jews from the Department of Tennessee. 
Grant “apologized for the order publicly and 
repented of it privately,” according to histo-
rian Jonathan Sarna. “[T]he sense that in 
expelling them he had failed to live up to his 
own high standards of behavior, and to the 
Constitution that he had sworn to uphold, 
gnawed at him.” During his presidency, Grant 
went out of his way to be a friend of the Jews 

in America and beyond its borders, speaking 
out against Romania’s pogroms.

In 1925 President Calvin Coolidge con-
tended that America’s ability to welcome 
Jews—and peoples from all over the world 
more generally—derived from the principles 
of 1776:

Our country has done much for the 
Jews who have come here to accept its 
citizenship and assume their share of its 
responsibilities in the world. But I think 
the greatest thing it has done for them 
has been to receive them and treat them 
precisely as it has received and treated 
all others who have come to it.

If our experiment in free institutions 
has proved anything, it is that the great-
est privilege that can be conferred upon 
people in the mass is to free them from 
the demoralizing influence of privilege 
enjoyed by the few. This is proved by the 
experience here, not alone of the Jews, 
but of all the other racial and national 
elements that have entered into the 
making of this nation. We have found 
that when men and women are left free 
to find the places for which they are best 
fitted, some few of them will indeed at-
tain less exalted stations than under a 
regime of privilege; but the vast multi-
tude will rise to a higher level, to wider 
horizons, to worthier attainments.

America has been a home for Jews and for 
so many other persecuted people and peoples 
because it has been a place where people have 
been, relatively speaking, free to rise or fall on 
their own merit. The government simply did 
not care that they were Jews, or Germans, or 
Swedes. (To be sure, America did not always 
extend that same courtesy to Asians.) Our 
political institutions strive to treat individu-
als as individuals, who relate to the govern-
ment on that basis, rather than as parts of 
groups, castes, or classes. A regime dedicated 
to protecting the rule of law and the rights of 
men—including the right of each individual 
to make his own way in the world, and to 
keep the rewards he gains for his work and 
talent—was the key to making America a 
beacon for wandering peoples, and for immi-
grants in general. 

American Identity

In 1776 american revolutionaries 
decided to cease being British subjects in 
order to become American citizens. That 

radical step changed not just the allegiance of 
the colonists, but the nature of that allegiance. 

Under British law, all persons born on Brit-
ish soil were his majesty’s subjects. One could 
cease being a British subject only with the 
king’s consent. 

The revolution represented a movement 
from subjects to citizens. Subjects, as the term 
implied, were subject to the laws, possessing 
rights because the government magnanimous-
ly granted them. Similarly, in English law, all 
real property ultimately belonged to the king. 
Most property titles were “use-holds,” rather 
than true ownership. Citizens, by contrast, 
are freemen and equals, possessing rights by 
nature and binding themselves together, vol-
untarily, to forge a polity. In American law, we 
own private property outright. 

Until the imperial crisis began in the 1760s, 
the colonists had been proud to be British sub-
jects, enjoying the “rights of Englishmen,” as 
their birthright. Those rights were, in fact, a 
practical approximation of the rights of men, 
but they were understood to be the rights of 
a particular people as well. Between 1761 and 
1776, it became clear to Americans that the 
British did not respect the rights of English-
men in America. Sir Francis Bernard, the 
crown-appointed governor of Massachusetts 
in the 1760s, held that “the rule that a British 
subject shall not be bound by laws, or liable 
to taxes, but what he has consented to by his 
representatives must be confined to the in-
habitants of Great Britain only.” His successor, 
Thomas Hutchinson, insisted that in North 
America “there must be an abridgment of what 
are called English liberties.” These ideas, put 
into law, meant that the colonists had to choose 
between being British subjects and retaining 
their rights. The Americans chose their rights. 
As a result, American citizenship would be 
based upon the rights of men rather than the 
rights of Englishmen. The penchant for uni-
versals, and for the robust discussion of them 
that has been so long remarkable in American 
history, was affirmed and established.

The Revolution was not instantaneous; 
1776 began a process that did not culminate 
until the establishment of a new, federal 
government in 1789. The Declaration of In-
dependence begins with the subject of na-
tionhood, describing the crisis as a moment 
when it has become “necessary for one people 
to dissolve the political bands which have 
connected them with another, and to assume 
among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the laws of nature and 
nature’s God entitle them” (emphasis added). 
The new people, the American people, would 
be constituted according to the principles out-
lined in the next paragraph: “that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable rights,” and 
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that when governments fail to uphold those 
rights, men may rise up, and create new gov-
ernment “laying its foundation on such prin-
ciples, and organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to effect 
their safety and happiness.” These principles, 
and that process, would be at the heart of 
American nationhood.

The people of Massachusetts took a leading 
role in deriving practice from theory, sending 
delegates to a state constitutional convention 
in September 1779. Once assembled, the del-
egates created a committee to draft a docu-
ment, a task ultimately assigned to John Ad-
ams. The rest of the convention then debated 
and revised Adams’s work before sending the 
result to the people of Massachusetts for rati-
fication. All subsequent American constitu-
tions, most importantly the new national one 
of 1787, followed that model of special con-
vention and popular ratification.

The Massachusetts Constitution made the 
connection between constitutional means 
and constitutional ends explicit. Its preamble 
declares:

The end of the institution, maintenance, 
and administration of government is to 
secure the existence of the body politic; 
to protect it, and to furnish the indi-
viduals who compose it with the power 
of enjoying, in safety and tranquillity, 
their natural rights and the blessings 
of life; and whenever these great ob-
jects are not obtained, the people have 
a right to alter the government, and to 
take measures necessary for their safety, 
prosperity, and happiness.

The body politic is formed by a vol-
untary association of individuals. It is 
a social compact by which the whole 
people covenants with each citizen, and 
each citizen with the whole people, that 
all shall be governed by certain laws for 
the common good. It is the duty of the 
people, therefore, in framing a Consti-
tution of Government, to provide for an 
equitable mode of making laws, as well 
as for an impartial interpretation and a 
faithful execution of them, that every 
man may, at all times, find his security 
in them.

Here we see the connection between the 
right to revolution and American political 
identity. The constitution blended the po-
litical, “a voluntary association of individuals,” 
with the “social compact” in which “the whole 
people covenants with each citizen.” The body 
politic was, however, not the same thing as the 
government, which was elected to secure the 

legitimate needs of the citizens of Massachu-
setts. Politicians work for the people, not the 
other way around. National identity, from this 
perspective, was emphatically political, rather 
than cultural, tribal, or even geographic.

Given that line of reasoning, it is no surprise 
that John Adams, like James Madison and 
George Washington, regarded the Congress 
meeting under the Articles of Confederation 
as essentially a diplomatic assembly, rather 
than as a national government. The Confed-
eration Congress represented 13 independent 
states joined together in permanent Union. 

That changed in 1787 and 1788 when the 
people ratified the U.S. Constitution. Rati-
fication made the Union “more perfect” and 
constituted the nation, formally speaking, 
making senators and congressmen represen-
tatives of states and districts within a single 
state, rather than representatives of sovereign 
governments. 

Note how different this new nation was 
from Gellner’s prototypical one. Most citi-
zens of the new republic were descendants of 
British Protestants, but they shared no com-
mon ethnicity. In America, Scotsmen and 

jects. But what about British subjects who 
became U.S. citizens after that? In British 
law, they were still Britons, and, hence, sub-
ject to impressment. In 1797, Rufus King, the 
American minister to Great Britain, received 
a lecture from Great Britain’s foreign secre-
tary, Lord Grenville, on the matter:

No British subject can, by such a form 
of renunciation as that which is pre-
scribed in the American law of natural-
ization, divest himself of his allegiance 
to his sovereign. Such a declaration of 
renunciation made by any of the King’s 
subjects would, instead of operating as a 
protection to them, be considered an act 
highly criminal on their part.

British subjects, being born, not made, 
could only renounce their obligations to the 
king and his government if the king chose to 
let them. Absent royal consent, pledging al-
legiance to another nation would be “highly 
criminal.” The principles of 1776 had impli-
cations for both joining and quitting a nation. 

That conclusion compels us to wonder 
whether the Supreme Court got it wrong 
when it interpreted the nature of U.S. citi-
zenship in the little known but still control-
ling case of U.S. v. Wong Kim Ark (1898). 
In that decision, the Court’s majority ruled 
that soil—perhaps we should say location 
at birth—was the foundation of American 
citizenship. Chief Justice Melville Fuller and 
Justice John Harlan dissented. Harlan had 
penned his famous dissent in Plessy v. Fergu-
son, insisting on the “color-blind” Constitu-
tion, only two years earlier. It may be no co-
incidence that almost the same majority that 
gave us Plessy also gave us Wong Kim Ark. 
In both cases, the majority placed principles 
other than individual equality into the heart 
of American law and institutions. In Wong 
Kim Ark, the Court, heavily influenced by the 
common law, and by popular Saxon myths of 
the day, upheld a “birthright” basis for citi-
zenship—those born on American soil were 
American citizens, even as those born on 
British soil were British subjects.

This turn to soil was entangled with the 
effort to secure citizenship for the former 
slaves. These Americans had been born in 
the U.S., had no other political allegiance, 
but nonetheless did not enjoy the rights of 
men before the Civil War, and, alas, often 
after the War, too. The 14th Amendment 
declared “all persons born or naturalized in 
the United States, and subject to the jurisdic-
tion thereof, are citizens of the United States 
and of the state wherein they reside.” But, as 
Fuller and Harlan noted, it was not necessary 

Englishmen became brethren in a way they 
did not in Britain. In Pennsylvania perhaps 
40% of the population was of German extrac-
tion. Plus the Union had many citizens from 
elsewhere. In lieu of common myths there 
was only a common, albeit contested, history 
of the American Revolution. 

 In time, as we know, the nation built upon 
the principles of 1776 became a home for in-
dividuals from around the world.

Against the World?

These principles caused problems 
from the start, and would ultimately 
play a central role in the War of 1812. 

Once the wars of the French Revolution be-
gan, the British Navy faced a severe shortage 
of sailors. Traditionally, British sailors were 
subject to impressment—forced conscription 
into the British Navy. Press gangs roamed 
port cities in Britain and around the world 
and pressed British subjects into service. But 
who was a British subject? By treaty, Britain 
had agreed that all citizens of the 13 United 
States as of 1783 were no longer British sub-

What made this regime 
so good at welcoming 

immigrants? 
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to go as far as the Court did in Wong Kim 
Ark to ensure that the freemen enjoyed their 
rights. Moreover, it was not clear that “subject 
to the jurisdiction thereof ” meant subject to 
any jurisdiction thereof. In formal grammar, 

“subject to the jurisdiction thereof ” would im-
ply full jurisdiction, the sort that members 
of the Indian tribes, foreign diplomats, and 
illegal aliens manifestly did not enjoy. By con-
trast, language indicating partial jurisdiction 
would be “subject to some [or any] jurisdiction 
thereof.” That did not mean, however, that lo-
cation at birth was irrelevant. There was, af-
ter all, a difference between allowing that lo-
cation at birth was, as a rule, a good indicator 
of the citizenship of a child and suggesting, as 
the Court did, that it is the thing that makes 
someone a citizen. We see the absurdity of 
such a birthright in recent laws which sug-
gest that Boris Johnson, the current Mayor of 
London, and a descendent of George II and 
James I, among others, may have to file a U.S. 
income tax return because his parents hap-
pened to be living in New York City when he 
was born. It’s as if the IRS thinks that John-
son’s money belongs to the U.S. government 
unless he can prove otherwise. That’s how 
George III and Parliament saw it in the years 
before and after 1776.

In other words, it’s worth asking whether 
a nation that makes soil central to citizen-
ship can be as welcoming to immigrants as 
one that makes central the principles of 1776. 
Because America had very little immigration 
between the early 1920s and the mid-1960s, 
we are only now beginning to see the implica-
tions of this change for America’s character. It 
might be that, in time, we will look more fa-
vorably on the English idea that people enjoy 
rights only because of their national identity, 
and not also because they are men. And when 
rights are understood to be the gift of govern-
ment, they are much more liable to limitation 
and regulation then they are when they are 
understood to be the gifts of God and nature. 
In short, the debate over which people are 
Americans is inseparable from the debate over 
which principles define America.

An Extended Republic

If it is true that the political char-
acter of American nationhood has made 
it exceptional, it is worth asking about the 

implications of that mode of nationalism for 
American politics, broadly speaking. It seems 
that a political—as opposed to a cultural, 
tribal, or historic—nationalism has been the 

complement of a limited, constitutional re-
public. That is probably not a coincidence.

Jefferson and Madison made this point 
with particular clarity in some of their best-
known writings. In his First Inaugural Ad-
dress Jefferson connected “[a] rising nation, 
spread over a wide and fruitful land” with “a 
wise and frugal Government, which shall re-
strain men from injuring one another, [and] 
shall leave them otherwise free to regulate 
their own pursuits of industry and improve-
ment, and shall not take from the mouth of 
labor the bread it has earned.” Jefferson noted, 
as well, the character of the American nation: 

“possessing a chosen country,…entertaining a 
due sense of our equal right to the use of our 
own faculties, to the acquisitions of our own 
industry, to honor and confidence from our 
fellow-citizens, resulting not from birth, but 
from our actions and their sense of them.” 

What made this regime so good at wel-
coming immigrants? In part, as we noted ear-
lier, it was because of America’s self-under-
standing as a “voluntary association of indi-
viduals,” rather than a nation of groups. Such 
a republic was characterized by the kind of 
government Jefferson described. Moreover, it 
would feature a robust civil society. Ponder-
ing the temperance movement of the early 
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19th century, Alexis de Tocqueville was, at 
first, both amused and baffled.

The first time that I heard in America 
that one hundred thousand men had 
publicly promised never to drink alco-
holic liquor, I thought it more of a joke 
than a serious matter…. In the end I 
came to understand that these hundred 
thousand Americans, frightened by the 
progress of drunkenness around them, 
wanted to support sobriety by their pa-
tronage. They were acting in just the 
same way as some great territorial mag-
nate who dresses very plainly to encour-
age a contempt of luxury among simple 
citizens.

Importantly, Tocqueville continued, “one 
may fancy that if they had lived in France 
each of these hundred thousand would have 
made individual representations to the gov-
ernment asking it to supervise all the public 
houses throughout the realm.” Citizens do 
collectively, in the expansive American private 
sphere, what subjects ask the government to 
do for them. Citizens understand the duties 
that come with the rights they enjoy as men 
and citizens. Just as it was then the job of 
private citizens and local associations to take 
care of the poor, the widow, and the orphan, 
so too was it the job of private citizens to try to 
moderate excessive drinking. But if rights are 
understood as the gift of government to the 
people, then it is also the duty of government 
to regulate the use and abuse of those rights. 
And should our government take over that 
sphere, it changes the regime fundamentally.

An extensive national government with 
centralized administrative power is likely to 
be one dominated by what James Madison 
termed factions. “By a faction,” Madison 
wrote, “I understand a number of citizens 
whether amounting to a majority or minority 
of the whole, who are united and actuated by 
some common impulse of passion, or of inter-
est, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or 
to the permanent and aggregate interests of 
the community.” A faction was a group, be 
it a minority or even a majority, that sought 
through government to secure its own inter-
est, rather than the good of the community as 
a whole.

What was the remedy to that problem? “If 
a faction consists of less than a majority,” he 
noted, “relief is supplied by the republican 
principle.” A minority faction can simply be 
outvoted. The danger of majority faction, 
however, was real. That being the case, the 
best way to prevent majority factions was, he 
reasoned, an extended republic—“extend the 
sphere and you take in a greater variety of par-

ties and interests; you make it less probable 
that a majority of the whole will have a com-
mon motive to invade the rights of other citi-
zens.” The larger the republic, the more likely 
it was that all factions would be easily tamed 
minority factions, seeking but never securing 
private advantages adverse to the common 
good.

But what if a majority faction is assembled 
by gathering together a coalition of minority 
ones? It seems to be a rule of politics that the 
more areas of our lives government is directly 
involved with, the easier it is to assemble such 
coalitions. That was one reason why so many 
Jeffersonians, including Madison, opposed 
most internal improvements. They viewed 
them as the entering wedge for government 
support of private interest. Still, there is a dif-
ference between a government that supplies 
actual public goods like roads, canals and the 
like, and a government that serves the private 
interests of self-seeking factions. 

The Madisonian argument, in short, cuts 
against “pluralism,” the idea that government 
functions in a democratic republic through re-
lations with competing interest and ideologi-
cal groups rather than with individuals. The 
pluralist model assumes out of existence the 
idea of a true, knowable common good. In-
stead, it presumes that the common good is 
the good of the dominant groups in society, 
which compete for support in a democratic 
process. Pluralism makes it perfectly reason-
able for government to grow and grow, pro-
viding more and more support to more and 
more groups along the way, providing infra-
structure for a more or less permanent major-
ity coalition of factions. 

When government sees its job as serv-
ing or servicing groups, it is likely that the 
smaller the group, the less it will get from 
government, as political life becomes a mad 
scramble of rent-seeking. Down that road lies 
hyphenated citizenship, as each American 
relates to the government not as an individ-
ual citizen but as a member of one or more 
factions. Moreover, it points us back toward 
aristocracy, where the government relates to 
the leaders of each group, rather than regard-
ing individual citizens as the ultimate boss. It 
creates an America where “government is the 
only thing we all belong to,” as the Charlotte, 
North Carolina, video welcoming delegates 
to the 2012 Democratic National Convention 
proclaimed. In that America we do not all be-
long to the polity as equal citizens, creating 
together the government by which we secure 
those public goods that cannot be secured any 
other way. When government does only a few 
things, and those things involve genuine pub-
lic goods, the rent-seeking scramble is likely to 
be more trouble than it’s worth—and when it 

does take place it is less likely to ruin those 
who refuse to kowtow to the administrators. 

Toleration and Bias

In recent years, the united states 
has seen efforts to ban circumcision on 
the grounds that it is cruel to children and 

a violation of their rights. Similarly, we have 
seen efforts to ban the kosher slaughter of ani-
mals, on the grounds it is cruel to animals. It 
may very well be that these are the first salvos 
in what could be a long war. If these efforts are, 
in fact, the way of the future, America will be 
but the latest instance of the oldest pattern in 
history: nations who welcome the Jews and 
then, in time, cease to be so welcoming. Simi-
larly, recent efforts to require all hospitals to 
provide birth control, abortion, and steriliza-
tion, will, if they remain on the books, chal-
lenge many Americans to be both loyal citi-
zens and observant Catholics.

The more elements of our lives the national 
government regulates, the more likely it is that 
the government will intrude on matters that 
Jews, Catholics, and others regard as funda-
mental questions of conscience. Either big, 
factious government must carve out special ex-
emptions, which themselves are a form of class 
legislation, or it must trample the rights of 
Jews, Catholics, and other recalcitrant citizens. 
Simply upholding the traditional definition of 
marriage could one day soon be regarded as 
evidence of hateful bias. It is not a coincidence 
that supporters of expansive government pre-
fer to embrace an ideological idea of toleration 
rather than simply practice toleration—they 
believe that tolerant people must believe x, 
rather than that tolerant people accept that 
there is more than one possible opinion about 
x; and, as a rule, this ideology of toleration is 
understood as an effort to secure 21st-century 

“values.” It builds upon the idea of History that 
is at war with American exceptionalism. In 
time, that definition of “toleration” will, quite 
probably, return free American citizens to the 
level of subjects, forced to conform their life, 
liberty, property, and pursuit of happiness to 
the official uses prescribed by government. To 
say the least, that development would make it 
less and less likely that divers peoples would 
still find a welcoming home in the United 
States of America. Down that road lies the 
end of American exceptionalism.

Richard Samuelson is associate professor of his-
tory at California State University, San Ber-
nardino. A version of this essay appeared in the 
August 2013 issue of Citizens and Statesmen: 
An Annual Review of Political Theory and 
Public Life, published by Saint Vincent College’s 
Center for Political and Economic Thought.
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Essay by Stanley Kurtz

Theory of Evolution

“Egypt’s experiment with democ-
racy is probably over.” So wrote 
Reuel Marc Gerecht in a July 2013 

Washington Post opinion piece published 
nine days after Mohammed Morsi, Egypt’s 
elected president and a leader of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, was toppled from power by his 
country’s military. It was a stunning admis-
sion coming from Gerecht, perhaps the most 
thoughtful and committed American advo-
cate of democracy promotion in the Middle 
East—the man who predicted what came to 
be known as the Arab Spring. Yet with an eye 
cocked to democracy’s eventual triumph, he 
surely thought to himself “…for now.” 

The long-running argument over democ-
ratization abroad is rooted in the funda-
mentals of our republican experiment here 
at home—government based on individual 
rights and the consent of the governed. On 
the one hand, the debate pits our faith in the 
universal moral force of democratic ideals 
against careful calculations of our immediate 
national interest. On the other, appreciation 
for American democracy’s tough-to-replicate 
moral and social underpinnings is as likely 
to produce skepticism as enthusiasm about 
democratization as a foreign-policy tool. 
Whether developments in the Middle East 
cause the issue to fade for the moment or not, 

this quintessentially American policy puzzle 
will surely return.

Yet the overturning of an elected Islamist 
government in Egypt through a combination 
of popular rebellion and military force does 
provide an occasion to reconsider the funda-
mentals of the case for democratization. Ge-
recht’s work makes that case at its boldest.

The Missing Consensus

Appearing in 2004, in the midst of 
bitter American debate over the wis-
dom of democracy promotion in Iraq, 

Gerecht’s short book The Islamic Paradox: Shi-
ite Clerics, Sunni Fundamentalists, and the Com-
ing of Arab Democracy argued, against the grain 
of even many of his fellow “neoconservatives,” 
that moderate Muslims and authentic liberals 
were too thin on the ground in the Middle East 
to power a region-wide democratic transfor-
mation. He maintained that if democracy was 
to come to the Muslim Middle East, it would, 
paradoxically, need to arrive by way of illiberal 
fundamentalists, seduced by dreams of elec-
toral power, yet ultimately moderated by par-
ticipation in the electoral process.

Gerecht’s 2011 book, The Wave: Man, God, 
and the Ballot Box in the Middle East, updated 
and extended this argument. Unlike many 

“realist” critics of democratization, Gerecht 
recognized that the Middle East’s autocratic 
governments were suffering through the final 
stages of a legitimacy crisis. He argued that 
the region could shortly be swept by a wave 
of democratic rebellions destined to empower 
Islamist political parties, and he welcomed 
that prospect. The body of The Wave was 
written mere months before insurrections be-
gan to sweep the Middle East.

The Wave also contains an Afterword 
penned in the first flush of the Arab Spring. 
There Gerecht tilted his argument away from 
predictions (later vindicated) of Islamist elec-
toral triumph, toward an emphasis on the 
secular and apparently more liberal forces 
driving the rebellion at the time. Prescient as 
he was in anticipating the Great Arab Revolt 
and the immanent regional ascendance of Is-
lamist politics, The Wave—and particularly 
its Afterword—suffers from the misplaced 
optimism typical of early Western responses.

Toting up his successful and unsuccessful 
predictions won’t take us very far. Probing the 
assumptions at the root of his paradoxical de-
mocratization scenarios will. To Gerecht, the 
character of Middle Eastern regimes is the 
first cause, and—to a large extent—the only 
cause, of regional events. He argues that since 
oppressive autocracies have fueled the rise of 
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militant Islamism, only drawing Islamists 
into the humdrum daily practice of demo-
cratic politics—with its inevitable disappoint-
ments and compromises—can break the fever 
of fanaticism.

Like nearly everyone writing in the wake of 
Morsi’s ouster, Gerecht has little to say about 
the underpinnings of traditional Muslim so-
ciety—the patterns of marriage, kinship, and 
tribe that cut against modernization. Yet the 
rise of Islamism may be less a product of op-
pressive autocracies than of an escalating ten-
sion between the traditional organization of 
Muslim social life and onrushing Western 
modernity. This clash is likewise at the root 
of an economic crisis so profound that it now 
poisons the ability of any Egyptian regime to 
succeed.

Although conflict between tradition and 
modernity is neither unique to the Middle 
East nor impossible to overcome, more than 
elsewhere, traditional social practices in the 
Middle East are difficult to harmonize with 
free markets, neutral bureaucracies, and lib-
eral democracy. It is difficult to claim in our 
politically correct age that some cultures are 
more hostile to modernization than others, 
but the best explanation for the profound 
opposition between the Middle East’s secu-
lar modernists and its religious fundamen-
talists is a deep-lying conflict between Mid-
dle Eastern tradition and modernity. There’s 
a reason Turkey’s founder, Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, framed his modernizing reforms as 
a secular break from tradition, rather than a 
novel Muslim synthesis. Attempts to mod-
ernize the Middle East tend to force a radical 
cultural choice.

Gerecht’s scenarios for creating moderate 
and modernizing forms of Islam out of illib-
eral Islamist democracies are plausible, if far 
less probable than he implies. Even at their 
best, however, his plans run aground on the 
unwillingness of secular and non-Muslim 
Middle Easterners to tolerate the side-effects 
of lengthy experiments in Islamist-dominated 
democracy. This, in great part, is what brought 
down Morsi in Egypt.

Society, in this case, explains politics. Un-
derlying social barriers to modernization in 
the Middle East open up an immense gulf be-
tween those who choose tradition and those 
who choose to break with it. The minimum 
consensus on social fundamentals needed for 
democratic politics is missing.

Middle Eastern Jeffersons?

In the wave’s afterword, gerecht 
envisioned Egyptian autocracy crum-
bling under assault by a democratic pin-

cer movement of Islamists on the right and 

secularists (with their minority Christian al-
lies) on the left. In reality, once the autocrats 
were shoved aside, Islamists, secularists, and 
Christians had at each other, forcing a choice 
between chaos and restored autocracy.

Gerecht assumes a near-inevitable evolu-
tionary sequence in which Islamist-dominat-
ed democracies travel, over decades, toward 
moderation and liberalism. As he under-
stands, Muslim fundamentalists have tradi-
tionally resisted democracy. In many cases, 
they’ve accepted it more as a route to power 
than as an end in itself. After all, Islam’s holy 
law, sharia, cannot be put to a vote. Gerecht’s 
plan, however, actually depends upon the 
oxymoronic nature of Islamic democracy. He 
would cede Islamist parties political control 
precisely as a means of ensnaring sharia in the 
democratic process.

Presumably, Islamist-dominated legisla-
tures will incorporate the details of sharia 
into public law. Yet as fundamentalist legis-
lators divide into factions, and perhaps ally 

ther elections, or rig the constitution so as to 
effectively achieve permanent control. Morsi 
was apparently headed in that direction in 
Egypt.

Another possibility is suggested by the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s first politi-
cal platform, which proposed a religious over-
sight body that could approve or reject legisla-
tion passed by Parliament. Such a body would 
establish a genuine theocracy, while avoiding 
Gerecht’s parliamentary trap. He argues that 
the commitment of younger Brotherhood 
members to democracy will force the organi-
zation to “evolve” away from such theocratic 
schemes. That’s a risky political bet.

Critics argue that elections held in an il-
liberal cultural context doom democracy to 
failure. His rejection of this view in The Wave 
could hardly be stronger. He believes that a 
democratically induced reformation of Islam 
positively requires the injection of religion 
into state affairs, as well as an openly commu-
nal attitude toward the legislative process. He 
therefore suggests that the triumph of democ-
racy in the Middle East may depend upon the 

“failure” of Western-style individualism in the 
region, at least initially. Though he appears to 
back away from this position in his Afterword, 
which nods in the direction of Egypt’s secu-
larists, the book’s argument cannot cohere 
without the paradoxical claim that only anti-
individualist theocratic democracies can pave 
the way for liberalism in the Middle East.

 
Society and State

That claim needs more support 
than Gerecht provides for it in The 
Wave, where he relies upon some brief 

observations by the French scholar of Islam, 
Olivier Roy, who notes that in the 19th cen-
tury French Catholics slowly moved from re-
jection of the French Revolution to full par-
ticipation in democracy. Democratic culture 
doesn’t precede democratic institutions, says 
Roy, but follows and internalizes them over 
time.

Yet democratic culture did precede demo-
cratic institutions in France. Tocqueville’s 
theme in his book The Old Regime and the 
French Revolution, after all, is that the embrace 
of ideas like the rights of man by peasant, ar-
tisan, bourgeois, and aristocrat alike made 
the Revolution inevitable. There is as yet no 
Middle Eastern equivalent of the French En-
lightenment. Nor did recalcitrant Catholics 
lead the republican movement in France, as 
Gerecht expects illiberal Islamists to lead and 
guard democracy in the Middle East. On the 
contrary, French Catholics were brought into 
democracy only after years of persecution, 
including mass-killings in the wake of the 

selectively with secular parties, the holy law 
could be pulled in decidedly unorthodox di-
rections. At that point, national elections 
would effectively become public referenda on 
the reform of sharia, with results unlikely to 
be challenged by Islamist politicians in search 
of votes.

Gerecht envisions the same sort of trans-
formative religious process playing out in 
Middle Eastern parliaments as happened in 
the West during the Protestant Reformation. 
As he puts it, Thomas Jefferson would have 
been impossible without Martin Luther. By 
subjecting sharia to a process of lively demo-
cratic contestation, he argues, Middle Eastern 
society can slowly adapt to modernity, turn-
ing once-illiberal regimes liberal over time. 
Middle Eastern Luthers will slowly give way 
to Jeffersons.

There are, of course, problems with this 
scenario, most famously the prospect of “one 
man, one vote, one time.” An elected Islamist 
government might simply do away with fur-
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counterrevolutionary uprising in the Vendée. 
Who will force authentic democratic ideals on 
Egypt’s Islamists? The military?

For all their democratic reluctance, more-
over, Catholics were in fact progenitors of 
France’s liberal democratic culture. From the 
4th century through the Middle Ages, the 
Catholic Church fought to protect personal 
choice in marriage, while prohibiting marriage 
between cousins and other relatives. This poli-
cy undercut social forms based on kinship and 
collective identity, laying the basis of demo-
cratic individualism in the West. Catholi-
cism’s centuries-long war against kin-based 
social structures helped create the conditions 
for Luther’s individualist Protestantism.

In the Muslim Middle East, by contrast, 
arranged marriage between paternal cousins 
is encouraged as a way of reinforcing lineage 
solidarity, the basis of the tribal system. This 
close-in marriage system lends tremendous 
force to the practice of female seclusion and 
veiling, since in sheltering close female rela-
tives, men are effectively safeguarding their 
own future marriage partners. These kinship 
solidarities persist in cities, and in a myriad of 
ways serve to weaken the state and economy.

Neither Martin Luther nor his Catholic 
opponents were as enmeshed in traditional 
kin solidarities as the Islamists Gerecht wants 

to turn into modernizing religious reformers. 
The road to modernity and liberalism in the 
Middle East is blocked, then, by something 
far more profound than sharia alone. A com-
plex interlocking system of marriage, kin, and 
tribe—which functions to protect the integ-
rity and continuity of the in-group to a de-
gree seen in few other cultures—melds with 
Islam to create a society-within-a-society, a 
traditional world still vital beneath the veneer 
of the modern state. This is what stands be-
tween modernity and the Middle East, and it 
will sink liberal democracy before democracy 
sinks it.

Gerecht grapples with a version of this 
phenomenon, sometimes called by students 
of the Middle East “the separation of society 
and state.” After a relatively brief period of 
direct theocracy in the decades following Mu-
hammad’s death, Middle Eastern rulers lost 
legitimacy, which came to inhere in Muslim 
legal scholars instead. Gerecht quotes histo-
rians Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds on 
the phenomenon: “Rulers were [henceforth] 
obeyed as outsiders to the community, not 
as representatives of it.... The state was thus 
something which sat on top of society, not 
something which was rooted in it.” Gerecht 
aims to overcome this state/society dichot-
omy by drawing Muslim holy men and their 

legal disputes back toward the profane hurly-
burly of politics, thereby denting their sacred 
auras and handing the voting public the keys 
to reform. The problem is that the holy law is 
merely one portion of a deeply-rooted social 
system resistant to legal manipulation—even 
by means of sharia.

A Vicious Circle

Muslim families in the mod-
ern Middle East—even in cit-
ies—spend years accumulating the 

wealth required to finance the wedding cer-
emonies and gift exchanges at the heart of the 
kinship system. Those funds are kept out of 
banks to escape taxation. The money is man-
aged instead by kin networks on Islamic prin-
ciples, weakening state and economy alike. As 
kinship obligations draw money away from 
the modern economy, they feed the endemic 
corruption that undermines the bureaucracy. 
And as the state fails to deliver the material 
and political benefits of modernization, citi-
zens are driven yet more deeply into their kin-
ship networks as a defense against chaos. A 
strong society and a weak state are locked in a 
vicious circle.

Black markets in state-subsidized food 
supplies often run through kinship networks. 
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“We have staked the future of all 
of our political institutions upon 
the capacity of mankind for self-

government.”–James Madison
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Savings made possible by food subsidies are 
channeled into those off-the-books marriage 
trousseaus. The International Monetary 
Fund has prodded Egypt for decades to pare 
back food subsidies and reduce its massive 
state bureaucracy to kick-start a modern 
economy. Yet marriage and the family alli-
ances it creates depend upon savings made 
possible by state-subsidized food supplies and 
make-work government jobs. Cut back those 
subsidies or pare back the patronage and ri-
ots will likely follow, as they have in the past. 
This is why neither Mubarak, nor the Broth-
erhood, nor Egypt’s secular parties have dared 
attack the structural barriers to economic 
modernization. The underlying problem is 
the traditional social system and the state/so-
ciety dichotomy it supports. Even should they 
emerge, democratic sharia reformers such as 
The Wave envisions would be hard pressed to 
break this cycle.

Gerecht offers a political explanation for 
the spread of veiling. He sees it as an infor-
mal protest against dictatorship. If oppressive 
autocracies have a secular and modern tilt, 

Americanism and undercuts the political re-
sentment at the root of Islamism’s rise. Hand 
the Islamists political power and force them 
to subject their antiquated theocratic propos-
als to the votes of millions of modernizing 
Middle Eastern women, and they will slowly 
be undone, he believes.

Yet Islamism is more than a symbolic pro-
test against autocracy. It is a way of negotiating 
the competing claims of contradictory social 
systems, and many Middle Eastern women 
have embraced it voluntarily, along with the 
veil. Modifying sharia legislatively—even if it 
could be done—would not solve this problem.

Reverse Evolution

In general, gerecht makes too much 
of protest against autocracy by allegedly 
nascent democrats. Remember, regimes 

with weak legitimacy have been the regional 
norm for centuries. What’s really driving 
dissatisfaction with Middle Eastern regimes 
is a pervasive sense of social failure—of bu-
reaucratic incapacity and economic collapse. 
Periodic Islamist political uprisings are a tra-
ditional response to social crisis in the region. 
Today’s rebellions are fueled, not by autocracy 
per se, but by failed autocracy. And the un-
resolved contradiction between traditional 
social forms and modernity in the Middle 
East is making it increasingly difficult for any 
regime to succeed, be it autocratic, Islamist, 
socialist, Nasserist, or liberal.

Gerecht would reply to these challenges 
with a single word: Iran. He views Iran’s Is-
lamist revolution as a model of democratic 
development for the Middle East. He under-
stands, of course, that we may shortly face in 
the Persian Gulf what he calls, “a virulently 
anti-Semitic increasingly paranoid Islamist 
nuclear state.” Yet as a former CIA analyst 
who knows Iran well having traveled through 
it secretly in the 1990s, he is convinced that 
the fires of Ayatollah Khomeini’s revolution 
burned out over a decade ago.

Although the mullahs retain their grip on 
the state through the Revolutionary Guard’s 
iron fist, Gerecht is persuaded that the Irani-
an public yearns for democracy and has aban-
doned its rage against America: Islamist con-
trol has done more to Westernize Iran than 
all the efforts of the modernizing shahs. From 
his point of view, backing autocracies in the 
Middle East simply delays the near-certain 
progression from disillusionment with Islamic 
fundamentalism to democratic enlightenment.

In 2004, Gerecht wrote: “Iran’s jihadist 
culture is finished.” Nearly a decade later, Iran 
stands on the nuclear threshold and continues 
to export terror across the region. He under-

says Gerecht, veiling and Islamism become 
the logical forms of symbolic resistance. Yet 
there’s more to the rise of veiling than this.

The contemporary renaissance of Islamic 
fundamentalism began in Egypt in the mid-
1970s, as both male and female university 
students spontaneously adopted a code of tra-
ditional Islamic decorum in mixed company. 
As modernization efforts spurred enormous 
increases in the number of Egyptians—male 
and female—receiving an education, tradi-
tional marriage practices came under threat. 
Arranged marriage and collective family 
honor blend poorly with coeducation. With 
a loss of female honor liable to scupper the 
marriage prospects and social prestige of a 
woman and her entire kin network, veiling be-
came a way of enjoying the benefits of moder-
nity—education and jobs for women—while 
safeguarding the traditional social system. In 
a modernizing world, Islamism is a way of 
strengthening resistance to temptations of 
the flesh—and the disastrous consequences 
that follow for kin.

As Gerecht sees it, withdrawing our sup-
port for Middle Eastern autocrats eases anti-

Today’s rebellions are 
fueled, not by autocracy 

per se, but by failed 
autocracy.
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stood back in 2004 that the regime would con-
tinue to use terror as an instrument of state-
craft, regardless of flagging public enthusiasm 
for the tactic. Yet if it takes this long for public 
disenchantment with jihad to catch up with 
national policy, what do we gain by handing 
state power to Islamists? Iran’s revolution is 
34 years old. If America cedes the region to 
Islamists, will it take four more decades to see 
results? In the meantime, how many Islamist 
fingers will rest on nuclear triggers?

Besides, what actually broke the spirit of 
Iran’s revolution? In part, Gerecht acknowl-
edges, it was the killing fields of the Iran-Iraq 
war. Would a region given over to Islamism 
then need to exhaust itself in a series of fruit-
less, aggressive wars before abandoning the 
lure of jihad? And would America, rather than 
neighboring regimes, be the target this time? 
He freely acknowledges that, “the march of 
democracy in the Middle East is likely to be 
very anti-American” (emphasis in the origi-
nal). Yet devolution into renewed anti-West-
ern hatred seems a perfectly plausible future 
for a more democratic, yet still illiberal, Iran.

Gerecht concedes in The Wave that Iran’s 
regime “may well be successful for years to 
come” in stifling the opposition that came to 
the fore in 2009’s Green Revolution. He at-
tributes the regime’s continuing control to 
the entrenched position of the Revolution-
ary Guard, downplaying sources of genuine 
popular support for the mullahs. Yet his 2011 
expectation that further destabilizing chal-
lenges to Iran’s regime would be forthcoming 
has not been borne out. Perhaps the regime 
enjoys greater popular support than he was 
willing to grant.

Turkey is now experiencing “reverse evo-
lution” as the elected Islamist prime minis-
ter, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has turned au-
thoritarian of late. Erdogan’s newly-imposed 
restrictions on the use of alcohol, along with 
other Islamist policies, set off demonstrations 
by outraged secularists in Istanbul, which 
were harshly put down by the regime. In The 
Wave, Gerecht acknowledged yet downplayed 
fears by Turkey’s secularists that Erdogan 
was moving in this direction. His emphasis 
instead was on the peaceful coexistence of tra-
dition and modernity in Turkey, where “big 
religious neighborhoods with well-attended 
mosques abut teaming neighborhoods where 
far more people on Fridays drink at bars than 
pray.”

I was impressed during a 1984 visit to 
Delhi, India, by the comity between Sikhs 
and Hindus. Sikhs regularly worshiped at 
Hindu temples in the area. About a month af-
ter I left, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was 
assassinated by her Sikh bodyguards. Vio-

lent Hindu mobs soon ran riot through Sikh 
neighborhoods in the city. Appearances can 
be deceiving.

No End to bin Ladenism

The late political scientist samuel 
Huntington called Turkey a “torn coun-
try,” pulled in opposite and irreconcil-

able civilizational directions by westernizing 
secularists, on the one hand, and Islamists 
on the other. Gerecht envisions a near-certain 
evolutionary drift toward liberal democracy in 
the Middle East. Yet it seems possible instead 
that the Middle East could become a “torn 
region,” with secularists and Islamists at log-
gerheads everywhere. The social fundamen-
tals are certainly consistent with that scenario. 
We’re seeing potentially irreconcilable splits 
now in Egypt and Turkey, and a long-term 
split between secularists and Islamists is a pos-
sible outcome for a post-Green Revolution in 
Iran as well. And as in Egypt now, torn coun-
tries can either devolve into anarchy, or stanch 
the bleeding through a return to autocracy.

There is more than a tinge of utopianism in 
his assumption that political evolution is a one-
way, albeit bumpy, progression toward Jefferso-
nianism. Democracy promotion in the Middle 
East is designed to permanently end terrorism 
by drying up the font of jihadist recruits at its 
cultural source. Yet Gerecht’s apparent prag-
matism has morphed into a breathtakingly am-
bitious and risky project in social engineering.

“Is there an end to bin Ladenism?” asks Ge-
recht in The Islamic Paradox. An end to bin 
Ladenism may require an end to History, a 
difficult engineering project indeed. Social 
peace is the default setting of modern liberal 
democracy, where crime and war are con-
sidered anomalous. In the stateless setting 
of Middle Eastern tribes, on the other hand, 
feud is the only sanction for crime, and peace 
is the anomaly. Globalization has pressed the 
United States up against this world. 

The development of democratic and liberal 
forms of Islam in the Middle East cannot be 
excluded, especially over the long term. Reuel 
Marc Gerecht rightly foresaw the collapse of 
regime legitimacy in the Middle East, but the 
future is up for grabs. If anything, the signs 
are negative. His faith in one-way democrat-
ic evolution has made him an advocate for a 
policy that, as he himself puts it, in the short 
run “will undoubtedly aid those who hate us 
and...may well hurt true friends.” In that part 
of the world, alas, the short run usually turns 
into the long run.

Stanley Kurtz is a senior fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center.
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Book Review by Robert R. Reilly

Arab Winter
Spring Fever: The Illusion of Islamic Democracy, by Andrew C. McCarthy.

Encounter Books, 184 pages, $17.99

Sharia versus Freedom: The Legacy of Islamic Totalitarianism, by Andrew G. Bostom.
Prometheus Books, 735 pages, $32

One of my favorite novels is a 
comedy by P.G. Wodehouse, titled 
Spring Fever. A new book of that 

same name, by Andrew C. McCarthy, will 
provide little amusement. It is not meant to. 
McCarthy’s Spring Fever is a polemical work, 
peppered with colloquialisms and given to 
sarcasm. This is not a criticism, but a descrip-
tion. The book’s subtitle is The Illusion of Is-
lamic Democracy, and its purpose is, as Mc-
Carthy says, “not to relate a definitive history 
of the ‘Arab Spring’…[but] to offer an alterna-
tive way of thinking about the phenomenon 
that is unfolding before our eyes.” That phe-
nomenon, he proffers, is not democratization, 
but rather Islamization with the desire for 
sharia rule at its heart.

This is not, per se, a book about terrorism, 
a subject in which McCarthy is expert. As 
an assistant U.S. attorney, he led the pros-
ecution against the main perpetrator of the 
1993 World Trade Center bombing, Omar 
Abdel-Rahman. Who could have imagined at 
the time that, in 2012, the new (and now for-
mer) President of Egypt, Mohammed Morsi, 
would be openly calling for Abdel-Rahman’s 
repatriation? McCarthy was also involved 
in the prosecution of other major terror-

ists. Through his experiences, he developed a 
deep understanding of the Islamist ideology 
behind these acts of terror. His writings on 
the subject are profound. He is the author of 
Willful Blindness: A Memoir of the Jihad (2008) 
and The Grand Jihad: How Islam and the Left 
Sabotage America (2010). He has now broad-
ened his gaze to the larger problem of the 
prospects for reform in the Middle East and 
taken a hard look at the Arab Spring.

He concentrates on two subjects: the pre-
Arab Spring transition in Turkey—featuring 
the triumph of the AKP (the Justice and De-
velopment Party) and the election of Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan—and the 
erstwhile success of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt. He makes a convincing case that, 
had we understood the true nature of the 
transformation of Turkey, we would have seen 
what was coming in Egypt. We did neither.

Though this short book was completed in 
the summer of 2012, more recent events, in-
cluding the approval of Egypt’s new, though 
now suspended, constitution, mostly confirm 
its thesis. What McCarthy could not have 
foreseen was the massive uprising against 
Morsi in the summer of 2013, a year later. 
McCarthy begins with a seminal quote from 

Erdogan in 1998: “democracy is just the train 
we board to reach our destination.” In the 
same year, Erdogan was pushed off the train 
by Turkey’s military and imprisoned for four 
months for religious incitement in what was 
still supposed to be a secular republic. He 
learned his lesson. 

When he returned to power in 
2003, this time as prime minis-
ter, Erdogan exercised it with ex-

traordinary prudence and patience so as not 
to alarm the military again before he was in 
a position to neuter it. He has been wildly 
successful over the course of three successive 
elections, increasing the AKP’s plurality each 
time—the last nearing 50%. His program of 
creeping Islamization has quickened accord-
ingly, as he has marched his way through the 
institutions, including the judiciary, the press, 
the business world, education, and, most im-
portantly, the military.

McCarthy points out the tremendous iro-
ny that Erdogan did this with the full compli-
ance, even encouragement, of Western pow-
ers. The cover was Turkey’s supposed candi-
dacy for membership in the European Union. 
In order to qualify, Turkey needed to place its 
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military in complete subordination to civil-
ian powers. According to Turkey’s constitu-
tion, the military is the ultimate guarantor of 
its secular order. When that order has been 
threatened, the military has removed civilian 
leaders in 1960, 1971, 1980, and, in a more 
subtle way, in 1998. Erdogan used the West 
to defang the Turkish military, thereby re-
moving the single most powerful protector 
of secular democracy in the Muslim world. 
Weilding trumped-up conspiracy charges, 
he successfully decapitated the military and 
imprisoned several hundred top officers. The 
West stood by, even applauded, without real-
izing that Erdogan’s Islamization program 
meant the ultimate de-democratization of 
Turkey. It was the perfect strategy: in the 
name of democracy, Islamize. This, of course, 
has resulted in changes in Turkish foreign 
policy, principally in terms of open antago-
nism toward Israel, its former ally. How far 
Erdogan was willing to go in this direction 
was demonstrated by his support for the 
highly imprudent attempt by the Mavi Mar-
mara to break the Gaza naval blockade.

Yet, according to its constitution, Turkey 
remains an officially secular state. Though 
Erdogan has increased the role of religion in 
public life, Turkey is not a sharia state and 
has some distance to travel before it becomes 

one. For Erdogan to succeed in his Islamiza-
tion project, he ultimately needs a new con-
stitution, the prospects for which seem to be 
fading. It may also depend on his ability to 
pull a Vladimir Putin, meaning a switch from 
being prime minster to president in the 2014 
election. Considering the massive street dem-
onstrations against Erdogan beginning in the 
spring of 2013, it is increasingly doubtful that 
he can engineer this. 

Since mccarthy’s opinion of events 
in Turkey is not widely shared in the 
foreign policy establishment, it is no 

surprise that Turkey’s path did not serve to 
warn our diplomats as to what was soon to 
take place in Egypt. After Mubarak’s ouster 
by the Egyptian military in 2011, the de-
mocracy train pulled out of the station with 
the Muslim Brotherhood at the controls. 
The Obama Administration was not wor-
ried. At a House Intelligence Committee 
hearing on February 10, 2011, Director of 
National Intelligence James Clapper infa-
mously described the Muslim Brotherhood 
as a “largely secular” organization with “no 
overarching agenda.” As novelist Saul Bellow 
once remarked, “A great deal of intelligence 
can be invested in ignorance when the need 
for illusion is deep.” The depth of ignorance 

in this statement was shocking. The Muslim 
Brotherhood was founded in 1928 in reac-
tion to Kemal Ataturk’s abolition of the ca-
liphate in 1924. Its “overarching agenda” is 
to restore the caliphate and impose the rule 
of sharia. This has never been a secret. The 
current Deputy Guide of the Brotherhood, 
Khairat al-Shater, said, “The mission is clear: 
restoring Islam and its all-encompassing con-
ception; subjugating people to God; institut-
ing the religion of God: the Islamization of 
life, empowering of God’s religion; establish-
ing the Nahda of the Ummah on the basis of 
Islam.”

The Brotherhood vehicle for accomplishing 
this agenda, according to founder Hassan al-
Banna, is a one-party system akin to that of 
the Soviet Union under Stalin. Al-Banna en-
visaged a bottom-up strategy in which people 
would be Islamized at the local level first. For 
this purpose, he created his party. After win-
ning the masses, the Muslim Brotherhood 
would take total control.

Like Erdogan and the AKP, though in a 
highly telescoped time frame, the Muslim 
Brotherhood tried to march through the in-
stitutions of Egypt. If Turkey is undergoing 
a creeping Islamization, Egypt stampeded 
toward it. In March 2011, the Brotherhood 
overwhelmingly won the national referendum 
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requiring early parliamentary elections. It 
then won the parliamentary elections. Then 
its candidate, Mohammed Morsi, won the 
presidency. The newly drafted (now suspend-
ed) constitution was ratified in December 
2012 by some 64% of those who voted. Be-
fore the new parliamentary elections, Morsi 
stacked the upper house of parliament, called 
the Shura Council (now dissolved), with his 
own members, who had the power to legislate 
until the new lower house is elected. Morsi 
decapitated and appeared to make peace with 
the powerful Egyptian military. The new 
constitution gave him the power to purge the 
Supreme Constitutional Court by reducing 
its size from 18 to 11 members. He replaced 
the heads of state media. Despite, at times, 
substantial opposition, the Brotherhood and 
Morsi seemed to have made a clean sweep in 
consolidating their power.

Why was this so dangerous? In an August 
2010 interview, Morsi said that “freedom” 
means being “governed by Islamic principles 
to be implemented in the constitution.” That 
means sharia. Unlike Erdogan (until recently), 
Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood did not 
exercise prudence and patience in achieving 
the ultimate goal. (In contrast, witness the 
caution exercised by the Muslim Brotherhood 
affiliate in Tunisia, the Nahda Party.) Dis-

playing this kind of flexibility, Sheikh Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi, the de facto spiritual guide of 
the Brotherhood, suggested that Islamic law 
should be implemented gradually in Egypt: “I 
think that in the first five years, there should 
be no chopping off of hands.” 

As in turkey under erdogan, egypt 
under Morsi took a new foreign-policy 
approach. In a September 2010 inter-

view, made available by the Middle East Me-
dia Research Institute, Morsi gave a preview 
of what Egypt’s approach to Israel might be 
(though here, despite his cozying up to Hamas 
and Iran, Morsi did exercise some prudence 
upon assuming office):

Either [you accept] the Zionists and 
everything they want, or else it is war. 
This is what these occupiers of the land 
of Palestine know—these blood-suck-
ers, who attack the Palestinians, these 
warmongers, the descendants of apes 
and pigs…. We must confront this Zi-
onist entity…. We want a country for 
the Palestinians on the entire land of 
Palestine, on the basis of [Palestinian] 
citizenship. All the talk about a two-
state solution and about peace is noth-
ing but an illusion.

In another 2010 appearance at a rally in 
his hometown in the Nile Delta, Morsi said: 

“We must never forget, brothers, to nurse our 
children and our grandchildren on hatred for 
them: for Zionists, for Jews.” Morsi added 
that Egyptian children “must feed on hatred; 
hatred must continue…. The hatred must go 
on for God and as a form of worshiping him.” 

All of this, McCarthy argues, was foresee-
able, and he speculates about why the West 
chose not to admit to itself the nature of the 
changes taking place in the Middle East. Ig-
norance is one excuse and self-deception an-
other. Azzam Tamimi, the biographer of Ra-
chid al-Ghannouchi, the head of the Islamist 
Nahda party in Tunisia, said something else 
we should pay attention to. The real struggle 
of the future, according to him, is “going to 
be about who is Islamist and who is more Is-
lamist, rather than about the secularists and 
the Islamists.” Until recently, this was cer-
tainly proving to be true in Egypt, where the 
salafists and the Brotherhood were struggling 
over who is more authentically Islamic, not 
over who is more democratic. The overthrow 
of Morsi in Egypt does not necessarily refute 
this prediction, as the Islamists remain the 
largest organized political force with a near 
monopoly on religious legitimacy. In any case, 
the terrible irony, as McCarthy points out, is 
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that this is a future that we haplessly helped 
to shape.

One deficiency of the book is a paucity of 
footnotes. McCarthy fails to give sources for 
many of the numerous quotations and refer-
ences. I would add two other points. McCar-
thy’s attack on Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani in Iraq 
fails to take note of the fact that al-Sistani, in 
opposition to the velayat-e faqih doctrine reg-
nant in theocratic Iran, represents the quietist 
tradition of Shia Islam, known as irshad wa 
tawjeeh. His success in restoring traditional 
Shiite doctrine would relocate the theologi-
cal center of gravity from Qum in Iran to 
Najaf in Iraq, thus posing a mortal threat to 
the ideological justification of the Iranian re-
gime. If we had known what we were doing in 
Iraq, this is what we should have been aim-
ing for from the beginning. This is why Iran 
is attempting to insert Ayatollah Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahroudi as al-Sistani’s successor. 
As distasteful as Sistani’s rulings on homo-
sexuals and infidels, cited by McCarthy, may 
be, his success in the larger endeavor would 
represent a huge net gain. I’m surprised that 
McCarthy does not see this.

Finally, McCarthy states that “unlike Tur-
key, Egypt has never had a secularization proj-
ect.” Actually, it did. It was called the British 
Empire. Under the British, Egypt enjoyed a 
constitutional monarchy, with a real parlia-
ment, limited government, an independent ju-
diciary, and relatively free press. There never 
was an attempt to expunge Islam from the 
public sphere as there was in Turkey under 
Ataturk, but the real question becomes: why 
didn’t democracy lead to more democracy in 
Egypt, or anywhere else in the Arab Middle 
East? This point only reinforces McCarthy’s 
general thesis.

If a lack of footnotes is the only 
major defect in McCarthy’s book, the 
profusion of footnotes in Andrew Bo-

stom’s Sharia Versus Freedom is one of its 
main assets. There are close to 200 pages of 
them. Bostom, a medical doctor, is a prodi-
gious researcher. His first two books, The 
Legacy of Jihad: Islamic Holy War and the Fate 
of Non-Muslims (2005) and The Legacy of Is-
lamic Antisemitism (2008), are compendia of 
historical documents laying out in exquisite 
detail the jurisprudence of jihad and of Is-
lamic anti-Semitism, along with contempo-
rary scholarly overviews. These magisterial 
tomes make it very hard for anyone to deny 
the central role of jihad as a form of violent 
conquest in Islam or of anti-Semitism as 
an essential component of the Islamic faith. 
Anyone wishing to promote the view of Is-
lam as an essentially irenic, pluralistically 

disposed faith will have a very difficult time 
not stumbling over these two substantial 
boulders in his path. One may try to say that 
these materials, which will no doubt shock 
those who have not seen them before, have 
been superseded, have become obsolete, or 
have been historicized, but one cannot deny 
that they are there. In fact, Bostom demon-
strates that these tenets obtain in contempo-
rary Islam, too, by providing ample evidence 
of their frequent reiteration. These are the 
singular services that Bostom has provided 
in his voluminous research. 

His new book—with an introduction from 
Andrew McCarthy—is not a compilation of 
documents but a collection of his own essays, 
many of which I read (and saved) when they 
were first published. Like everything he writes, 
they are larded with great source material, all 
of it well documented. By itself, this makes 
the book a gold mine for anyone interested in 
the subject matter. As one would expect from 
a collection, these essays are for the most part 

and humane. I believe that he is, in the main, 
correct in this, though sharia can be more 
flexible than he implies. The concept of masla-
ha, or public welfare, allows for some wiggle 
room. Also, as a French acquaintance who 
spent years in North Africa once told me, “you 
get the fatwa you pay for.” Nonetheless, sharia 
is always Islam’s default position, as is evident 
from the developments of the so-called Arab 
Spring today. Many, perhaps most Muslims 
(according to the University of Maryland/
World Public Opinion interview surveys that 
Bostom cites half a dozen times) have a deep 
yearning for sharia; the reason, in my opinion, 
is that sharia is the exclusive source of moral 
certitude in their lives. It becomes particularly 
important during periods of turmoil. Wit-
ness the phenomenon in Afghanistan today 
of people, even government officials, in parts 
of the country under the control of the Karzai 
government, crossing over into Taliban terri-
tory to have their cases heard by sharia courts. 
When the Islamist rebels in Mali arrived in 
the town of Diabaly last January, one of the 
first things they did was announce to the vil-
lagers that someone would be there soon to 
teach them Islamic law. 

As mccarthy mentions in his in-
troduction and as Bostom amply and 
repeatedly demonstrates throughout 

the book, sharia is inimical to freedom of con-
science, freedom of religion, equality before 
the law, and just about all the other elements 
that undergird democratic constitutional rule. 
It codifies the inequality of men and women, 
Muslims and non-Muslims, free and slave. 
Therefore, when we heard Mohammed Morsi, 
during a campaign appearance, chanting, “The 
sharia, then the sharia, and finally, the sharia,” 
we should have been worried. 

The essential problem is that Islam has 
reduced itself to sharia. It did this by extir-
pating philosophy and delegitimizing moral 
reasoning apart from the sources of revelation. 
By becoming a form of divine legal positivism, 
Sunni Islam placed itself in a theological pris-
on. Bostom knows the jail cell very well, not 
only from its present-day contours, but from 
its architectural plans. I know many Muslims 
who want to get out. I even know some who 
have escaped. So does he. In fact, the last part 
of the book is dedicated to amplifying the 
message of warning from Muslim “apostates” 
like Ibn Warraq, Wafa Sultan, and Hirsi Ali. 
(I think it is fair to say from Bostom’s work 
that he considers the only good Muslim to be 
an apostate Muslim.) He ends with a beau-
tiful, lengthy meditation upon Whittaker 
Chambers, a former American Communist 
who tried to warn the West about the Soviet 

stand-alone, self-contained works. The book, 
therefore, does not continually develop its 
themes so much as repeat them, albeit in dif-
ferent contexts, each repetition adding to the 
overall meaning and impact of the author’s 
thesis.

Bostom is definitely of the opin-
ion that what we are experiencing re-
garding Islam today is a resurgence of 

something from the past. He might, like Ger-
trude Stein, simply say that Islam is Islam is 
Islam, and leave it at that. In fact, that thesis 
deserves serious attention. If he is right, we 
had better get a very firm grip on the past if 
we wish to know what is going to happen, es-
pecially to us.

He tends to see Islam as a system in con-
crete because of its codification in the sharia 
(Islamic jurisprudence, which regulates every 
aspect of life). Since sharia is considered at 
least semi-divine, there is little prospect of its 
transformation into something more liberal 

When we heard
Mohammed Morsi

chanting “The sharia,
then the sharia, and
finally, the sharia,”

we should have
been worried.
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Union; Bostum deftly sketches the similari-
ties between Communist totalitarianism and 
Islam.

He also spends a good deal of time on the 
subjects of Islamic anti-Semitism and jihad in 
both its historical and contemporary mani-
festations. He writes with particular relish on 
the relationship between the Nazis and Islam, 
and he eviscerates the notion of a Golden Age 
in Andalucía, Spain. Bostom often proceeds 
by reporting a contrary position and then as-
saulting it by piling on quotations showing 
that it is false or that it grossly mischaracter-
izes Islam. In general, this is effective, as his 
sources are so good. So too, generally speak-
ing, are his explications of them. He brooks 
no opposition if anyone strays from his thesis 
or, in fact, does not reiterate it, and he is apt to 
deliver highly polemical drubbings. I know be-
cause I have been on the receiving end of them. 

I leave aside a few marginal instances 
where his fervor and stridency gets the 
better of him in order to concentrate on 

a fundamental and very important disagree-
ment between us. In part three of the book, 
subtitled “Islam, Sharia, and the Treason 
of the Intellectuals,” is a chapter dedicated 
to “Mutazilite Fantasies: Dross in Islam’s 
‘Golden Age of Reason.’” Bostom claims here 
that, “The myth of a golden age of Islamic ra-
tionalism plays a critical role in maintaining 
the somnolence of America’s establishment in 
grasping the implacability of political jihad.” 
Having worked in foreign policy and national 
security for some years, I do not think I could 
find one in a hundred people who had ever 
heard of the 9th-century Mutazilites, much 
less been lulled into a false sense of security by 
their knowledge of them. Nonetheless, how-
ever improbably, Bostom argues that I have 
contributed to perpetuating this dangerous 
myth in my book, The Closing of the Muslim 
Mind (2010). 

In Bostom’s otherwise fine chapter on 
Benedict XVI’s Regensburg lecture, he never 
once mentions the pope’s central thesis that 
the problems of Islam derived from its “de-
hellenization,” its loss of reason and philoso-
phy. That is the subject of my study, which 
required, of course, dealing with the brief pe-
riod of hellenization preceding it. That would 
be the early 9th century, during which the 
Mutazilite theology was formulated. Bostom 
sets up a straw man by suggesting that I and 
others of my ilk consider the Mutazilites “lib-
eral freethinkers.” I did not and would not use 
this characterization (and know of no one else 
who has) for the simple reason that it is inap-
plicable to them or to any school of thought in 
the 9th century or, for that matter, for many 

centuries afterwards. We are not dealing here 
with the Enlightenment, but with the absorp-
tion of Aristotelian influences into Muslim 
theology. After accusing me of this anachro-
nism, Bostom uses it to criticize the Muta-
zilites for not being liberal freethinkers, as if 
this proves his case against them. 

The reason this issue is worth going into at 
some length is that one will gain a far deeper 
understanding of Islam if one knows of the 
struggles which took place within it. This 
kind of appreciation can provide the basis for a 
more realistic appraisal of the prospects Mus-
lims have today of escaping from the dysfunc-
tional culture in which they have entrapped 
themselves. Grasping the contours of the jail 
cell (Bostom’s specialty) is valuable, but so is 
knowing why it was built and why Muslims 
incarcerated themselves in it. 

In other words, it is worth knowing 
about Islam’s hellenization and subse-
quent de-hellenization, particularly if you 

wish to discern if it could be re-hellenized—
the only way out of the prison. As my book 
shows, that is a dim prospect, indeed. I think 
it less likely that someone who knows these 
things would be lulled into a false sense of se-
curity than if one did not know them. Bostom 
apparently believes that none of this has any 
relevance because, as he points out, as if this 
were a revelation, the caliphs who sponsored 
this rational school of theology nonetheless 
conducted jihad. (Of course, they did; they 
had a jurisprudential obligation to do so.) 
He even suggests—and this is the critical 
point—that, had the Mutazilites remained in 
the ascendant, it would not have made things 
significantly different, or perhaps would have 
even made them worse. 

To accept Bostom’s thesis, we would have 
to ignore the importance of the differences 
between the Mutazilites and their opponents, 
the Asharites. Consider the following issues 
on which they were diametrically opposed—
the first being the Asharite position, the sec-
ond the Mutazilite:

• Man has no free will/man has free 
will; 

• Reason cannot know moral princi-
ples/reason can know moral principles;

• There is no truth outside of Islam/
truth is a universal standard to which 
all reasonable people can agree, regard-
less of their religion and the source of 
such truth;

• There is no such thing as nature 
or the laws of nature (as understood in 
classical philosophy and by Aristotle)/
there is natural law;

• The Koran has existed co-eternally 
with God in heaven/the Koran was cre-
ated in time; 

• God is pure will and power/God is 
justice and rationality.

The difference between the two schools of 
thought regarding the status of reason can be 
digested in two statements. From the Muta-
zilite school (Abd al-Jabbar): “it is obligatory 
for you to carry out what accords with rea-
son.” From the Asharite school (al-Juwayni 
and al-Ghazali): “there is nothing obligatory 
by reason…. No obligations flow from rea-
son but from the sharia.” The Mutazilites 
legitimized rational inquiry into the nature 
of God and the Koran. Their opponents for-
bade it. 

To say that the outcome of this 
struggle would not have made a dif-
ference, or that the difference the 

Asharite victory made was preferable to what 
might otherwise have happened, means ei-
ther that one does not understand that ideas 
have consequences, or that one does not grasp 
the ideas themselves. How can Bostom write 
a book against sharia and, at the same time, 
come close to preferring the theological school 
that reduced Islam to nothing but sharia? In 
other words, to accept Bostom’s condemna-
tion of the Mutazilites, we would have to as-
sume that the future without them would be, 
or is, preferable. But we do not have to imag-
ine what that future would be like. It is with 
us today. Welcome to Saudi Arabia, Bostom’s 
ostensible nemesis, and to the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s “Arab spring.”

I cannot resist at least one quotation from 
an authoritative source to illustrate the error 
of Bostom’s view. In one of his last interviews, 
the late King Hussein of Jordan was asked: 

“Would you agree that the Muslim decline 
can be dated from the 9th century when Is-
lam missed the chance to become the religion 
of reason and moderation by crushing the 
Mu’tazilite movement?” King Hussein re-
sponded: “That is essentially correct, and we 
must do what we can to change that now.”

Despite these reservations—which are 
minor, considering the scope of the work—
I heartily recommend Bostom’s otherwise 
worthwhile book. There is much to be learned 
from it, and it pairs nicely with McCarthy’s 
Spring Fever.

Robert R. Reilly is a senior fellow at the Ameri-
can Foreign Policy Council and author of The 
Closing of the Muslim Mind: How Intellec-
tual Suicide Created the Modern Islamist 
Crisis (ISI Books) .
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To Rule the World
In the Shadow of the Sword: The Birth of Islam and the Rise of the Global Arab Empire, by Tom Holland.
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The subtitle of tom holland’s book 
In the Shadow of the Sword indicates its 
primary subject. But it is neither his only 

subject nor, more surprisingly, even the one to 
which he devotes the greatest number of pages. 
Rather, after introducing the subject of the 
birth of Islam and the rise of the global Arab 
empire, he spends the majority of his book 
weaving narrative and interpretative histories 
of antiquity—both classical and Near Eastern. 

In his treatment of antiquity, Holland, 
an award-winning British historian, focuses 
mainly on Rome and Persia, and on the role 
of religious movements within each. Regard-
ing Rome he considers the emergence of 
Christianity out of Judaism against the back-
ground of ancient paganism, the many early 
intra-Christian controversies, and Christian-
ity’s eventual establishment as Rome’s state 
religion. Similarly, his history of successive 
Persian empires concentrates on the various 
religious movements—e.g., the religions of 
Zoroaster and Mazdak—that played a role in 
political developments. 

Holland’s ancient history culminates in 
the description of the last great conflict be-
tween Rome and Persia in the early part of 
the 7th century. Only then does he return 
to his ostensible primary subject: “the birth 
of Islam,” which occurred shortly after this 
Roman-Persian conflict, and led very quickly 
to the establishment of the first great Muslim 
empire, “the global Arab Empire” of his sub-
title. The rise of this empire and the eventual 
rule of its first great dynasty—the Umayy-
ad—necessarily alter Holland’s historical 
framework. For the first Muslim empire de-
feated, destroyed, and then incorporated the 
Persian Empire. Though it did not similarly 
destroy the late Roman or Byzantine Em-
pire—two early attempts to take Constan-
tinople failed—it did deal it a grievous blow, 
depriving it of the greater part of its territory 
in the Levant and North Africa. The Mus-
lim empire replaced Persia as Rome’s most 
potent, if not only, enemy and was for many 
centuries its superior as the most powerful 
political force in the world.

Holland’s account of pre-Muslim history is 
elegantly told, as one would expect from this 
distinguished classical historian. It will offer 
much pleasure and profit to the reader. But 
what is it about Islam, its birth, and expan-
sion that accounts for Holland’s unusual ap-
proach to the subject? He has several answers, 
of which two predominate. 

First, he is interested in the emer-
gence of universal empire as an object 
of political endeavor, including the im-

plicit notion that this would entail the proper 
ordering of humanity as a whole. Universal 
empire was—perhaps from the very begin-
ning—the manner in which Islam defined its 
objectives. This is one reason Holland has left 
the confines of ancient history. 

But Islam was preceded in this ambition 
by earlier empires—especially Rome and 
Persia—and may be reasonably seen in their 
context. Indeed, he understands the first Per-
sian Empire, founded by Cyrus the Great in 
the 6th century B.C., to be the first concrete 
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example of the ambition for universal empire 
and a comprehensive ordering of mankind. 
In this Cyrus went beyond his Near Eastern 
imperial predecessors. Although his own ac-
tivities were limited to Asia, his ambitions 
were carried forward by his successors who 
sought to invade and conquer first Egypt—
that is, Africa—and thereafter Greece and 
Europe. This “eastern” initiative prompted 
not only “western” self-defense—most fa-
mously at Salamis, Marathon, and Ther-
mopylae; it also inspired Western imperial 
efforts beginning with Alexander the Great 
and culminating in the Roman Empire. By 
the era of what has come to be called, thanks 
to the work of Princeton historian Peter 
Brown, late antiquity—the 5th, 6th, and 7th 
centuries—we can see that neither Rome nor 
Persia, neither West nor East, had managed 
to prevail. Their ongoing and now millennial 
struggle took place along a relatively fixed 
border running from Egypt through Syria 
and the Levant. 

This struggle was accompanied in due 
course by intellectual and especially religious 
developments that expressed and justified 
universal ambitions. The rise of Islam and its 
spectacular early military success continued, 
subsumed, and redefined that struggle. By 

Holland’s lights, in so doing, it ended antiqui-
ty and created a new world order that in some 
essentials continues to the present day. Hol-
land’s history of antiquity is meant to clarify 
the dynamic of Islam’s momentous struggle 
and its results. At the same time, and insofar 
as the emergence of Islam represents the cul-
mination of the struggles of antiquity, it clari-
fies their dynamics as well.

But then we need clarity about 
the origins of Islam. Holland’s sec-
ond reason for recourse to antiquity 

derives from the difficulty of achieving such 
clarity. According to a venerable view this 
difficulty should not and did not exist with 
Islam as it did with other earlier religions. 
Islam’s rise in the 7th century—an era in 
which it was supposed that myth no longer 
prevailed as the source of historical evidence 
and knowledge—meant that the facts about 
its origins were more readily accessible than 
those of earlier religions and polities. This 
accorded more or less with Muslim self-un-
derstanding, which put forward the Koran as 
a contemporaneous record of God’s revela-
tions to Muhammad, comprising teachings 
and instructions for the ordering of the Mus-
lim polity he established—the polity which 
rapidly became a vast empire after his death. 
This was supplemented by a classical biogra-
phy of Muhammad as well as the voluminous 
literature known as Hadith, which collected 
extra-Koranic sayings and doings of Muham-
mad as ostensibly reported by his compan-
ions, eyewitnesses to these events, who are 
known in Muslim tradition as as-Salaf as-
Salih, the virtuous ancestors. In due course, 
Muslim historians arose who mined all this 
material to provide an account that met his-
torical standards.

In recent years some non-Muslim scholars 
of Islam have called this understanding into 
question. The most immediate problem con-
cerns the antiquity and thus reliability of the 
primary Islamic texts beginning with the Ko-
ran. The actual written texts presently avail-
able can not be dated earlier than the second 
century of Islam or still later. Indeed, the only 
strictly contemporaneous written accounts 
come from the rivals Islam defeated, especial-
ly Christian sources, and even these provide 
only limited information.

Hence several contemporary scholars have 
declined to see the Islamic texts as reliable 
evidence of Islam’s origins. They have been 
inclined to see them, instead, as reflections 
of the interpretation of Islam’s founding that 
arose in the course of the establishment of the 
empire, reflected its experience and require-
ments, and was then projected backward. 

This inclination is reinforced by the fact that 
the documents themselves, including the Ko-
ran, are not without considerable ambiguities 
about important matters—for example, the 
role of Mecca in early Islam, which is hardly 
mentioned in the Koran. 

To be sure, subsequent Muslim tradition 
proposed resolutions of many of these ambi-
guities. But scholars ask whether these reso-
lutions did not result from the incorporation 
of subsequent history, a doubt reinforced by 
the fact that Muslim historical and religious 
tradition itself is not unitary, above all due 
to the dispute between Sunnites and Shiites. 
Indeed, the dispute between them concerns 
some of the earliest events in Islam: the suc-
cession to Muhammad, and the principles 
that were or should have been applied to 
choose his successor.

Holland’s account is heavily in-
formed by contemporary scholar-
ship as he indicates in the opening 

chapter of his book. He provides a description 
of the problem of the origins of Islam as he 
understands it as well as a very useful account 
of the work of well-known Islamic scholars 
and their admittedly diverse views of the mat-
ter, which will be very helpful to readers in-
terested in the contemporary scholarly debate. 

Holland, like some others, looks to shed 
light on the problem by coming to a proper 
understanding of the circumstances that pre-
vailed on the eve of Islam’s founding. This 
amounts to an attempt to understand Islam 
as a product of those circumstances—but 
only in part. For he does not deny that the 
founding of Islam entailed a distinctive 
teaching that was not simply reducible to its 
historical environment.

What are the results of this approach? 
Many and varied—too many and too varied 
to be fully addressed here. A few must suffice.

First, Holland, unlike some others, is in-
clined to credit the contemporaneity of much 
of the Koran and to regard it as providing the 
most reliable insight into Muhammad’s expe-
rience, thought, and action. But even so, there 
remain ambiguities in the Koran’s account, 
which he tried to resolve through proposals 
both historical and substantive.

Historically, for example, Holland adopts 
the view that Muhammad’s point of origin 
and early career lay not in Mecca and the 
southerly Arab region but further north in 
the Arab region forming the borderland be-
tween the Roman and Persian empires. This 
region became divided between two Arab 
kingdoms: the Ghassanids were the allies of 
the Byzantines; the Lakhmids were allies of 
the Persians. More precisely, Muhammad 
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hailed from the Ghassanid region whose Ar-
abs were Christian. This provided him with 
ample knowledge of Christian teachings and 
of the disputes that raged among Christians. 
Subsequently Muhammad made his famous 
Hijrah or emigration to the more northerly 
city of Medinah (this Holland sees no reason 
to disbelieve) where, several Medinah tribes 
being Jewish, he also became familiar, if he 
was not already, with Jewish teachings. 

This geographical reorientation 
reinforces, though it does not altogeth-
er explain, another more substantive 

proposal Holland offers regarding Muham-
mad’s teaching about God. Here he focuses 
on the characteristic Koranic condemnation 
of those who would sully the pure unity of 
God through shirk—the association of part-
ners with God. Typically this is understood to 
be a condemnation of a variety of apparently 
different things: idolatry, the ascription of di-
vinity to Jesus, and more generally the Chris-
tian Trinitarian teaching. Holland does not 
deny that the Koran condemns these as viola-
tions of God’s unity. Indeed the Koran’s re-
pudiation of Jesus’ divinity is one of its verses 
that can be attested to be early inasmuch as it 
was inscribed on the Dome of the Rock in Je-
rusalem, built in the 7th century. But Holland 
proposes that these condemnations apply to a 
larger pejorative category—that of “interme-
diaries.” The Koranic condemnation is thus 
not only an assertion of God’s pure unity but 
a repudiation of the habit of seeking interme-
diation between God and man. He tends to 
regard this repudiation as a distinctive Islamic 
teaching, one that would apparently continue 
the universalistic dynamic of late antiquity, 
but would purify it. 

A potential corollary of this proposal 
might be seen in another of the terms of Ko-
ranic condemnation. The Koran frequently 
condemns “the dividers,” meaning Jews and 
Christians, whose separate existence shows 
that the ostensible community of believers 
in the one true God is not united. This, the 
Koran suggests, is a fatal flaw in the contem-
porary understanding of the requirements 
of monotheism, a flaw requiring rectification 
via the Koran and the establishment of Islam. 
Holland does not address this Koranic preoc-
cupation, which is somewhat curious since it 
too points in a universalistic direction; more 
particularly, it points to universal empire, a 
theme central to his book. 

In any event, Holland’s emphasis on the 
essential character of the critique of inter-
mediation would seem implicitly to raise 
another question: the theological-political 
structure of the early Muslim empire and 

its successors, the tradition of caliphal rule 
and the rise of Muslim jurists and other re-
ligious scholars as an authoritative class. He 
devotes the rest of his account of Islam to 
a description and interpretation of the first 
Muslim empire down to its end in 750, when 
the Umayyad dynasty was supplanted by the 
Abbasid.

As is well-known, the creation of 
the Muslim empire was the product 
of remarkably swift, expansive con-

quests. In less than a century, the empire 
stretched from the Pyrenees in Europe to 
the Indus in South Asia. This success was 
nonetheless attended by three major inter-
nal difficulties: the first concerned disputes 
about who were the empire’s legitimate rul-
ers, disputes that generated several civil wars 
and ultimately the Sunni-Shiite quarrel; the 
second derived from the vast numbers of non-
Muslims who came to be subject to Muslim 
rule. According to Islam’s own universal 
principles, its non-Muslim subjects should 
have been welcome into the Muslim fold. 
But initially entry was often only grudgingly 
granted and even when it was, the new Mus-
lims were treated as second-class believers. 
Third, the governance of such a vast empire 
required institutions that went beyond those 
necessary for the initial polity established by 
Muhammad.

In Holland’s view the relation between 
these factors—especially between the first 
two—served to produce the new Muslim 
order, which necessarily incorporated a 
new form of “intermediation.” On the one 
hand the Umayyad dynasty, which had pre-
vailed militarily and politically over its rivals, 
sought to reinforce its victory with greater le-
gitimacy. Its most important method was to 
appropriate to itself the status Muhammad 
had enjoyed as God’s representative on earth. 
Umayyad rulers thus adopted the title of the 
Deputy of God. But in so doing the dynasty 
set up a standard above itself—the standard 
of Muhammad—by which it might be judged 
and through which its authority could be 
contested. This standard provided an oppor-
tunity for other Muslims and especially new 
converts to make a claim to authority in their 
own right. One of their principal tools was 
the new Hadith literature and the new reli-
gious disciplines—including Muslim juris-
prudence—built upon it. According to Hol-
land, the vast majority of the practitioners of 
these disciplines were non-Arab Muslims—
Persians, former Christians and Jews, and 
others—who regarded the new sciences as 
a form of “revenge” against their conquerors. 
In any case, these developments complicated 

the simplicity and unitary impulse of Islam’s 
founding, and gave birth to the famous rival-
ry between the “men of the sword” and the 

“men of the pen.”
Although these new religious disciplines 

did not deprive the Muslim empire of its ex-
traordinary vitality, they complicated its ef-
forts to eradicate the Roman or rather Chris-
tian Roman Empire known as Byzantium. 
By the time it finally achieved that with the 
Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, 
Christianity had other political bases. Sub-
sequently, other and modern forms of uni-
versalism arose. Thus while the world may 
be informed by the vision of universalism, it 
remains divided still, as it was in antiquity, by 
that shared ambition.

Of course, islam’s adherents 
would largely reject the need for the 
kind of explanation of Islam that 

Holland offers or indeed the importance of 
the history that he adduces. For them Islam 
did not emerge from “history” but rather from 
a unique event—a decision by God to reveal 
His will and understanding to Muhammad. 
However inconvenient the lack of a copy of 
the Koran written in the time of Muhammad, 
or the lack of texts of the Hadith from their 
ostensible authors, the texts now available are 
faithful records of those events.

Today, too, Islam retains the notion of uni-
versal rule. This is especially true of the con-
temporary Muslim reform movement known 
as Islamism, which seeks to revitalize the 
prospect of universal empire by returning to 
the origins of Islam in their vaunted purity. 
Insofar as Islamism has been heavily informed 
by the Muslim trend known as Wahhabism, it 
places a special emphasis on the eradication of 
shirk—the impure and illegitimate veneration 
of “intermediaries” such as Sufi saints and 
Shiite imams. Oddly enough, there is a kind 
of agreement between these reformers and 
Holland.

But as he might retort, their efforts at pu-
rification and above all the achievement of 

“Muslim unity” remain bedeviled by “history,” 
especially the history of the first Muslim em-
pire. For although Sunni and Shiite Islamists 
agree about the need for unity and the identity 
of their main enemy—modern universalism—
they disagree about the proper foundations of 
unity among Muslims. The current civil war 
in Syria is only the most visible expression of 
how fierce that disagreement is, and may con-
tinue to be.

Hillel Fradkin is director of the Center on Islam, 
Democracy, and the Future of the Muslim World 
at the Hudson Institute.
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Book Review by Michael Burlingame

The Great Emancipation
Freedom National: The Destruction of Slavery in the United States, 1861–1865, by James Oakes.

W.W. Norton & Company, 596 pages, $29.95

In this strikingly original book, 
James Oakes offers a fresh, convincing 
reinterpretation of the emancipation poli-

cies and practices of Abraham Lincoln and his 
party. Traditionally, the promulgation of the 
Emancipation Proclamation on New Years 
Day 1863 is viewed as a momentous turning 
point in the Civil War, when the conflict be-
came an antislavery crusade as well as a war to 
preserve the Union. But Oakes contends per-
suasively that “[o]nly in historical mythology 
did the purpose of the war shift on January 
1, 1863, from the restoration of the Union to 
the abolition of slavery.” The truth is that the 
proclamation represented the culmination of 
many earlier measures that had already liber-
ated tens of thousands of slaves. 

Oakes, who is Distinguished Professor of 
History at the City University of New York, 
examines “the critical role that political abo-
litionism played in the formation of Republi-
can antislavery policies and the coming of the 
Civil War.” He insists that the Republicans, 
including Lincoln, “were anything but reluc-
tant emancipators.” In fact, they were deter-
mined to abolish slavery all along; they made 
their intentions clear before the war; and 
they took several steps during the conflict to 
achieve their goal. Slavery was not inadvertent-
ly destroyed by the war; on the contrary, it was 

abolished with great difficulty by Republicans 
deeply committed to black freedom. 

Focusing on “the origins and implementa-
tion of abolition rather than the aftermath of 
slavery,” Oakes challenges recent attempts to 
breathe new life into long-discredited inter-
pretations presented by the school of Civil 
War Revisionists in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s. 
Those Revisionists pooh-poohed the notion 
that the war was caused by slavery and that 
it was fought by men who cared deeply about 
destroying the peculiar institution. Rather, 
they contended, a “blundering generation” of 
political leaders foolishly argued over a non-
issue (the extension of slavery into the western 
territories) and precipitated a needless war 
fought for the morally suspect goal of preserv-
ing national unity. The Revisionists’ hero was 
Lincoln’s nemesis, Stephen A. Douglas, whose 

“popular sovereignty” doctrine, they allege, 
would have solved the sectional dispute ami-
cably if it had not been for reckless Southern 
fire-eaters and Northern antislavery fanatics. 

Oakes shows conclusively how Lincoln and 
the Republican Party understood that the 
war was caused by slavery and that the con-
flict would determine its fate. Early on, the 
president and Congress perceived the central-
ity of slavery and acted against it, despite the 
Democrats’ constitutional objections. Repub-

licans countered that slaves were not property 
under the Constitution, which refers to them 
as “persons held to service” not as chattels, and 
which guarantees that “no person shall be de-
prived of life, liberty, or property without due 
process of law.” (Emphasis added.) According 
to Republicans, slavery was a local institu-
tion, not a national one, and enjoyed protec-
tion only under municipal law. They based 
those conclusions on the records of the 1787 
Constitutional Convention; precedents es-
tablished during the “First Emancipation” of 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries; several 
state court cases; and political movements 
like the Liberty and the Free Soil parties of 
the 1840s. Oakes traces the way that these 
ideas, originally articulated by a few radical 
pamphleteers, eventually went mainstream, 
and were picked up and elaborated upon by 
political abolitionists like John Quincy Ad-
ams, Salmon P. Chase, Joshua R. Giddings, 
and Charles Sumner. (The book’s title comes 
from Sumner’s 1852 Senate speech, “Freedom 
National; Slavery Sectional.”) 

By 1860, most Republicans had adopted 
these views and were committed to putting 
slavery on the road to “ultimate extinction” (in 
Lincoln’s phrase). Southern secessionists were 
right, therefore, to fear that sooner or later 
(probably sooner) the Republicans would 
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abolish slavery, despite their protestations 
that they had no intention of interfering with 
it in states where it existed.

Oakes skillfully places lincoln 
in the context of the Republican 
Party, showing that in his dealings 

with slavery the president sometimes forged 
ahead of the Republican-dominated Congress 
and sometimes lagged behind it, but usually 
worked in tandem with it. (Oakes gives more 
credit to congressional Republicans than is 
customary.) Both strove to implement poli-
cies that had been long championed by slav-
ery’s opponents. He properly rejects the Revi-
sionist trope describing Civil War politics as 
a struggle between Lincoln and the Radical 
Republicans. In fact, though the party did 
have its divisions, especially on economic mat-
ters (tariffs, internal improvements, banking, 
homestead legislation, and the like), when it 
came to slavery and emancipation the party 
was united. Insofar as Lincoln and the Radi-
cals clashed, it was over matters of timing, 
style, and tone rather than substance. 

During the war, the Lincoln Administra-
tion and Congress did not shift from gradual 
to immediate emancipation. Oakes demon-
strates brilliantly that immediate, uncom-
pensated emancipation began less than four 
months after the bombardment of Fort Sum-
ter. Beginning in the summer of 1861, Re-
publicans followed a two-track policy while 
dealing with slavery: (1) immediate military 
emancipation in the seceded states and (2) 
gradual, compensated emancipation in the 
loyal border slave states (Delaware, Maryland, 
Kentucky, and Missouri). 

The first strategy rested upon several foun-
dations, some of which John Quincy Adams 
had spelled out in 1836 when he argued that 
military emancipation in time of war was con-
stitutional: the implicit war powers incorpo-
rated into the Constitution; the many histori-
cal precedents for the use of emancipation to 
weaken an enemy during wartime; and Em-
merich Vattel’s 18th-century classic treatise, 
The Law of Nations, which maintained that “to 
deliver an oppressed people is a noble fruit of 
victory” as well as “a valuable advantage gained, 
thus to acquire a faithful friend.”

The second strategy, gradual, compensat-
ed emancipation, rested on the belief that if 
the slave states could not expand, and if their 
leadership could no longer dominate the fed-
eral government, they would be willing within 
a generation or so to abandon the peculiar in-
stitution as unprofitable and dangerous. 

Addressing the controversy over “who freed 
the slaves?” Oakes emphasizes that no single 
agent was responsible for abolition. Lincoln, 
Congress, the abolitionists, runaway slaves, 
the Union navy, the Union army (including the 

180,000 blacks who served in its ranks), and 
the Republican Party together ended slavery.

In his first inaugural address as well 
as in earlier speeches, Lincoln warned 
slaveholders that if the South seceded, the 

Fugitive Slave Act would not be enforced and 
slave owners would suffer greater losses out of 
the Union than if they had stayed within it. 
Six weeks after the war began, a few Virginia 
slaves appeared at Fort Monroe and asked the 
commander, Benjamin Butler, for asylum. He 
agreed, and when the owner’s agent demand-
ed their return, Butler refused, pointing out 
that the Fugitive Slave Act was enforceable 
only in the United States, and Virginia had 
declared itself to be an independent country. 
A week later, the Lincoln Administration sup-
ported Butler’s decision. Secretary of War Si-
mon Cameron told the general plainly that he 
was to accept fugitive slaves, put them to work 
(both men and women), and refuse to sur-
render them or their children to their own-
ers, though he was not authorized to entice 
them to flee to Union lines. Butler called the 
fugitives “contraband of war,” and as such they 
could be seized by the Union. 

Two months later, Congress passed the 
First Confiscation Act, codifying Butler’s ap-
proach. The bill, which could well have been 
called the First Emancipation Act, provided 
for the immediate liberation of slaves used by 
Confederates in a military capacity. Within 
days, the War Department issued instruc-
tions that went far beyond the limited scope 
of that law. Commanders in the field were or-
dered to accept and free any slaves (including 
women and children) entering their lines who 
claimed to be owned by disloyal masters. They 
did not have to allege that they had been em-
ployed to aid military operations. Command-
ers were to keep records so that loyal masters 
might be eventually compensated. 

Thus immediate emancipation began on 
August 8, 1861, not January 1, 1863. Between 
those two dates, thousands of slaves were freed, 
not only those who escaped to Union lines but 
also those whose masters fled the advancing 
Union army and left their slaves behind. It is 
not clear whether Lincoln ordered Cameron to 
issue the expansive directive based on the First 
Confiscation Act, but he did not disavow it. 

The day before passing the first Confisca-
tion Act, Congress adopted the Crittenden-
Johnson Resolution, which declared that the 
war was not being “waged upon our part in 
any spirit of oppression, nor for any purpose 
of conquest or subjugation, nor purpose of 
overthrowing or interfering with the rights or 
established institutions of those states.” That 
resolution has been widely misinterpreted as 
proof that Congress cared little about abol-
ishing slavery, at least early in the war. Oakes 

rightly points out that Republicans supported 
the resolution overwhelmingly because they 
agreed that the goal of the war was preserv-
ing the Union and believed that emancipation 
was a legitimate means to achieve that goal. 
Weeks earlier, Congress had overwhelmingly 
rejected resolutions framed by pro-slavery 
members that sought to rule out military 
emancipation as a legitimate tool of war. 

A month after the passage of the 
First Confiscation Act, Lincoln felt 
compelled to modify General John C. 

Frémont’s controversial proclamation freeing 
slaves of all disloyal masters in Missouri. The 
president did not insist that the general re-
scind his order, only that he modify it to con-
form to the First Confiscation Act (i.e., that 
it apply only to slaves being used in a military 
capacity). Oakes contends that Lincoln did so 
not because he was soft on slavery but because 
he believed that civilian officials, not gener-
als, should make policy, especially policy that 
might drive the Border States into the arms 
of the Confederacy. Nonetheless, critics then 
and now have denounced Lincoln as a reluc-
tant emancipator because he ordered Frémont 
to modify his proclamation.

The avalanche of protests that Lincoln re-
ceived, according to Oakes, showed that “what-
ever else Lincoln was doing about slavery in the 
first eighteen months of the war, he was not 
waiting for public opinion to catch up with him.” 
Although antislavery sentiment was strong in 
the Upper North, it was weaker in the Lower 
North and the Border States. Lincoln could 
not ignore opinion in those areas if he wanted 
to maintain their support for the war effort.

Because he had publicly soft-pedaled the 
slavery issue throughout 1861, Lincoln’s de-
tractors failed to appreciate how much he 
had done: he supported Butler’s “contraband” 
policy; signed the First Confiscation Act; ap-
proved the War Department’s broad inter-
pretation of that statute; appointed the most 
radical member of his cabinet, Treasury Sec-
retary Salmon P. Chase, to oversee the transi-
tion from slavery to freedom in Louisiana as 
well as in the Sea Islands off South Carolina, 
Georgia, and Florida; and worked quietly to 
persuade Delaware to accept a plan of gradual, 
federally compensated emancipation. 

The first confiscation act did not officially 
apply to the Border States, though Lincoln’s 
order to Frémont seemed to imply that it did. 
But the president was vague about how it was 
to be applied in loyal slave states. It was left up 
to commanders in the field, most of whom re-
solved to act as “neither negro stealers nor ne-
gro catchers,” as they put it. Some, like Wil-
liam T. Sherman, refused to allow runaway 
slaves into their lines; others enthusiastically 
accepted them. Congress clarified matters in 
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March 1862 by forbidding the military to en-
force the Fugitive Slave Act.

But that tweaking of antislavery policy was 
insufficient to deal with the huge number of 
slaves living in areas, like New Orleans and 
environs, that the Union army occupied in 
early 1862 and from which slaveholders had 
not fled. So in July of that year, Congress 
passed the Second Confiscation Act, freeing 
all slaves of disloyal masters whether or not 
the slaves were being used in military capaci-
ties. The statute provided that emancipation 
would take effect only when the president, act-
ing as commander-in-chief, issued a proclama-
tion after giving fair warning to the rebels.

Less than a week after that bill passed, Lin-
coln announced to his cabinet that he would 
issue such a proclamation. He decided to 
postpone that step when advised that it would 
be better to wait until the Union army won a 
significant victory, lest it seem like an insin-
cere desperation measure just after the defeat 
of the Union efforts against Richmond.

While awaiting such a victory, 
Lincoln came under pressure to act 
quickly, most notably from Horace 

Greeley, editor of the influential New York 
Tribune. In response to Greely’s stinging edi-
torial, “The Prayer of Twenty Millions,” the 
president wrote a public letter that has been 
widely interpreted as evidence that Lincoln 
cared little about slavery. In it he said:

My paramount object in this struggle is 
to save the Union, and is not either to 
save or to destroy slavery. If I could save 
the Union without freeing any slave I 
would do it, and if I could save it by free-
ing all the slaves I would do it; and if I 
could save it by freeing some and leaving 
others alone I would also do that. What 
I do about slavery, and the colored race, 
I do because I believe it helps to save the 
Union; and what I forbear, I forbear be-
cause I do not believe it would help to 
save the Union.

Lincoln’s letter is misunderstood by those 
who view it as a definitive statement of his in-
nermost feelings about the aims of the war. In 
fact, it was a political utterance designed to 
smooth the way for the proclamation that he 
had already written and that he intended to 
issue as soon as the Union army won a victory. 
He realized that millions of Northerners as 
well as Border State residents would object to 
any steps that might be construed as helping 
to change the war into an abolitionist crusade. 
Those men were willing to fight to preserve 
the Union but not to free the slaves. As presi-
dent, Lincoln had to make the mighty act of 
emancipation palatable to them. By assuring 

conservatives that emancipation was simply a 
means to preserve the Union, Lincoln hoped 
to minimize the white backlash that he knew 
was inevitable. 

Another aspect of Lincoln’s strong anti-
slavery record—his preference for gradual 
over immediate emancipation—is also widely 
misunderstood. Oakes rightly argues that the 
president’s support for gradualism “was more 
pragmatic than dogmatic” and that Lincoln 

“was always less concerned with how slavery 
was abolished than with ensuring that it was 
abolished.” He reasonably believed that grad-
ual emancipation would be more acceptable to 
the Border States and the Lower North.

After the Union Army’s quasi-victory at 
the Battle of Antietam in September 1862, 
Lincoln finally announced publicly that he 
would, in accordance with the Second Confis-
cation Act, issue an Emancipation Proclama-
tion on January 1, 1863. Even before that date, 
the September 22 preliminary proclamation 
freed many slaves in the Mississippi Valley 
through a military order instructing generals, 
including those most resistant to emancipa-
tion (e.g., Don Carlos Buell and Sherman), to 
free all slaves entering their lines.

The final proclamation of january 
1, 1863, added two new elements to the 
administration’s robust emancipation 

record: it authorized Union forces to entice 
slaves to run to their lines (not just passively 
accept those who came unbidden), and it for-
mally authorized the enlistment of blacks into 
the army and navy.

Though military emancipation in the Con-
federate states got off to a fast start, the Re-
publicans’ other strategy—gradual, compen-
sated emancipation in the Border States—did 
not. In late 1861, Lincoln worked unsuccess-
fully behind the scenes to persuade the Dela-
ware state legislature to abolish slavery. He 
sweetened the proposal by offering federal 
compensation and by recommending that the 
emancipation be gradual. Oakes calls this “an 
astonishing proposal.” 

In March 1862, the president went public 
with this plan, urging Congress to pledge fed-
eral aid to states abolishing slavery. Congress 
did so, but the Border States balked. Only in 
late 1864 and early 1865 did Maryland and 
Missouri take that fateful step. In 1863, the 
newly-formed state of West Virginia agreed 
to abolish slavery as a condition of its admis-
sion into the Union. (During Reconstruction, 
the precedent thus set would become a basis 
for the readmission of Confederate states.)

Lincoln asserted that “military necessity” 
alone justified the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, which consequently did not affect slavery 
in the Border States. Nonetheless, his admin-
istration liberated the 85,000 Border State 

blacks who joined the armed forces. Also 
freed were their wives, mothers, and children. 

The administration’s two emancipation 
strategies, however, were not enough to abol-
ish slavery throughout the country; by war’s 
end, they had de facto freed no more than 
one seventh of the nation’s 4,000,000 slaves. 
Therefore in 1864, to liberate all slaves (and 
also to prevent their re-enslavement after 
the war), Republicans adopted a third policy: 
amending the Constitution. In 1865, the 13th 
Amendment finally ended slavery in America. 

The book’s only questionable con-
clusion comes in Oakes’s discussion 
of the secession crisis: there was more 

Republican support for compromise than 
he allows. Lincoln’s emphatic opposition to 
the Crittenden Compromise in the seces-
sion winter of 1860-61, which would have 
allowed slavery to expand into part of the 
western territories, was largely responsible 
for its defeat. As the Congress debated it, 
Massachusetts Congressman Charles Fran-
cis Adams observed that the “declarations 
coming almost openly from Mr. Lincoln have 
had the effect of perfectly consolidating the 
Republicans.” Massachusetts Senator Henry 
Wilson reported that some Congressional 
Republicans “are weak; most of them are firm. 
Lincoln’s firmness helps our weak ones.” His-
torians like Major L. Wilson, Daniel Crofts, 
and Russell McClintock have shown that (in 
Wilson’s words) “there are grounds for be-
lieving that Seward was prepared in late De-
cember 1860 to support the Crittenden plan.” 
Seward’s right-hand man, Thurlow Weed, 
published an editorial endorsing the most 
important element of the Crittenden Com-
promise (its permission for slavery to spread 
westward). Seward, who made no attempt 
to dissociate himself from Weed’s editorial, 
once remarked: “Seward is Weed and Weed 
is Seward. What I do, Weed approves. What 
he says, I endorse. We are one.” Moreover, 
when told by James Barbour, a prominent 
Virginia Unionist, “that nothing less than the 
Crittenden Compromise” would satisfy the 
Old Dominion, Seward allegedly replied: “I 
am of your opinion that nothing short of that 
will allay the excitement, and therefore I will 
favor it substantially.” 

But this objection is a quibble. Appear-
ing on the sesquicentennial of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation, Oakes’s book—based on 
extensive research in primary and secondary 
sources, forcefully written, and convincingly 
argued—richly deserved the 2013 Lincoln 
Prize that it won. 

Michael Burlingame is the Naomi B. Lynn Dis-
tinguished Chair in Lincoln Studies at the Uni-
versity of Illinois, Springfield.
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✦ POPE FRANCIS 
Our Brother, Our Friend
Personal Recollections about the Man who  
Became Pope — Alejandro Bermúdez

Before becoming Pope Francis, Fr. 
Jorge Bergoglio, as a Jesuit priest in 

Argentina, served the Jesuit order and 
the Church in a variety of functions: pro-
fessor, spiritual director, master of nov-
ices, provincial, and eventually Cardinal 
Archbishop of Buenos Aires.
 In this unique, fascinating new look at 
him are the insights of ten Jesuits, many 
who have known Pope Francis since his 
first days as a Jesuit, who were inter-
viewed shortly after he was elected the 
Pope. Some were his professors, some 
his peers, and some younger Jesuits who 
were his students. Also interviewed for 
this book are non-Jesuits, including an 
Argentine senator, a prominent rabbi, 
and a priest working in the slums of  
Buenos Aires that Bergoglio often visited.
 Their remarks are focused on different 
aspects of the man, including his family 
background, his abilities, his spiritu-
ality, his humility, compassion for the 
poor, and as a friend, teacher, and guide.  
 These interviews essentially transmit 
a mosaic that reveals little-known in-
sights of the pontiff’s personality, of his 
interior world, his human abilities, his 
work habits, his devotions, his concerns, 
and his friendships. Thus, they open a 
fascinating door to a better understand-
ing of the man whom the Holy Spirit has 
elected to lead the Church at this time.
OBP-H. . . Sewn Hardcover, $19.95

✦ THE LIGHT OF FAITH
Encyclical of Pope Francis

Faith is the source of true light of guid-
ance for the Christian life. “We walk 

by faith, not by sight”, wrote Saint Paul. 
In his first encyclical, Pope Francis re-
flects on the deep meaning of faith, the 
beginning of God’s gracious salvation.
 Faith is the means by which man en-
counters the living God through Jesus 
Christ in the Holy Spirit. Francis draws 
on key themes of his predecessor, Pope 
Benedict XVI, who wrote encyclicals on 
charity and hope. He intended to com-
plete the set with an encyclical on faith, 
but Benedict’s surprising retirement kept 
him from finishing it. Francis took up the 
task, adding his own insights, themes, 
and emphases to the work begun by 
Benedict.
 Pope Francis says this encyclical is a 
“four hand document”. He says Pope 
Benedict “handed it to me, it is a strong 
document.” So officially The Light of Faith 
is an encyclical of Pope Francis and re-
flects his teaching ministry, but it also 
reflects the work of Pope Emeritus Bene-
dict. Not only Francis’ first encyclical, it 
is also the first encyclical to have been 
openly written by two successors of St. 
Peter. A powerful, historical and unique 
Church document, in a special deluxe 
hardcover edition
LOF-H . . .  Deluxe Sewn Hardcover, $14.95

✦ THE TRANSFORMING 
POWER OF FAITH
Pope Benedict XVI

“Having faith in the Lord is not 
something that involves solely our 
intelligence, the area of intellectual 

knowledge; rather, it is a change that 
involves our life, our whole self: feelings, 

heart, intelligence, will, corporeity, 
emotions, and human relationships. 

With faith everything truly changes.”

Pope Benedict XVI introduced his 
catecheses for the Year of Faith, a 

series of sixteen talks given at his weekly 
audience from October 2012 to the end 
of his papacy in February 2013. These 
talks explore how and why faith is rel-
evant in the contemporary world. How 
can we come to certainty about things 
that cannot be calculated or scientifically 
confirmed? What does God’s revelation 
mean for our daily lives? How can the 
hunger of the human heart be fulfilled? 
Offering the guidance of biblical exege-
sis, pastoral exhortation, and brotherly 
encouragement, Pope Benedict answers 
these questions and many others.
TPT-H .  . .  Sewn Hardcover, $14.95

POWER �� FAITH

P.O. Box 1339, Ft. Collins, CO 80522
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Essay by Allen C. Guelzo

A New Birth of Freedom

The president of the united states 
had been more than usually agitated 
ever since the news of a major collision 

of the Union and Confederate armies around 
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, first flew along the 
telegraph wires to the War Department on 
July 1, 1863. For days, he was clouded with 

“sadness and despondency” until the message 
arrived, announcing a great victory for the 
Union. That was followed almost at once by 
news from Secretary of the Navy Gideon 
Welles: another dispatch had come in, “com-
municating the fall of Vicksburg [Mississippi] 
on the fourth of July.” At once, Abraham Lin-
coln’s mood changed, and he was “beaming 
with joy.” That night, the war-swollen popu-
lation of Washington City joined in reveling 
over the twin victories. “The news immediate-
ly spread throughout the city, creating intense 
and joyous excitement,” and “[f]lags were dis-
played from all the Departments, and crowds 
assembled with cheers.” A large throng 
marched up Pennsylvania Avenue with the 
U.S. Marine Band at their head, milling in 
front of the White House and calling on the 
president for a speech.

Lincoln did not like speaking unrehearsed, 
but he appeared at a second-floor window on 
the north side of the Executive Mansion and 
allowed his speculations to ramble. “How 
long ago is it?” he asked out loud, “[e]ighty 
odd years—since on the Fourth of July for 
the first time in the history of the world a na-
tion by its representatives, assembled and de-
clared as a self-evident truth that ‘all men are 
created equal.’” The fact that the news of the 
twin victories of Gettysburg and Vicksburg 
had arrived on the anniversary of the Declara-
tion of Independence gave them a halo which 
other victories—New Orleans, Forts Henry 
and Donelson—had never seemed to have. A 
bright line seemed to pulse between July 1776 
and July 1863, and he found something won-
derful in how the “the cohorts of those who 
opposed the declaration that all men are cre-
ated equal” had been put on the run on the 
Declaration’s anniversary. This was, he con-
tinued, “a glorious theme.” But, he added, “I 
am not prepared” to make a speech. “Bring up 
the music,” he said instead, and off the crowd 
went to the War Department to call for Sec-
retary Edwin Stanton.

Successful Experiment

Lincoln might not have been ready 
to speak on the “glorious theme” at 
that moment, but in the larger sense, 

he had been preparing to give a speech on 
that “theme” all his life. “I have never had a 
feeling politically that did not spring from 
the sentiments embodied in the Declaration 
of Independence,” he said in 1861. Those 
sentiments sprang from the Declaration’s 
most important, animating idea, that all men 
are created equal. Not equal in what they 
were or what they had made of themselves, 
perhaps, but equal in the common posses-
sion of the same quotient of natural rights 
with which everyone else was equipped. “The 
authors of that notable instrument,” he had 
once cautioned, “did not intend to declare 
all men equal in all respects.” But they did 
define “with tolerable distinctness, in what 
respects they did consider all men created 
equal—equal in certain inalienable rights…. 
This they said and this they meant.” In Lin-
coln’s understanding, all men are created 
equal meant that the most ordinary of people 
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had been created with the same set of rights 
to life, to liberty, and to self-advancement 
as the most extraordinary, that no one was 
born either with a crown upon his head or 
a saddle upon his back. “Most governments,” 
he wrote in a brief sketch in 1854, “have been 
based, practically, on the denial of equal 
rights of men.” The American Founders had 
taken a different route; they made what Lin-
coln called “an experiment,” to see whether 
in fact democratic self-government was really 
a possibility.

More than the founders had any reason 
to expect, Lincoln believed that this “unde-
cided experiment” had now emerged as a 

“successful one.” Of course, that depended 
on how one defined success. The reply of the 
cynics, the aristocrats, and the disappointed 
was that the American success was only tem-
porary. Let some challenge of continental 
proportions overtake them, and all of these 
equal men would begin quarrelling obscenely 
with one another. With no superior class to 
restrain them, these noisy, self-advancing 
boors would tear the country apart, while the 
rest of this shopkeeper nation would scarcely 
bother to turn their attention away from the 
pursuit of business. “When you have gov-
erned men for several years,” Otto von Bis-
marck warned France’s Jules Favre, “you will 
become a Monarchist. Believe me, one can-
not lead or bring to prosperity a great nation 
without the principle of authority—that is, 
the Monarchy.” 

Precisely such an issue was buried deep 
in the beginnings of the American republic 
itself. The founders tolerated the existence 
of chattel slavery in the new “experiment,” 
despite its obvious contradiction of the 
principle that everyone was, by nature, free 
and equal. But the founders also expected 
that this was a problem which could be left 
to cure itself. Lincoln concluded that “[t]he 
framers of the Constitution intended and 
expected the ultimate extinction of that in-
stitution.” So the Constitution in 1787 per-
mitted the Northwest Ordinance (banning 
slavery from the Northwest Territories) to 
stay in effect, sanctioned the banning of the 
slave trade, and even turned linguistic som-
ersaults to avoid actually using the word slave. 

“The theory of our government is Universal 
Freedom,” Lincoln insisted, which is why 

“the word Slavery is not found,” and euphe-
misms are instead substituted in which “the 
slave is spoken of as a person held to service or 
labor…. Thus, the thing is hid away, in the 
constitution” and deliberately “omitted that 
future generations might not know such a 
thing ever existed.” 

Burr Under the Saddle

But slavery did not become extinct. 
Instead, it grew and prospered, and in 
time it brought into question the in-

tegrity of the whole “experiment” in popular 
government, because if one unfortunate seg-
ment of the people were wholly excluded from 
the right of self-government—then didn’t this 
prove Bismarck’s dictum, that government 
from the top down was the natural, and inevi-
table, order of things? By the 1850s, the slave-
holders, who regarded themselves as Amer-
ica’s only real aristocrats, had even begun to 
embrace Bismarck’s Junker skepticism about 
democracy, arguing that hierarchy and serf-
dom, not equality, were the only proper order 
of things, and Lincoln was asking himself and 
others whether the resurgent economic power 
of slavery was threatening the very premises 
of American democracy. “I should like to 
know if taking this old Declaration of Inde-
pendence, which declares that all men are 
equal upon principle, and making exceptions 
to it—where will it stop?”

His election as president in 1860 was a 
sign to the nation that a stop had indeed 
been called to the metastisization of slavery. 
But now came the moment when the evil eye 
of the aristocrats began to gleam, since the 
people of the slave-holding states promptly 
announced their democratic unwillingness 
to be disagreed with, and used that unwill-
ingness to pull down the house of the Union. 
Lincoln had warned over and over again that 
Southern secession was not really a free ex-
ercise of constitutional rights to do as they 
pleased, but a refusal to abide by the rules of 
democracy and an above-board national elec-
tion. And when the slaveholders called state 
secession conventions for the purpose of de-
claring their union with the other states at an 
end, he warned again that the new Southern 
Confederacy was not based on a democratic 
exercise of rights or liberty, but upon anarchy, 
and anarchy could lead nowhere but into the 
hands of the despots, who would promise the 
restoration of order.

Lincoln had once hoped that the secession 
problem could be resolved without dealing 
too harshly with the seceders, that appeals 
to “the mystic chords of memory” would draw 
them back. But invocations of the bonds of 
fraternity were met with denial that any such 
fraternity any longer existed, and so this man 
who once confessed that he could barely bring 
himself to pull the trigger on wild game now 
found himself directing a civil war. And far 
from the people of the democracy rallying to 
the cause in noble ranks and undivided loyalty, 

there arose bitter dissension over how the war 
should be conducted and whether the aims 
of the war should include the destruction of 
slavery as the original burr under the saddle. 
His energy sapped, the president wrestled 
with the daily dreariness of the war’s news. 
Even though he was not an explicitly religious 
man, he increasingly was tempted to wonder 
if “God was against us in our view of the sub-
ject of slavery in this country, and our method 
of dealing with it.”

And then came Gettysburg. It was not 
merely that Gettysburg finally delivered a vic-
tory, or that it administered a bloody reverse 
to Southern fortunes at the point and in the 
place where they might otherwise have scored 
their greatest triumph, or that it had come 
at such a stupendous cost in lives. It was that 
the monumental scale of that sacrifice was its 
own refutation of the old lie, that a democracy 
enervates the virtue of its people to the point 
where they are unwilling to do more than 
blinkingly look to their personal concerns. 
The idea continued to mature. By September, 
he had become convinced that Gettysburg 
had not only made “peace…not appear so dis-
tant as it did,” but that it would demonstrate 
that “there can be no successful appeal from 
a fair election, but to the next election,” and 
that an aroused democracy would defend that 
democracy to the death.

A Few Appropriate Remarks

Then, in november, arrived a letter 
from David Wills, an earnest-minded 
lawyer in Gettysburg who had pulled 

some very substantial political wires (he had 
married into the family of the great Pennsyl-
vania political power-broker, Alexander K. 
McClure, and read law in the office of Thad-
deus Stevens) to create a national cemetery on 
Gettysburg’s Cemetery Hill for the 3,900 or 
so Union dead (out of more than 5,000 killed 
in the battle) whose bodies had not been 
claimed by relatives. The letter invited the 
president to attend the dedication ceremonies 
there on November 19, and, after the main 
address of the day was delivered by the ce-
lebrity orator Edward Everett, Lincoln would 
be expected to deliver “a few appropriate re-
marks” to “set apart these grounds to their 
Sacred use.” Wills’s invitation added the final 
stone in the arch of Lincoln’s thinking, be-
cause the cemetery would be literally the city 
of the battle’s dead, and the size of that city 
was its own mute testimony that the citizens 
of a democracy were not merely a population 
of bovine shopkeepers and slab-faced farmers, 
but citizens who had seen something tran-
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scendent after all in the rainbow-promise of 
democracy, something worth dying to protect, 
something worth communicating to the living.

As was his wont, Lincoln began committing 
his ideas to paper piece-meal, telling the jour-
nalist Noah Brooks on November 15 that the 

“remarks” he would deliver at the cemetery’s 
dedication were “written, but not finished,” 
and his future Attorney General, James Speed, 
that it was “nearly done.” He left Washing-
ton by train just after noon on Wednesday, 
November 18, accompanied by three of his 
cabinet secretaries (William Seward, John P. 
Usher, and Montgomery Blair), plus his two 
White House staffers, John Nicolay and John 
Hay, the Marine Band, and assorted generals, 
admirals, and the French and Italian minis-
ters, Henri Mercier and Joseph Bertinatti, all 
accommodated in three passenger cars and a 
baggage car. In Baltimore (where two years 
before he had been threatened with assassina-
tion), he came out onto “the platform of the car” 
to acknowledge the cheering crowds who sur-
rounded him. He arrived in Gettysburg “about 
sundown” to be greeted by the local solons, in-
cluding David Wills and the college president, 
Henry Baugher. The others would be put up at 
Gettysburg’s brimming hotels; Wills claimed 
the right to play host to the president.

It rained during the night, but Thurs-
day, the 19th, dawned as a “beautiful Indian 
summer day,” with thin clouds dimming the 
brightness until the afternoon. The presi-
dent was still dickering with the wording of 
his “remarks,” re-writing sentences, crossing 
out words, carreting-in new ones. The pa-
rade to the cemetery began forming-up in the 
town “diamond” at 9:00, with the Marine 
Band and “officers and soldiers of the Army 
of the Potomac” in the van, followed by Lin-
coln, “mounted upon a young and beautiful 
chestnut bay horse” and dressed in “a black 
frock coat…his towering figure surmounted 
by a high silk hat.” Dressed in black, with 
a black mourning band around his stove-
pipe hat, Lincoln was “besieged by an eager 
crowd thronging around him, and anxious 
for the pleasure of taking him by the hand,” 
until the parade handlers shooed them back. 
It took them an hour to get organized, and 
another hour to traverse the densely-packed 
length of Baltimore Street, and up the slope 
of Cemetery Hill to the new cemetery’s en-
trance, while artillery salutes were fired every 
minute. “The crowd was so dense that the 
air was rendered so close even on that day 
in the late fall that more than one lady and 
even men fainted.” When the parade at last 
reached the cemetery grounds, the military 
units formed a corridor to allow Lincoln and 
the other dignitaries to reach the speaker’s 

platform, dismount, and climb the left-hand 
steps to the platform. Lincoln’s chair would 
be in the front row (there were three rows on 
the platform), with Edward Everett sitting 
on one side and Secretary of State William 
Seward on the other.

The program began as Birgfeld’s Band 
from Philadelphia struck up Adolph Birg-
feld’s own Homage d’un Heros; the chaplain 
of the House of Representatives, Thomas 
Stockton, followed with a prayer, and the 
Marine Band (under the baton of its enter-
prising director, Francis Scala) played a do-
lorous version of the Doxology—Praise God 
from whom all blessings flow. Finally it was the 
turn of the orator, Edward Everett: “Stand-
ing beneath this serene sky, overlooking these 
broad fields….” Lincoln had once appraised 
Everett as one of the most over-rated public 
speakers in America, and he could be for-
given if his mind wandered at points during 
the 13,000 words which poured forth from 
the former Harvard president in one Latinate 
phrase after another.

ist’s calculation of the lifespan of humanity: 
Four-score and seven years ago…. This was not 
entirely original. Two years before, Pennsyl-
vania Congressman Galusha Grow had sur-
vived a bruising selection process to emerge 
as Speaker of the House of Representatives, 
and he had begun his thank-you speech by an-
nouncing, “Fourscore years ago, fifty-six bold 
merchants, farmers, lawyers, and mechanics, 
the representatives of a few feeble colonists, 
scattered along the Atlantic sea-board, met in 
convention to found a new empire, based on 
the inalienable rights of man.” The speech was 
a minor sensation, and ended-up being quick-
ly reprinted as a model for public-speakers in 
handbooks like Beadle’s Dime Patriotic Speaker. 
Lincoln had few scruples about adopting and 
improving other people’s locutions, especially 
when they drew on common sources like the 
Psalms’ description of the human lifespan: 

“The days of our years are threescore years 
and ten; and if by reason of strength they be 
fourscore years, yet is their strength labour 
and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly 
away.” (Mary Todd Lincoln remembered in 
1866 that her husband “felt religious More 
than Ever about the time he went to Gettys-
burg,” and it showed in his “remarks”). From 
there, biblical images would abound: …our 
fathers brought forth upon this continent a new 
nation (as though it was the Mother of God 
bringing forth her first-born and wrapping 
him in swaddling clothes) conceived in liberty, 
and dedicated to the proposition that “all men are 
created equal.”

It was a matter of ridicule in the eyes of 
both kings and commoners alike that a na-
tion could be dedicated to anything as ratio-
nalistic as a proposition, fully as much as it had 
seemed ridiculous ages before that a heavenly 
King could be born in a stable. Nations are 
not dedicated; they simply are. And proposi-
tions are not the building-stuff of national 
identity; nations are made by time, by collec-
tive memory, by racial and religious solidarity, 
by histories of loyalty and submission to a se-
lect race of leaders, warriors, and rulers. Men 
cannot say to other men, complained the 
arch-reactionary Joseph de Maistre, “Make 
us a government, as a workman is told, make 
us a fire engine or a loom.” No government 
ever emerged from reasoning or deliberation, 
de Maistre jeered. Propositions are made for 
debates, disputations, and tutorials, but not 
for nation-building. But this was just what 
the American Founders had done. It would 
take twelve centuries to make a Frenchman, 
but it would take only 20 minutes to make 
an American.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war. 
And not merely a war, but a testing, a kind of 

Lincoln had told Noah Brooks that he 
would keep his own remarks “short, short, 
short,” planning to say much the same thing 
as he had said back in July. He did not pro-
pose to trespass on Everett’s territory; he 
would leave to the eloquent New Englander 
the review of the war and the battle and the 
question of how much the battle had cost and 
its significance in the overall course of things. 
Instead, he would look for the meaning of 
this battle and its dead in the larger historical 
scheme of the American “experiment.” What 
would be military history in Everett’s hands 
would become metaphor and symbol in his.

Dedicated to the Proposition

He would begin (as he had back in 
July) by connecting the battle with 
the republic’s founding, although 

now he would drop the pre-occupation with 
one Independence Day leading to a second 
one. He would also drop the pedestrian 
opening he employed in July—How long ago 
is it?—eighty odd years?—and replace it with 
a poetic flourish reminiscent of the Psalm-

Those who died at
Gettysburg did so

because they saw in 
democracy something

more than self-interest.
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pass/fail examination to determine once and 
for all whether the American Founding had 
indeed been misbegotten—whether a de-
mocracy built solely out of the fragile reeds 
of constitutional propositions was merely a 
fuzzy pipe-dream or whether people really 
could survive without crowns and saddles—
whether that nation, or any nation so conceived, 
and so dedicated, can long endure. Gettysburg 
proved that democracy had not in fact de-
based the spirit of the American people, but 
had instead made them stronger and more 
determined to resist any backsliding from 
the integrity of the proposition to which they 
had been dedicated in 1776. 

The Larger Question

Lincoln was not going to speak 
about slavery, which doubtless sur-
prised people then and surprises peo-

ple now. But the destruction of slavery was 
actually a subset of the larger contest over 
democracy and tyranny. Much as Lincoln de-
tested slavery, he did not see it as a peculiarly 
American sin; it was simply one manifesta-
tion of the far larger original sin of human 
politics, the lust after power. “It is the same 
spirit that says you toil and work and earn 
bread, and I’ll eat it,” Lincoln warned in 1858. 

“No matter in what form it comes—whether 
from the mouth of a king seeking to bestride 
the people of his own nation and live by the 
fruit of their labor—or from one race of men 
as an apology for enslaving another race—it 
is the same tyrannical principle.” Curious-
ly, the monarchs did not disagree with this. 
Paul von Hindenberg remembered decades 
later that every Prussian officer worth his 
pickelhaube was pulling for the Confederacy. 
King Leopold of Belgium (the great-uncle 
of Europe’s royal houses) frankly hoped that 
the Civil War would “raise a barrier against 
the United States and provide a support for 
the monarchical-aristocratic principle in the 
Southern states.” And, from the other side 
of the telescope, England’s Richard Cobden 
pleaded with the House of Commons to see 
that the American Civil War was “an aristo-
cratic rebellion against a democratic Govern-
ment.” Restoring the Union was not a sepa-
rate issue from slavery; restoring the Union 
was synonymous with the legitimacy of de-
mocracy itself, and if that restoring failed, 
emancipation would fail with it. If democ-
racy did survive and the republic was reunit-
ed, then slavery was doomed just by the fact 
of that successful re-uniting. Emancipation, 
however great a righting of a historic wrong, 
would be meaningless unless it was set within 
the larger question of democracy’s survival. 

“The central idea pervading this struggle,” 
Lincoln told his secretary, John Hay, back at 
the beginning of the war, “is the necessity…
of proving that popular government is not 
an absurdity,” for “[i]f we fail it will go far to 
prove the incapability of the people to govern 
themselves.”

We are met on a great battle field of that war, 
which is a reminder that those very ordinary 
people whom the cultured despisers of democ-
racy hold in such contempt have been willing 
to mount some very extraordinary efforts to 
preserve it. Especially, we have come to dedicate 
a portion of it, as a final resting place for those 
who died here, that the nation might live. Live, 
and be reminded that those who died here did 
so because they saw in democracy something 
more than opportunities for self-interest and 
self-aggrandizement, something that spoke 
to the fundamental nature of human beings 
itself, something which arched like a rainbow 
in the political sky. 

On this hinge, he turned from what had 
been done to what was being done, and what 
yet remained to do. [I]n a larger sense, we can-
not dedicate—we can not consecrate—we can-
not hallow, this ground. The brave men, living 
and dead, who struggled here, have hallowed it, 
far above our poor power to add or detract. For 
all the planning, foresight, and expenditure 
which had gone into the creation of the Get-
tysburg cemetery, the real focus of attention 
would always be, and deserved to be, on the 
soldiers who had fought and won the greatest 
battle, not so much of a war, as of the age-old 
struggle of commoners and kings. The world 
will little note, nor long remember what we say 
here, but it can never forget what they did here.

Any dedication to be done that day had 
been accomplished already by the dead sol-
diers themselves. But there was still a dedi-
cation which needed to be performed—not 
of graves or a cemetery, but a dedication of 
the hearts of those standing around—by the 
15,000 spectators who crammed into Get-
tysburg for the ceremonies, by the dignitar-
ies and generals and politicians who would sit 
stiffly on the 12x20-foot platform—dedicat-
ing themselves in a peculiar form of baptism 
to the true loftiness of the democratic faith. It 
is for us, the living, rather, to be dedicated here 
to the unfinished work which they who fought 
here, have, thus far, so nobly advanced. This 
was something entirely different from what 
Edward Everett was summoning them to. Ev-
erett’s address reviewed the entire history of 
the war, and the battle, and was the product 
of some serious reading and thinking on his 
part. But it was dutiful rather than inspir-
ing—accurate, you might say, without being 
moving, like a hired mourner at a wake. Lin-

coln’s words turned the emotional burden of 
the sacrifices made at Gettysburg onto his 
listeners by asking them to dedicate, not a 
cemetery, but themselves to the unfinished 
work which the dead of Gettysburg had be-
gun. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the 
great task remaining before us, the great task of 
winning the war (that cause for which they here 
gave the last full measure of devotion), but also 
the task of re-affirming and re-appropriating 
the spirit of the founders, of extolling the vir-
tues of democracy and preaching its worth 
as the one true and natural system of human 
society.

If he was wrong about democracy, if the 
war went on in the resultless way it had 
gone for two years—if these dead had died 
in vain—then he and every other American 
were surely of all men most miserable. What 
Gettysburg must become, then, was the oc-
casion of something which bordered on a 
national revival, a new birth of freedom (and 
though he hadn’t planned to do so, he would 
reinforce this point by inserting under God 
to re-inforce the tent-meeting urgency of that 
renewal)—so that government of the people, by 
the people, for the people, shall not perish from 
the earth.

No Brighter Page

Everett was almost finished: “…in 
the glorious annals of our common 
country there will be no brighter page 

than that which relates the battles of Gettys-
burg.” There was then a Consecration Hymn to 
be sung by the twelve members of the Nation-
al Union Musical Association, five stanzas’-
worth of “holy ground” and “widow’s tears.” 
Ward Hill Lamon, Lincoln’s friend and the 
master-of-ceremonies, was ready to make the 
next introduction, and as he did, the president 
leaned over and thanked Everett. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the President of 
the United States,” announced Lamon. In the 
distance, South Mountain slumbered in a soft 
haze. Lincoln stood up, took a “thin slip of pa-
per” from the inside pocket of his frock coat, 
grasped (as was his habit) his left coat lapel, 
and began to speak.
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sor of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg Col-
lege and winner of the Lincoln Prize in 2000 
for Abraham Lincoln: Redeemer President 
(Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing) and in 2005 
for Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation: 
The End of Slavery in America (Simon & 
Schuster). This essay is adapted from his most 
recent book, Gettysburg: The Last Invasion 
(Alfred A. Knopf).
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Book Review by Michael Barone

Errand in the Wilderness
The Barbarous Years: The Peopling of British North America: The Conflict of Civilizations, 1600–1675, by Bernard Bailyn.

Alfred A. Knopf, 640 pages, $35

When i was an undergraduate 
at Harvard I attended a couple of 
lectures in Bernard Bailyn’s course 

on colonial American history. Bailyn was a 
careful and fluent lecturer, but I decided not 
to take the course. I just wasn’t comfortable 
with that part of American history, with no 
regular political landmarks—no congressio-
nal elections every two years, no presidential 
elections every four. I felt I couldn’t make 
sense of the seeming chaos of the colonies. All 
of which is evidence that higher education 
is wasted on undergraduates—or at least on 
this undergraduate.

In the years since, I have come to appreci-
ate and to read colonial history, not least the 
brilliant work produced by Bailyn, which had 
me soon regretting that I had not taken his 
course. Beginnings matter, and to understand 
American history—to understand America—
you have to understand at least something of 
the colonial period. After all, it took 180 years 
to get from Jamestown to the Constitutional 
Convention, almost as many as the 226 years 
from the convention to today. The cultural 
and political folkways of the different colonies 

have persisted in various ways and through 
various transformations from the days of the 
early republic to our own. 

One thing that is interesting about the 
trajectory of Bailyn’s long career—he got his 
Ph.D. in 1953 and his new book, The Bar-
barous Years, was published after he turned 
90—is that he has moved from studying the 
most sophisticated, worldly colonial Ameri-
cans to studying something like their oppo-
sites. His first books were on the New Eng-
land merchants of the 18th century, on the 
Tory governor of Massachusetts Thomas 
Hutchinson, and on the ideological origins 
of the American Revolution. In the last three 
decades he has turned to studying, in vivid 
detail and with statistical evidence that he 
has ingeniously mustered, the ordinary peo-
ple who came over to the North American 
colonies from the British Isles and elsewhere. 
At the end of his 1986 book The Peopling of 
British North America: An Introduction, he 
ponders the 

mingling of primitivism and civiliza-
tion, however transitory stage by stage, 

[which] was an essential part of early 
American culture…. What did it mean 
to Jefferson, slave owner and philosophe, 
that he grew up in this far western bor-
derland world of Britain, looking out 
from Queen Anne rooms of spare el-
egance onto a wild, uncultivated land? 
We can only grope to understand.

The barbarous years can be seen as 
an elegant groping to understand the 
earliest settlers of the British North 

American colonies and the indigenous peo-
ples they found, infected, and fought there. 
It is informed by the plenteous scholarship 
of the last half-century (much of it written 
by his own students), which Bailyn seems 
to have entirely mastered. The Peopling of 
British North America: The Conflict of Civi-
lizations, 1600–1675 is his subtitle and he 
begins with a generalizing chapter on the 
North American Indians. Some readers 
may bristle (wrongly, I think) at his charac-
terizing their culture as a civilization; these 
peoples had adapted to and shaped their en-
vironment in ways that deserve respectful 
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attention if not the partisan championship 
that some historians have given them. Bailyn 
clearly sees them as barbarous in important 
respects, but he also sees that the British and 
European settlers often behaved barbarously, 
too. They were all attempting to do difficult 
things, after all. Settling North America or 
maintaining a way of life there was difficult 
for all concerned.

Bailyn combines lucid, even luscious 
prose with vast swarming detail, with many 
deft character sketches and several deep in-
vestigations of colonial leaders. He seems to 
try to put himself in their place, to imagine 
the world as they saw it, just as he imagined 
Thomas Jefferson looking out his paned win-
dows toward the wilderness not far away. 
The book concentrates on the major areas of 
settlement—the Chesapeake colonies of Vir-
ginia and Maryland, the Hudson and Dela-
ware River colonies of the Dutch and Swedes, 
the New England colonies settled by Pilgrims 
and Puritans. He is most respectful of the 
founders William Bradford of Plymouth and 
John Winthrop of Massachusetts Bay, men 
whose sensibilities and hopes are most sympa-
thetic to our own, and recounts with sadness 
how their hopes ended in failure. He does not 
flinch at the brutality and stupidity of some 
of the leaders of Virginia and New York. We 
see murders, massacres, maimings, torture. 
At the same time Bailyn seems to know many 
of these people personally; he explains how 
Roger Williams, even as he was thrown out 
of every New England community for his het-
erodoxy, nevertheless seemed always to charm 
his contemporaries.

Bailyn makes a point of showing 
that the different colonies were settled 
by men and (fewer) women from many 

parts of England and the British Isles. This 

marks an obvious contrast with David Hack-
ett Fischer’s 1989 book, Albion’s Seed: Four 
British Folkways in North America, which ar-
gues that Virginians came mainly from the 
West Country of England and New Eng-
landers mainly from East Anglia and that 
their colonies’ cultures reflected their regions 
of origin. But this may just reflect different 
angles of vision. Fischer is making general-
izations based on statistics over multiple gen-
erations. Bailyn uses his statistics to paint a 
pointillist picture, of many individuals from 
many places, within shorter periods of time. 
But he allows that at the end of his period the 
different colonies were taking on a homoge-
neous cast.

Bailyn reminds us as well that colonial 
America was part of an Atlantic world. We 
tend to assume that colonial settlers and lat-
er immigrants left their homelands forever 
behind. But in fact many settlers returned 
whence they came; ideas and arguments were 
exchanged across the ocean, not as rapidly 
as by e-mail, but regularly and with conse-
quences. The Virginians and the New Eng-
landers looked nervously back at England lest 
their autonomy be threatened by the defeat of 
their respective royalist and republican cham-
pions jousting for power in the English Civil 
War. New England thronged with settlers in 
the 1630s as King Charles I and Archbishop 
Laud persecuted the Puritans; Virginia and 
Maryland thronged with settlers when Oli-
ver Cromwell’s troops defeated the king in 
the 1640s and established a republican gov-
ernment in the 1650s. Nieuw Amsterdam 
was taken from the Dutch when the Duke 
of York, later James II, launched an attack in 
1664 (New York, though few New Yorkers 
know it, was named for the king who was lat-
er ousted from power in the Glorious Revolu-
tion of 1688). 

That takes us past bailyn’s time 
period. At the end of his chapters we 
see the glimmerings of the more civi-

lized colonial America he concentrated on 
in his earlier career. The New England mer-
chants are going to sea, setting up three- and 
four-legged trading voyages to Britain, the 
Caribbean and, yes, Africa. The great Vir-
ginia planter families are consolidating their 
holdings and setting up the autonomous hi-
erarchical republic which, like New England, 
would in the 1770s rebel against taxes and 
limits imposed by king and Parliament. New 
York is, well, New York—messy, polyglot, 
quarrelsome, where a few clever men make 
great fortunes. We are denied other glimmer-
ings of the future by the cutoff date of 1675. 
We don’t get Bailyn’s take on the Carolina 
colony, founded by the Earl of Shaftesbury 
with a constitution endorsing slavery writ-
ten by his physician/philosopher-in-residence, 
John Locke. We are denied a glimpse at Wil-
liam Penn, the Quaker who wangled a charter 
for Pennsylvania from King Charles II who 
owed a favor to Penn’s admiral father. Was 
he a thoughtful philosopher like Bradford or 
Winthrop, or a manipulative courtier as some 
other historians have suggested?

Perhaps we will see. Bailyn is 90 now, but 
The Barbarous Years is written with an energy 
and assuredness that shows him in full grasp 
of his powers. Jacques Barzun’s From Dawn to 
Decadence (2000) was published when the au-
thor was 93. Perhaps we yet can hope for The 
Civilizing Years from Bernard Bailyn.

Michael Barone is a resident fellow of the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, principal co-author of 
The Almanac of American Politics (National 
Journal Group), and author of Our First Revo-
lution: The Remarkable British Upheaval That 
Inspired America’s Founding Fathers (Crown).
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Book Review by Daniel Walker Howe

Green History
The Republic of Nature: An Environmental History of the United States, by Mark Fiege.

University of Washington Press, 600 pages, $34.95 (cloth), $24.95 (paper)

Environmental history has become 
a respected field, and many colleges and 
universities offer courses in it. It origi-

nated as a distinct academic subdiscipline with 
Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the American 
Mind (1967). Other early environmental his-
torians, following Nash, often wrote a version 
of intellectual history, classically exemplified 
by Donald Worster’s Nature’s Economy: A 
History of Ecological Ideas (1977). A different 
kind of environmental history arrived with 
Richard White’s Land Use, Environment, and 
Social Change (1980) and William Cronon’s 
Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and 
the Ecology of New England (1983), which de-
scribed the alterations in ecosystem as wilder-
ness gave way to a series of different human 
land uses including hunting, agriculture, log-
ging, and commerce. Ted Steinberg’s widely 
used textbook Down to Earth: Nature’s Role 
in American History, written for the general 
reader, has gone through three editions since 
it was first published in 2002.

Mark Fiege, the William E. Morgan Chair 
of Liberal Arts at Colorado State University, 
seeks to impart to the genre of environmen-
tal history to a much grander scope. His first 
book, Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agri-
cultural Landscape in the American West (1999), 
applied an intricate version of White’s and 

Cronon’s approach to the irrigation technol-
ogy of the Snake River Valley in Idaho. But in 
his latest book, The Republic of Nature, Fiege 
undertakes a new kind of environmental his-
tory—ambitious, original, and diversified—in 
order to show that environmental history has 
a kind of universal applicability, contribut-
ing important new insights to virtually any 
historical subject. To demonstrate his point, 
Fiege takes nine subjects (ten, if you count the 
introduction) that are not generally considered 

“environment” or “nature” topics and seeks to 
demonstrate how much value can be added to 
our understanding by treating them as such. 
All the topics come from American history, 
since Fiege’s project has another goal as well: 
to show that the United States has been a na-
tion distinctively shaped by its natural environ-
ment. Hence it is “The Republic of Nature.” 

As an introduction, Fiege supplies a beau-
tifully written, almost mystical invocation of 
visiting the Lincoln Memorial in Washing-
ton. But then he reminds us that the inspiring, 
eternal principles celebrated by the Memorial 
have a material and technological infrastruc-
ture. He describes the monument’s construc-
tion on land created by the dredging of the 
Potomac River, and the quarrying and trans-
portation of the marble to its site. The build-
ing of the Lincoln Memorial serves as a micro-

cosm of the way Fiege will analyze American 
history. The material basis for historical aspi-
ration and achievement is the recurring theme 
of his new environmental history. 

He begins with an interpretation 
of witchcraft in 17th-century New 
England. As Fiege describes them, 

the Puritan settlers determined to impose an 
“inflexible” order upon all experience, includ-
ing physical nature and human society. “They 
would transform a savage environment into a 
stable, wealthy landscape of churches, solid 
homes, fertile fields, and pastures filled with 
lowing cattle. In the process, they would purify 
themselves and create tight-knit communities 
in which each person knew his or her place 
and obeyed God’s will.” But the perfect order 
the Puritans idealized could never be achieved. 
When things went wrong—usually things in-
volving “land, animals, diseases, bodies, and 
other biophysical things”—the Puritans over-
reacted with a sense of crisis. Sometimes they 
blamed the supernatural evil powers of witches. 

Fiege’s portrait of the Puritans is a hostile 
caricature, taking no account of their devo-
tion to popular literacy or government by 
consent, in a world where these were radical 
innovations. He never points out that within 
a few years, many of those involved in pros-
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ecuting people for witchcraft, like Judge Sam-
uel Sewall, publicly confessed their error and 
guilt. Within five years, the Massachusetts 
legislature ordered a day of fasting and soul-
searching for the tragic executions perpetrat-
ed in 1692. And in 1711, the colony passed 
a bill restoring the rights and good names of 
those accused and granting £600 restitution 
to each of their heirs. The prosecutions for 
witchcraft were an aberration, not a funda-
mental characteristic, of Puritan culture. Al-
though the contrast between a dream of order 
and the reality of nature reoccurs in some of 
his later chapters, the witchcraft episode falls 
short of the standard set by the Lincoln Me-
morial, and gets the book off to a weak start.

Fiege titles his chapter on the 
American Revolution “By the Laws of 
Nature and of Nature’s God.” He treats 

the founders’ “Natural Law” as if it were a 
synonym for the laws of nature described by 
biologists, geologists, and meteorologists. The 
word “nature” has many meanings, of course. 
It can mean “essential character,” or “the physi-
cal universe,” or (in theology) “the human state 
without divine grace,” to mention a few. Fiege 
conflates them all. “The Declaration of Inde-
pendence marked a shift in ideas about na-
ture,” he writes, “and was integral to the envi-
ronmental history of the Revolution,” without 
describing how such ideas effected changes in 
the landscape over time. The chapter devotes 
a lot of attention to whether the Revolution 
protected the natural rights of women and 
blacks, but doesn’t manage to offer much that 
is new, or relevant to environmental history. 

The book’s best section examines the con-
nection between cotton production and the 
Southern slave system. It tells with vivid spec-
ificity how the characteristics of the cotton 
plant and the environment in which it was cul-
tivated shaped the lives of the slaves assigned 
to work it, while constraining the intentions of 
their masters. “For various biological and en-
vironmental reasons, cotton resisted complete 
systemization and thus weakened the farm-
ers’ and planters’ power over their kingdom. 
It is reasonable to speculate that southerners’ 
use of a related term, King Cotton, subtly ac-
knowledged that the plant had mastered them 
at least as much as they had mastered it.” 

Even a domesticated ecosystem, like the 
cotton fields of the Old South, can impose 
demands on the human beings who make use 
of it. Fiege relates in superb detail a host of 
difficulties in the planting and cultivation of 
the cotton plants, including pests, fungi, and 
unseasonable weather. The masters respond-
ed by breeding new hybrid varieties of cotton 
that produced ever larger and more numerous 
bolls with stronger resistance. But their very 
successes ironically produced a new problem. 

Eventually, the growers developed such fer-
tile cotton that it became difficult for their 
enslaved work force to harvest the whole crop. 
Masters were then driven to offer positive in-
centives, including money payments and priv-
ileges like gardens of their own, to motivate 
slaves to pick ever larger harvests of cotton. In 
this way, he points out, environmental change 
dictated change in the relations between mas-
ters and slaves. 

Fiege next turns to abraham lin-
coln’s dedication to “improvement” of 
the environment—making it more pro-

ductive by dredging rivers and harbors, dig-
ging canals, building railroads. Members of 
the early Republican Party and its predecessor, 
the Whigs, encouraged government support 
for economic development and infrastructure 
at all levels: municipal, state, and federal. The 
author relates a little-known but revealing epi-
sode. In 1832 the young Lincoln helped clear 
away physical obstructions on the Sangamon 
River and then piloted a riverboat upstream 
almost as far as Springfield. The goal was to 
demonstrate the economic potential of the 
Sangamon and the towns along it, with a mod-
est investment in improving the navigability of 
the stream. As Fiege notes, Lincoln patented 
a device for helping riverboats float off when 
they ran aground on unmarked shoals.

Improvement was a moral goal as well as a 
political policy for Lincoln and many others of 
his generation. Self-improvement meant more 
than upward mobility; it meant developing 
and fulfilling one’s potential. Fiege makes good 
use of Lincoln’s seldom-cited 1858 lecture 
on “Discoveries and Inventions,” an address 
he delivered “six times to paying audiences.” 
In the speech, Lincoln traces the discoveries 
and inventions that have empowered human-
ity: clothing, agriculture, iron tools, the wheel, 
windmills, and the most important of all in-
ventions, he insisted, language itself. The de-
velopment of printing and the spread of liter-
acy enabled the subsequent fulfillment of this 
greatest of all inventions, particularly in the 
United States, with its public schools, news-
papers, and democratic politics. Fiege rightly 
points out how much of himself and his own 
ambitions Lincoln put into that speech. 

The Homestead Act, the transcontinental 
railroad, and the creation of land-grant uni-
versities all demonstrated the Republicans’ 
determination to improve both human beings 
and their material environment. The destruc-
tion of slavery and the preservation of the 
Union represented the logical core as well as 
the greatest achievements of this program.

Fiege even takes up the Battle of Gettys-
burg as an episode in environmental history. 
He emphasizes the material shortages that 
hampered the Confederate war effort as a re-

sult of the Southern economy’s concentration 
on agricultural staples to the neglect of indus-
try. Robert E. Lee’s army invaded Pennsylva-
nia in 1863 partly in an effort to capture badly 
needed supplies, including shoes. Fiege relates 
how the physical environment—mountains, 
hills, and streams—dictated the course of the 
campaign and battle, and how the rival armies 
competed for control of key geography, espe-
cially high ground. All of this is perfectly true, 
of course, but hardly new to anyone with an 
interest in the Civil War. What the author 
presents as novel environmentalism is con-
ventional military history. How armies aim at 
control of the high ground is something ca-
dets learn in high school ROTC.

Fiege emphasizes how the routes 
chosen by the surveyors and engineers 
of the transcontinental railroad followed 

geographical contours. He writes with appro-
priate drama of the binding of the continent 
with rails of iron, showing wonderful sympa-
thy for the Chinese laborers on the Central Pa-
cific and the Irish laborers on the Union Pacific. 
The chapter is a fitting climax for a book about 
the human aspiration to dominate nature, and 
the limitations nature imposes on humanity. 

Fiege is at his best dealing with the mid-
19th century. The remaining chapters, on the 
20th, ranging from the building of the atomic 
bomb to the effects of the 1973-74 gasoline 
shortage, seem less exciting. 

Mark Fiege has set out to create a new sort of 
book to demonstrate the universal relevance of 
environmental history. A mixed verdict seems 
inevitable on so diverse an undertaking. Much 
of The Republic of Nature shows the importance 
of the environment to human history, but not 
necessarily in surprising or novel ways. Actu-
ally, the moral of the story turns out to be very 
much the same as that of Irrigated Eden. Fiege’s 
first book described the creation of a whole new 
agricultural landscape through technological 
intervention, while showing how the results 
did not always conform to the intentions of 
engineers and farmers. Choice magazine com-
mented at the time, “No matter how we try to 
alter the natural world, the unexpected conse-
quences of our actions will always come back to 
haunt us.” The Republic of Nature, through its 
varied parables, teaches the same lesson. 

As for Fiege’s second goal, to show that the 
United States is more influenced by its natu-
ral environment than other nations (or at least 
other republics), that kind of assertion cannot 
be demonstrated without a demanding ven-
ture into comparative history.

Daniel Walker Howe is Rhodes Professor of 
American History Emeritus at Oxford University, 
Professor of History Emeritus at UCLA, and win-
ner of the Pulitzer Prize for History. 
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Book Review by Peter S. Onuf

Exceptionalism and Its Discontents
In Search of Monsters to Destroy: American Foreign Policy, Revolution, and Regime Change, by Patrick J. Garrity.

National Institute Press, 452 pages, $24.99

The rise of the united states to 
global power has been punctuated by 
a series of great debates about the new 

nation’s place in the world. These debates con-
nect practitioners and pundits with the Amer-
ican Founding, making sense out of a dynamic, 
unpredictable narrative by underscoring more 
fundamental continuities. “Idealists” empha-
size the redemptive power of the Revolution-
ary principles that have guided foreign policy-
makers in their better, more characteristically 

“American” moments; “realists” emphasize 
the founders’ prudence in guiding the ship of 
state through perilous waters and securing the 
Revolution’s hard-won liberties. Patrick Gar-
rity, a senior fellow of the Claremont Institute,  
challenges these “originalist” narratives in his 
provocative new book, In Search of Monsters 
to Destroy: American Foreign Policy, Revolution, 
and Regime Change. Focusing on the specific 
question of foreign regime change, he explodes 
the binary oppositions that have structured 
foreign policy thinking: “idealism and realism 
are not stark alternatives, but rather two sides 
of the same coin.” His great contribution is to 
illuminate the underlying assumptions that 
have made combatants in foreign policy intel-
ligible to each other—but opaque to us. 

His choice of episodes to explicate from 
the first 125 years of American diplomatic 

history may puzzle readers. After a chapter 
on the Revolution, largely devoted to John 
Adams’s erratic diplomatic adventures in 
France and the Netherlands, Garrity moves 
on to President Thomas Jefferson’s mixed 
success in policing predatory North African 
regencies in the Mediterranean. Overlooking 
the French Revolution and its reverberations 
in the great partisan conflicts of the 1790s—
the usual point of departure for foreign policy 
historians—Garrity devotes his title chapter 
to the controversy between the prudent John 
Quincy Adams and his more “idealistic” an-
tagonist Senator Henry Clay over when and 
how to recognize revolutionary states in the 
crumbling Spanish empire. These debates 
over the geopolitical future of the Western 
Hemisphere set the stage for the next chapter 
on Americans’ responses to the European rev-
olutions of 1848. Garrity skips the diplomatic 
history of the Civil War, turning instead in 
his final chapter to a compelling analysis of 
the debate between “imperialists” and “anti-
imperialists” arising out of the 1898 Spanish-
American War. 

The author’s goal is not to explain 
how the United States consolidated its 
power and extended its influence around 

the world, or to illuminate the thinking of pol-

icymakers as they made epochal, world-chang-
ing decisions. He is instead most interested in 
capturing moments when Americans debated 
their place in the world, assessed dangers and 
opportunities as regimes changed with dizzy-
ing rapidity, and assessed the changing charac-
ter of their own regime. The U.S. was never a 
fixed point in that world. American indepen-
dence was itself the unintended consequence 
of British imperial reform, or what Garrity 
calls an “effort by the political center to force 
regime change on the peripheries of empire.” 
As this ambiguous formulation suggests, it 
is not clear whether Revolutionary patriots 
successfully resisted regime change, or created 
a new republican regime that was—or was 
imagined to be—the antithesis of the impe-
rial old regime. Historians have endlessly and 
inconclusively debated this question: was the 
American Revolution “progressive” or “conser-
vative”? Was it, properly speaking, even a revo-
lution? This original ambiguity was echoed 
in subsequent American reactions to regime 
change elsewhere, beginning in France. Amer-
icans were thus confronted with perennially 
controversial questions about the character 
of their own regime. Did the Revolutionaries 
define the nation’s fundamental principles for 
all time, or did they instead initiate a new ep-
och in world history as subsequent generations 
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carried on their good work and redeemed the 
Revolution’s promise?

The character of the european 
state system as well as of the Revolution-
aries’ new regime was ambiguous. In de-

claring their independence, Americans sought 
recognition as one of the “powers of the earth,” 
and hence inclusion in the great European “re-
public” or “commonwealth.” During the Revo-
lutionary era, John Adams later recalled, “the 
Nations of Europe, appeared…to be advancing 
by slow and sure Steps towards an Ameliora-
tion of the condition of Man, in Religion and 
Government, in Liberty, Equality, Fraternity 
Knowledge Civilization and Humanity.” The 
very fact of the Revolution itself demonstrated 
the state system’s capacity for progressive im-
provement, with long-term and indirect “ame-
liorative” effects on member states. The U.S. 
had neither the capacity nor the inclination 
to export revolutionary regime change. Quite 
to the contrary, Garrity explains: American 
leaders “relied on appeals to the geopolitical 
and economic interests of existing European 
governments, and the common goals of the en-
lightened classes, to gain necessary assistance 
in their war of independence.” As author of a 
1776 “model treaty” that promised to launch a 
transformative epoch of free trade, Adams was 
an enthusiastic exponent of this indirect ap-
proach. It was in the enlightened self-interest 
of the European powers—including Britain—
to come to terms with America, and in doing 
so they would promote progressive tendencies 
in their own regimes.

Long before the French Revolution de-
molished the European balance of power, the 
American Revolution’s benign effects were dif-
ficult to detect. But the prickly, undiplomatic 
Adams was determined to make a difference, 
balking at France’s domination of its weak 
American ally and intervening in Dutch poli-
tics in order to give the Revolutionary cause 
a critical boost. In his Memorial to their High 
Mightinesses, the States General of the United 
Provinces, issued on April 19, 1781—the an-
niversary of the battles of Lexington and Con-
cord—Adams sought to promote the Dutch 
Patriot cause and pressure the pro-English 
Orange party that dominated the States Gen-
eral to recognize the United States and risk 
war with Britain. Widely reprinted across the 
continent, the Memorial offered Europeans 

“their first serious exposure to the ideas behind 
the American Revolution.” Adams disingenu-
ously disclaimed any intention of taking part 
in Dutch party struggles, much less of pro-
moting regime change. But his propaganda 
barrage was clearly meant to boost progres-
sive tendencies in Britain and other countries 
as well as in the Netherlands. War weariness 

in the mother country surely would lead to “a 
change in public or elite opinion over immedi-
ate policy issues,” Adams thought, beginning 
with recognition of American independence; 
perhaps it might lead to “full-scale regime 
change.” The “tide of public opinion” every-
where “was becoming sympathetic to (what 
Adams called) ‘democratical principles.’” 
When the States-General recognized Ameri-
can independence in April 1782, Adams ex-
ulted in his great triumph. Not uncharacter-
istically, he exaggerated his own role in this 
happy denouement. Dutch recognition, Gar-
rity wryly notes, “came about only after the 
combined American-French force at York-
town had forced Cornwallis’ surrender.”

Garrity’s larger point in this cru-
cially important opening chapter is 
to underscore the difficulty of distin-

guishing forthright support for foreign regime 
change from Adams’s less direct efforts to in-
fluence domestic politics and manipulate pub-
lic opinion. That Adams, later a bitter oppo-
nent of French Revolutionary interference in 
the domestic affairs of other nations—includ-
ing the U.S.—should push up to and beyond 
the limits of conventional diplomacy during 
the American Revolution is revealing. When 
circumstances were propitious, the tempta-
tion to interfere was hard to resist. This was 
particularly apparent in President Jefferson’s 
policy toward the Barbary states. Garrity 
deftly handles this complicated story, one that 
has understandably attracted much interest 
in recent years. The climax came with the 
famous campaign against Pasha Yusuf Kara-
manli’s predatory regime in Tripoli (now in 
Libya), orchestrated in April 1805 by General 
William Eaton in tandem with insurgent forc-
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es led by Yusuf ’s brother Hamet. The power 
balance in conflicts with Tripoli and the other 
very loosely connected Barbary states—all 
nominally under the authority of the Otto-
man Empire—was favorable to the U.S. “At 
the extreme,” Garrity writes, “the United 
States had the option of attempting to enforce 
a change of behavior by overthrowing the ex-
isting rulers and replacing them with friendly 
or compliant individuals or regimes.” This 
was the option that Jefferson intended to de-
ploy—until it became clear that Hamet could 
not sustain his insurgency and Yusuf proved 
willing to come to terms. Under this policy of 
what Garrity calls “limited liability,” the U.S. 
remained “at liberty to follow its interest and 
settle its dispute with the present leaders.” 

John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and John’s 
son, John Quincy Adams, all operated in this 
ambiguous middle ground. The character of 

hostile regimes—and of the state system it-
self—had a direct bearing on vital national in-
terests, and these were inextricably tied to “ide-
alistic” questions of principle. If U.S. interests 
in the Mediterranean trade underlay Jefferson’s 
belligerent policies in the region, it was also 
true that the predatory incursions of the Bar-
bary “pirates”—and their enslavement of cap-
tive sailors—violated the “civilized” norms of 
the law of nations. Assessments of the interests 
and principles at stake, and of U.S. capacity ei-
ther to shape the behavior of or to overthrow 
hostile regimes, always took place in the “fog of 
diplomacy” and along a continuum of options. 

John quincy adams’s famous oration of 
July 4, 1821, when as secretary of state he 
announced that America “goes not abroad, 

in search of monsters to destroy,” is the center-
piece of Garrity’s analysis. Oft quoted as the 

classic statement of non-interventionist doc-
trine and harking back to George Washing-
ton’s Farewell Address and Jefferson’s injunc-
tion to avoid “entangling alliances,” Adams’s 
dictum appears more equivocal on closer ex-
amination. In the immediately preceding sen-
tence, he offered heart-felt “benedictions” and 

“prayers” to those who would unfurl “the stan-
dard of freedom and independence” anywhere 
in the world. There were, after all, “monsters” 
out there that deserved to be slain, and the 
U.S. would exercise its influence through in-
direct means—the enlightened public opin-
ion of the Christian, civilized world—on 
behalf of regime change through the inter-
cession of God. But Adams feared that the 
premature recognition of revolutionary Latin 
American republics that Henry Clay advocat-
ed could draw the U.S. into disastrous foreign 
entanglements and jeopardize its indepen-
dence. While Adams fended off Clay, British 
liberals called for collaboration between “the 
two English-speaking peoples” to “strengthen 
their natural bonds of affinity” by promoting 
the revolutionary cause in Latin America.

The thread that ran between Adams’s 1821 
speech and the famous doctrine he inserted in 
President James Monroe’s annual address in 
December 1823 was a reflexive distrust of Brit-
ain. In the run-up to the American Revolution, 
anxious provincials insisted on their rights as 
Englishmen and this notion that Americans 
were or wanted to be “British” in some ideal-
ized sense persisted well beyond independence, 
despite patriotic assertions that the rupture 
between the two nations was absolute and 
world-changing. The binary oppositions that 
have defined the national imagination and that 
shaped Garrity’s foreign policy debates began 
with the fundamental, nation-making opposi-
tion of America and Britain. This obsession 
with Britain constitutes another major theme 
running through In Search of Monsters to De-
stroy. Just as Jefferson and his fellow patriots 
protested too much in the Declaration, insist-
ing on the newness of their new regime, the 
Adamses, father and son, were also animated 
by powerful Anglophobic impulses, even when 
the geopolitical interests of the two nations ap-
parently converged, as they did in the case of 
the Latin American revolutions.

For John Quincy Adams, Britain stood 
for a “faux liberalism” that barely disguised 
its quest for “global maritime hegemony.” 
The geopolitical interests of the two nations 
might temporarily converge in thwarting 
the Holy Allies’ campaign to restore Span-
ish rule in South America, but it was critical 
to avoid being drawn into a formal alliance 
that would drag the U.S. into the vortex of 
European politics. The Monroe Doctrine 
famously warned Old World powers against 
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modern arbitration laws during the
1920s, as well as why America’s arbitra-
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period. By examining the history of
modern arbitration laws and the origi-
nal intent behind these laws, this book
demonstrates how the U.S. Supreme
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ing almost every aspect of American society and impacting
the lives of millions. 
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Americans revere their Constitu-
tion but are disturbed by growing
signs of political dysfunction. We have
placed in the White House candidates
who have not won a majority of the
popular vote. Gridlock prevents re-
form in arms control, immigration,
and other vital areas. An economic cri-
sis generates fears that the system may
not be able to respond effectively. Can

we solve the problems we face under the current Constitution
or does the 21st century call for a new Magna Carta? These
questions are debated by a group of distinguished contributors
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(Harvard Law School), Stephen Macedo (Princeton Univer-
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dated second edition discusses recent
judicial, legislative, and regulatory 
college safety mandates; modern risk
management and prevention prac-
tices; and the explosion in college
safety and wellness issues (suicide, 
active shooter violence, sexual assault,
etc.) while remaining faithful to the
core vision of the first edition. The

second edition also addresses the disturbing rise of a new
nemesis of the facilitator university  —  “Compliance U.”
Crushing new regulatory burdens significantly impact 
academic freedom and autonomy and may interfere with the
facilitator’s chief goal of creating a sustainable, reasonably
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“Ronald Collins’ wonderful new
book not only explores the life and in-
tellectual contribution of a remarkable
lawyer, Floyd Abrams, but also, in so
doing, illuminates the basic questions
that underlie all of First Amendment 
jurisprudence. As Collins makes abun-
dantly clear, Floyd Abrams has long
advocated for a nuanced version of the
First Amendment, and his advocacy

has largely, if not completely, carried the day.”
— Paul M. Smith, Partner, Jenner & Block, Chair of the 
Appellate and Supreme Court Practice and Co-Chair of the
Media and First Amendment practice

updatedclaremontsummer2013skinnier_Layout 1  7/19/13  3:53 PM  Page 1



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 69

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

The University of Chicago Press          www.press.uchicago.edu

TOCQUEVILLE IN ARABIA
Dilemmas in a Democratic Age
JOSHUA MITCHELL

“Tocqueville taught us how much can be learned about one culture seen through 
the lens of someone intelligent and sympathetic from another. Joshua Mitchell 
knows Tocqueville and Arabia, and his readers will come to know both better.”
—George F. Will
Cloth $20.00

MUSINGS ON MORTALITY
From Tolstoy to Primo Levi

VICTOR BROMBERT

“With sensitivity and insight, Brombert studies 
the work of eight twentieth-century authors 

and their literary approaches to mortality 
and death. . . . The simplicity and directness 

of Brombert’s style gives his discussion of the 
philosophical and aesthetic underpinnings 

of the works great clarity, and his study of 
the authors in their native languages allows 

him to discuss nuances of the text that might 
otherwise have been lost in translation.”

—Publishers Weekly
Cloth $24.00

RICHARD WAGNER
A Life in Music
MARTIN GECK
Translated by Stewart Spencer

“Martin Geck’s new biography deftly weaves 
both familiar and unfamiliar facts about the 
composer to create a striking, fresh portrait, 
or rather a tapestry, shot through with 
insightful remarks on musical matters.”
—Thomas S. Grey, editor of The Cambridge 
Companion to Wagner
Cloth $35.00

THE ENDURING IMPORTANCE 
OF LEO STRAUSS

LAURENCE LAMPERT

“The Enduring Importance of Leo Strauss offers a major and provocative 
contribution to Strauss scholarship, but this is not the most important 

thing it offers. Laurence Lampert makes a persuasive case for the 
‘new history of philosophy,’ which invites us to radically rethink 

the whole ‘tradition.’”—David Janssens, Tilburg University
Cloth $55.00



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 70

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

further interference in the New, but Adams 
placed equal emphasis on “its no-exceptions 
disclaimer of interference in purely European 
affairs.” 

John quincy adams is the central fig-
ure, but not quite the hero, of Garrity’s 
study. As he sought to occupy a “practi-

cal, yet elevated middle ground between the 
cold pursuit of material national interests 
and the hot-blooded advocacy of revolution 
and foreign regime change,” Adams best “de-
fined the terrain” of the recognition debate 
and subsequent debates over regime change. 
But he could not transcend the “contentious 
middle ground” or the assumptions he shared 
with his contemporaries, and he cannot offer 
us much guidance today. His diplomacy piv-
oted on an “airy” and untenable “distinction 
between sympathy and action,” and his core 
commitments to American independence 
and republican government betrayed a “civi-
lizational agenda” that “actually constituted 
interference in the domestic affairs of others.”

The discomfiting implication is that Amer-
icans’ pretensions to national innocence, 
moral superiority, and “manifest destiny” are 
delusional. American foreign policy debates 
reflected the geopolitical complexity and mor-
al ambiguity of a world that defied simplistic 
and reductive policy prescriptions. They also 
exposed fundamental conflicts within an 
increasingly contentious federal union that 
pointed ominously toward regime change at 
home. Even as the United States emerged as 
a great power, with the capacity to encourage 
and enforce regime change in its hemispheric 
neighborhood, domestic political divisions 
threatened to demolish the Union and jeop-
ardize the character of its republican regime. 
Far from serving as an enlightened exemplar 
to the world, the disunited states would soon 
regress into the anarchy of civil war, indirectly 
reinforcing the legitimacy of monarchical and 
despotic regimes. 

Garrity’s study illuminates the changing 
relationship between a fragile federal union, 
sectional conflict (largely over slavery and its 
expansion), and foreign policy-making. John 
C. Calhoun underscored the nexus between 
the future of the Union and the Anglo-Amer-
ican relationship when he warned Adams that 

“the South would be from necessity compelled 
to form an alliance, offensive and defensive, 
with Great Britain” if the federal government 
did not effectively guarantee the future of slav-
ery. As they assessed risks in the larger world, 
American statesmen were acutely conscious 
of centrifugal tendencies that threatened to 
subvert the Union and jeopardize their in-
dependence. These tendencies were on con-
spicuous display in the wake of the European 

revolutions of 1848, as aggressive “Young 
Democrats” mobilized support for the exiled 
Hungarian revolutionary Louis Kossuth and 
Southerners and conservative Whigs sought 
to uphold “the perceived tradition of Ameri-
can non-involvement in the political affairs 
of Europe.” Exponents of manifest destiny 
at home and regime change abroad hoped to 
deflect energy and attention away from “the 
domestic crisis over slavery,” but foreign pol-
icy debates only served to expose the Union’s 
fragility. 

If the union failed, as abraham lin-
coln so memorably warned in his Get-
tysburg Address, the new nation’s bold 

experiment in republican government would 
fail as well: “government of the people, by the 
people, for the people” would “perish from 
the earth.” If that happened, Britain would 
be there to pick up the pieces, for an indepen-
dent United States was the only obstacle to 
the old mother country’s quest for universal 
empire and a “maritime tyranny” that would 
encircle the globe. The continuing American 
obsession with Britain reflected 19th-century 
geopolitical realities as well as the ideologi-
cal imperatives of nationalist myth-making. 
Jay Sexton’s recent synthesis, The Monroe 
Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth-
Century America (2011), brilliantly under-
scores the central importance of Britain and 
its far-flung empire for the history of Ameri-
can foreign policy. Given Britain’s continuing 
domination of the Atlantic and world econo-
mies, and the crucial role British capital and 
credit played in American territorial expan-
sion and economic development, it is hardly 
surprising that the junior partners in the 
relationship would be anxious about assert-
ing their “independence”—or that, once the 
Union triumphed in the Civil War and the 
reunited nation consolidated its dominant 
position across the continent and through 
the hemisphere, Senator Albert Beveridge of 
Indiana and like-minded imperialists would 
be eager to acknowledge and embrace their 
British cousins in their shared enterprise of 
civilizing the world.

Americans continued thereafter to insist 
on the superiority of their republican regime, 
but eventually came to acknowledge a “special 
relationship” between Britain and America. 
By the end of the century, commentators 
could look ahead to an Anglo-American cen-
tury. Beveridge struck a familiar chord in a 
1900 speech, exulting in the now self-evident 
fact that God “has marked the American 
people as His chosen nation to finally lead in 
the regeneration of the world.” But God also 
had plans for the British. He “has not been 
preparing the English-speaking and Teu-

tonic peoples for a thousand years for noth-
ing but vain and idle self-contemplation and 
self-admiration” or, we might add, reciprocal 
admiration. Beveridge’s millennium wound 
the clock back into the mists of time—and 
into the forests of Germany—in an Anglo-
Saxon racial fantasy that virtually obliterated 
American independence. British despotism 
had once served as a foil for American free-
dom-fighters, the very antithesis of their new 
republican regime. Now, at the dawn of the 
20th century, as statesmen contemplated the 
future of the United States as a great power 
with the capacity to extend its imperial reach 
and shape the future of the world, Anglo-
American differences diminished dramati-
cally. For historians of the emerging “impe-
rial school,” the American Revolution itself 
seemed like a tragic failure of statesmanship 
that belied a more fundamental identity and 
common purpose. Like the Civil War, the 
Revolution was a family affair, one of Kevin 
Phillips’s The Cousins’ Wars (1999).

Patrick garrity’s thoughtful 
and penetrating analysis of the early 
American foreign policy debates about 

revolution and regime change offers a salutary 
corrective to diplomatic originalists’ tendency 
to take the founders’ precepts too seriously. 
Surely he is right that contemporary engage-
ment with these issues follows the well-worn 
grooves of earlier debates, and that we should 
be wary of where they take us. But his most 
important contribution is to encourage us 
to think historically. When Americans con-
templated the world and argued about their 
global responsibilities, they were looking in a 
mirror that reflected the ambiguous origins—
and uncertain destiny—of their own regime. 
They also sought to make sense of a world in 
constant flux. It has been a comforting delu-
sion for Americans to imagine themselves 
standing astride that world, making their own 
history. But Garrity’s protagonists, blinded by 
their exceptionalist delusions, were hopelessly 
entangled in a world that eluded their control 
and defied their understanding. Immersing 
ourselves in these debates, we might begin to 
recognize our own limits.

Peter S. Onuf is the Thomas Jefferson Foun-
dation Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Virginia, and senior research fellow at Monti-
cello’s Robert H. Smith International Center 
for Jefferson Studies. He is the co-author, with 
Nicholas G. Onuf, of Federal Union, Mod-
ern World: The Law of Nations in an Age 
of Revolution, 1776–1814 (Madison House) 
and Nations, Markets, and War: Modern 
History and the American Civil War (Uni-
versity of Virginia Press).
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

Taking Globalism Seriously—Or Not
Governing the World: The History of an Idea, by Mark Mazower.

Penguin Press, 416 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $18 (paper)

Years ago, i pulled off a highway in 
upstate New York, far from any city, en-
ticed by a billboard notice for the “Book 

Barn.” It was an old barn, stuffed to the raf-
ters with books, presided over by a middle-
aged hippie. When I asked what sort of books 
he had, he assured me they were “books with 
a lot of good information.”

Say this for Mark Mazower’s new book: it 
has a lot of good information. Mazower, the 
Ira D. Wallach Professor of History at Co-
lumbia University, seems to have spent a lot of 
time rummaging in places like that book barn. 
In Governing the World, he offers a rather idio-
syncratic survey of notions about internation-
al organization in modern times, starting in 
the early 19th century with the Holy Alliance 
of the Great Powers that defeated Napoleon. 
The history that follows is not well-digested or 
helpfully analyzed. The author does, however, 
report quite a few fun facts, particularly in 
the book’s first part called “The Era of Inter-
nationalism,” by which he seems to mean the 
European era. 

Readers can learn, for example, about the 
first congress organized by advocates of Espe-
ranto, a synthesis of Indo-European languag-
es, designed to secure world peace through 
linguistic accord. The Esperantists were no 
sooner organized at their 1905 congress, as 
Mazower reports, than they fell into a schism 
between orthodox adherents and reformers 
who advocated a new, improved international 
lingua franca, “Ido.” 

Equally instructive: the journal now 
known as Foreign Affairs—adopted by the 
Council on Foreign Relations in 1922 to ad-
vocate American engagement with the League 
of Nations—“had actually been founded as 
the Journal of Race Development in 1910, the 
year before the Universal Races Congress in 
London, then turned into the Journal of Inter-
national Relations (in 1919) before ending up 
with its present title.” Elite journals don’t keep 
going if they don’t keep up with elite fashion. 

Mazower is the author of several books 
about the rise of fascism and the experience 
of the Second World War in Europe. So he 

is commendably alert to connections between 
internationalism and the Nazi regime. In the 
1930s, the secretary general of the League of 
Nations, Joseph Avenol, “tried repeatedly to 
bring Nazi Germany back in” to the organi-
zation, by muffling protests about Mussolini’s 
aggressions in Ethiopia and Albania and ar-
ranging to have “Jewish officials” of the League 

“pushed out.” Avenol, a former French finance 
official, was still maneuvering for League-
sponsored conciliation with Germany even as 
Paris fell to German troops in June 1940.

There was, as mazower records, 
some ground to hope that Nazi officials 
would appreciate “the value of working 

through international organizations.” When 
prison experts, associated with the League of 
Nations, organized an international congress 
in 1935, they decided that Berlin would be a 
suitable site and were duly welcomed by Jo-
seph Goebbels (who must have known quite 
a bit about new techniques of imprisonment). 
The Vienna-based International Criminal 
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sists on laying hands on every development 
that strikes him as vaguely “international”—
great power rivalries, peacekeeping on the pe-
riphery, human rights advocacy, regulation of 
trade measures, etc. Lacking a clear focus or 
theme, the narrative seems to dart from one 
fragment of modern history to the next. If 
journalism is the first draft of history, Mazow-
er has not gotten far into a second draft.

He does display a consistent point of view. 
We might call it professorial irony, masquer-
ading as populist resentment. He tries to 
show that bold new projects in the late 20th 
century were often just echoing the postures 
of imperial power in 19th century Europe. 
He complains that the United States was self-
interested in its vision of international organi-
zation, and then that it wasn’t committed to 
its vision.

But his commentary is rarely very 
illuminating, because he does not have 
the discipline to analyze the serious 

options actually available to statesmen in any 
particular era. So, for example, he faults the 
Truman Administration and its successors for 
adopting a Cold War strategy that usually left 
the United Nations on the side lines. Could 
the Soviet Union really have been contained 
in any other way? Could American policy-
makers really have expected the American 
people to place their own military capacities 
under the direction of shifting majorities at 
the U.N.? Even now, with the Obama Ad-
ministration deferring to international coun-
cils and only “leading from behind,” how well 
are we doing in facing down wild threats from 
the lunatic regime in North Korea? Mazower 
not only fails to answer such basic questions, 
he fails to pose them.

Instead, he spends many pages lament-
ing American opposition to the efforts of the 
Third World majority at the General Assem-
bly to launch a New International Economic 
Order in the 1970s, which was supposed to 
redirect international trade to foster “devel-
opment.” Mazower condemns the Reagan 
Administration for “killing” this effort in the 
early 1980s—which, from all that appears 
in this account, Reagan managed to do with 
just with one hostile speech. The project was 
inspired by the success of the oil-exporters’ 
cartel, OPEC. Characteristically, Mazower 
does not pause to ask how well even OPEC 
did for long-term “development” in oil-ex-
porting countries like Venezuela or Nigeria. 
He doesn’t analyze the impressive economic 
growth subsequently achieved by China and 
other Asian economies, even without U.N.-
sponsored cartels. Would they have done as 
well if the U.N. had been trying to manage 

Police Commission—now known as Inter-
pol—fell into the Nazi orbit when Vienna did. 
Himmler’s SS Deputy, Reinhard Heydrich, 

“had himself declared ICPC president” in the 
summer of 1940. The Reichsbank “remained 
an active member of the Bank for Internation-
al Settlements”—predecessor to the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund—“throughout the war.”

In August 1940, the League’s scheming 
secretary general was himself “pushed out,” 
repudiated even by the new French regime 
of Marshal Pétain. The core of the League’s 
secretariat was persuaded to seek refuge in…
Princeton, New Jersey. But the move was 
funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, with 
assistance from the Institute for Advanced 
Study. Franklin Roosevelt, running for a third 
term, declined to express any support or sym-
pathy for the refugees who claimed to be cura-
tors of the world’s hopes for peace. Winston 
Churchill’s Britain had resolved to keep fight-
ing. The era of securing peace by appeasing ag-
gressors was over—for that time, at least.

We are nearly halfway through this sub-
stantial history before Mazower gets to the 
United Nations. There is not as much “good 
information” in the ensuing chapters, lumped 
together as “Part II: Governing the World 
the American Way.” The problem with these 
chapters is not that Mazower idealizes the 
United Nations, but that he does not under-
stand “the American Way” as a compliment.

He detects american self-aggran-
dizement even in schemes for hu-
manitarian intervention embraced by 

fashionable internationalists like Anne-Marie 
Slaughter of Princeton’s Wilson School and 
Samantha Power of Harvard’s Kennedy School, 
both of whom found comfortable perches in 
the Obama Administration. Mazower derides 
them as “moralist realists,” stretching “the lan-
guage of moral obligation…to accommodate 
virtually any perceived national security need 
of the United States.” There may be a good 
point there—somewhere. Unfortunately, he 
doesn’t provide enough explanation to clarify 
what it is.

Mazower certainly makes a good point 
when he complains that an International 
Criminal Court (ICC), focusing all its atten-
tion on Africa, is starting to look like a 21st-
century counterpart of 19th-century Europe-
an imperialism. He even offers some sensible 
comments about the risk that overreaching 
prosecutors will exacerbate conflicts and in-
tensify local suffering. But since the United 
States has rejected the ICC, why is this “Gov-
erning the American Way”?

Quite apart from terminology, Mazower’s 
assessments are hard to follow because he in-
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world trade in the interest of raw material ex-
porters? He avoids hard questions, preferring 
to sneer about the disruptive consequences of 
financial deregulation, which he seems to re-
gard as an essentially American scheme.

But if it fails as political history, 
Governing the World is not more suc-
cessful as the “history of an idea.” At 

the most basic level, Mazower never really 
analyzes the concepts which give primacy to 
the national—the perspective from which the 

“international” appears as a derivative, delegat-
ed authority. Starting with the alliance system 
that followed the Napoleonic wars, he treats 

“internationalism” as if it were an innovation of 
the 19th century. Readers are left to suppose 
that nations previously lived in sheer anarchy.

But this is silly—at least as regards the 
ideas. Look at the American Declaration of 
Independence, with its concluding claim for 
the United States “to do all other acts and 
things which independent states may of right 
do.” The phrasing implies that a sort of inter-
national code already defined the rights and 
duties of states. That’s what the leading trea-
tises of the era taught, grounding the law of 
nations on a new version of natural law, em-
phasizing property and individual rights. It 
didn’t prevent war—the Declaration itself 
includes the “full power to levy war” among 
the rightful powers of states—but it encour-
aged restraints in the conduct of war and fos-
tered cooperation in peacetime conducive to 
expanding trade and commerce.

In the 18th century, statesmen still re-
membered the historic alternative: a suprana-
tional community of princes, held together by 
shared adherence to a common spiritual au-
thority. Protestants had revolted against this 
understanding of Christendom. In the Peace 
of Westphalia in 1648, ending the Thirty 
Years War (and many more years of previous 
religious conflict), the Catholic empires had 
recognized the independence of Protestant 
states—the right of their sovereigns to de-
cide for themselves. The idea of a neutral (one 
could almost say, secular) natural law gained 
momentum in the 17th century precisely 
because it addressed real challenges of the 
time. If the sovereign state is independent of 
transnational religious authority, it will find 
it easier to focus on the security of its own 
particular people, both at home and abroad. 
A world of independent states implies a new 
view of politics.

If you were interested in the modern idea of 
an international order of independent states, 
you might want to investigate how this idea 
was originally expounded. You might want to 
study the arguments advanced by the Dutch 

jurist Hugo Grotius in the early 17th cen-
tury or the more intricate arguments of the 
French jurist Jean Bodin in the late 16th cen-
tury. Mazower is not interested. He reserves 
his attention for crackpots and schemers and 
distracted politicians of later times.

The underlying issues—most of 
all, at the level of ideas—remain quite 
relevant to contemporary political de-

bates. Many Western advocates insist we need 
to have strengthened mechanisms of “global 
governance,” safeguarding the rights of all 

“humanity” and protecting the global environ-
ment from neglect and abuse by national gov-
ernments. For these projects to succeed, na-
tional governments will need to forfeit much of 
their sovereignty. Advocates insist that global 
claims have so much moral urgency that we 
shouldn’t object. While Western advocates 
want to pour moral or spiritual authority into 
negotiated international arrangements, many 
Muslims dream of providing global reach and 
military backing to the spiritual authority of a 
restored caliphate.

Are these serious alternatives? Even if they 
could be implemented, would they prove any 
better than new platforms for an older form of 
tyranny? Governing the World is not interested 
in the most theoretically challenging alterna-
tives. In his overstuffed catalog of internation-
alist ventures, Mazower does not even men-
tion the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, 
now embracing 57 nations, which are often 
the decisive block in the governing majority of 

“Non-Aligned Nations” at the U.N. General 
Assembly and its organs. He does not notice 
that Muslim nations have sponsored an alter-
native to international human rights treaties 
in the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights 
in Islam. But he ought to be interested, since 
its very existence (it was proclaimed in 1990) 
reminds us that much of the world does not 
accept the universality of Western formula-
tions of human rights.

Perhaps if Mark Mazower considered the 
full implications of the alternatives, he would 
take a more charitable view of the compro-
mises which, due in large part to American 
influence in 1945, came to be embodied in the 
U.N. charter. Perhaps if he thought more fully 
about the underlying issues, he would develop 
more respect for the original “American way,” 
as embodied in our Declaration of Indepen-
dence, our Constitution, and our American 
traditions of statecraft.

But you can’t write a serious “history of an 
idea” if you don’t take ideas seriously.

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University School of Law.
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Book Review by Thomas Bruscino

On the Firing Line
The Generals: American Military Command from World War II to Today, by Thomas E. Ricks.

The Penguin Press, 576 pages, $32.95

The central claim of the generals, 
military journalist Thomas Ricks’s as-
sault on post-World War II American 

military history, is that once upon a time the 
U.S. Army won because poor generals got 
fired. Since then, Army generals stopped get-
ting fired so much, and now the Army does 
not win wars. Unfortunately, this thesis state-
ment can be assembled only by consulting 
the dust jacket, introductory material, and 
excerpts. The Generals’s chaotic exposition 
might be in the service of this argument, or 
some other, or none at all. 

Ricks begins, reasonably, by professing his 
admiration of General George C. Marshall, 
chief of staff of the U.S. Army in World War 
II. Marshall created something Ricks calls the 

“Marshall system,” characterized by the firing 
of lots of generals and promotion of other, 
more conformist ones. The Ricks scorecard 
doesn’t come close to establishing this thesis, 
however. Dwight Eisenhower’s wartime rise, 
unrelated to firings, represented the system 
at work. Eisenhower proved to be a good Su-
preme Commander because he could com-
promise and handle British Field Marshal 

Bernard Montgomery, but Eisenhower was 
bland and unimaginative in fighting, which 
was bad. But he held the coalition togeth-
er, so that was good. George Patton, on the 
other hand, should have been fired, but was 
not, because they needed him to fight, so that 
was good. Likewise, Mark Clark did not get 
fired, but should have been, and that was bad 
because that is how things work today. The 
actual fighting by Douglas MacArthur’s com-
mand in World War II is not discussed, but 
he was bad because he wanted to be president 
and became political; however, the generals 
in the Marshall system did not like MacAr-
thur and did not follow his example, and were 
much blander. 

To sum up, in World War II the Marshall 
system fired lots of commanders and promot-
ed bland conformists, although it followed 
those tenets so inconsistently as to not really 
be a system at all. Nevertheless, the alleged 
system proved effective because it was success-
ful in winning the war, although it was not as 
successful in winning battles as it could have 
been because of key attributes in the system, 
such as firing the wrong commanders or not 

firing commanders who should have been 
fired or promoting boring unimaginative 
commanders.

Still, lots of generals were fired, so that was 
good because the United States won World 
War II, where victory was clear and things 
were simple. Later wars—Korea, Vietnam, 
the Gulf War, Iraq and Afghanistan—proved 
much trickier. By Ricks’s accounting, the 
Marshall system continued to be applied in 
Korea and Vietnam, but only the bad parts, 
so it was sometimes successful in winning 
battles, but it was not effective because it was 
not successful in winning the wars. Through-
out, fewer commanders were fired, except the 
many commanders by Ricks’s own account 
who were fired or rotated out of commands. 
But those don’t count because they were not 
fired as often or as quickly as they should have 
been. 

Never mind that all of this fol-
lowed pretty closely the story of fir-
ings in World War II, except for the 

fact that fewer theater-level commanders lost 
their commands then. In any event, at some 
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point the Army stopped following the Mar-
shall system and began following a system 
exemplified or created by General William 
DePuy, who was a World War II model com-
mander and failure in Vietnam, but really 
good at triggering reforms after the war to 
make the Army better at fighting tactically, 
but bad at developing commanders who could 
think more broadly, except for the officers 
who went through the Army education and 
training programs created by the reforms 
DePuy helped start. Altogether, this story ex-
plains the persistent failures of the Army, as 
exemplified by Chosin, Tet, My Lai, the Gulf 
War, Iraq, and Afghanistan. 

Ricks bases whole sections on heavily bi-
ased sources, ignores years of inconvenient 
historical debate, and compares and contrasts 
commanders in dramatically different situ-
ations and positions, never setting any clear 
standards for good generalship. Yet through 
all of this, he identifies the independent vari-
able as firing despite offering scant evidence 
that firings in and of themselves led to greater 
effectiveness in battles and war. (The Gener-
als presents some evidence that firings led to 
reduced effectiveness in battles and war.) Nor 
does he provide statistical data to indicate 
that commanders were fired in greater pro-

portions in World War II than in later wars, 
let alone that the number or rate of firings 
somehow tipped over from correlation into 
causation when it came to overall success in 
either battles or wars.

Even more troubling is ricks’s 
blithe assumption that it’s all so easy—
battles, campaigns, and even wars 

provide black and white choices. Thus, any 
commander who does not do right must be 
the foolish or morally bankrupt product of a 
system that does not care about accountabil-
ity to the mission or the troops. The torturous 
dilemmas faced by those in positions of real 
responsibility never come to light in The Gen-
erals. Ricks holds his subjects in contempt, so 
he never tries to understand them. He finds 
neither knowledge nor wisdom along the way. 

Despite these failings, The Generals is be-
ing read and discussed by the very audience 
it vilifies. Before he became a prominent com-
menter on military affairs, Thomas Ricks was 
a reporter on the defense beat for such publi-
cations as the Wall Street Journal and Wash-
ington Post. When the war in Iraq was not go-
ing well Ricks used his connections in the mil-
itary to produce a perfect book for the time. 
The unsubtly titled Fiasco came out in 2006, 
relying on a variety of named and unnamed 
sources in and out of the Defense Department 
to make the case that the war was a disaster in 
planning and execution, that there was no end 
in sight, and that just about everyone involved 
at the highest levels was to blame for the re-
sult. Much like The Generals, the critique and 
proposed remedies were contradictory and 
unclear, but a diatribe about the origins and 
conduct of the war matched the times. More 
importantly, because it fit the prevalent dis-
content so well, audiences, especially military 
ones, lapped it up. Ricks became a high priest 
in the military commentariat, with the full 
power and benefits of the station. 

He learned his lesson well. Democratic na-
tions fight wars with abundant dissent and 
self-critique, most vitally in the military itself. 
For all the talk of closed-minded professional 
company men, the truth is that even when 
things go well, the American military always 
believes it can do better. Problems of war have 
no perfect solutions, so striving for perfec-
tion always provides areas for improvement. 
Of course Iraq could have been fought better, 
and of course the assignment of generals can 
be improved. There was and is no perfect way 
to win in Iraq, just as there is no perfect way 
to produce generals.

Army officers cannot—will not—accept 
this truth. That is their greatest strength, 
but it can also be exploited. Legitimate self-

critique, twisted to the point of hysteria, pays 
well. Already The Generals has made recom-
mended reading lists throughout the military, 
and Ricks continues to receive invitations to 
peddle his argument to military audiences 
at home and abroad. At some point, how-
ever, healthy self-assessment becomes patho-
logical. Over the past decade of fighting, the 
Army has sorted through its general officer 
corps. In peace it is never easy to figure out 
which officers will make the best generals, a 
task made even harder by the variety of types 
of jobs filled by those officers. A general who 
is good in command of a division in the field 
might struggle as a strategic staff officer, and 
vice versa.

That said, war makes things clear-
er. Tactical failures in intense combat 
tend to be tragically clear—losing bat-

tles and slow costly advances, for example—
and the subsequent reliefs or replacements 
happen faster. Weaknesses in leadership in 
strategic positions and in unconventional 
warfare are not as quantifiable, but still evi-
dent over time.

Commanders who do not quite get it done 
in those jobs tend not to get promoted, or they 
get rotated to positions that better match their 
talents. Officers who have had more success in 
combat commands tend to get promoted into 
higher-level vacancies. That process, though 
certainly uneven, is exactly what has hap-
pened through Iraq and Afghanistan. As a 
result, just now, as Ricks hits the streets with 
his diatribe against the general officer corps, 
that corps is the strongest it has ever been for 
fighting the types of wars found in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. And all without The Generals to 
guide the way. 

None of this is to say that the system is 
perfect or that it cannot continue to get bet-
ter. But in recycling, unintelligibly, an idea 
the Army officer corps already debates and 
tries to improve, Thomas Ricks’s The Gen-
erals distracts from legitimate issues and 
cheapens the debate. What is more, it wastes 
precious intellectual energy that Army offi-
cers could better spend learning their craft. 
The end result is that whatever the reader 
of this book might gain from occasionally 
stumbling upon a stray fact is more than off-
set by the clarity lost trying to make sense of 
the senseless. 

Thomas Bruscino is associate professor of history 
at the U.S. Army School of Advanced Military 
Studies, and author of A Nation Forged in 
War: How World War II Taught Americans 
to Get Along (University of Tennessee Press). 
The views expressed here are his own.
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Book Review by Mackubin Thomas Owens

For God and Country
Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy, by Andrew Preston.

Alfred A. Knopf, 832 pages, $37.50 (cloth), $18 (paper)

On september 14, 2001, just three 
days after the attack on the World 
Trade Center and the Pentagon, 

President George W. Bush gave a speech at the 
National Cathedral in Washington, in which, 
among other things, he called for a national 
day of prayer and remembrance. During the 
speech he stressed the link between religion 
and democracy; the importance of religious 
liberty; the blessing of America’s mission in 
the world; the tragic necessity of using force to 
vindicate justice in an unjust world; the pres-
ence of evil as a test for the faithful; and the re-
sponsibilities that come with power and wealth. 

The president made clear what would come 
next:

war has been waged against us by 
stealth and deceit and murder. This na-
tion is peaceful, but fierce when stirred 
to anger. The conflict was begun on the 
timing and terms of others. It will end 
in a way and at an hour of our choosing.

All this was not in the hands of a mere presi-
dent or even of the American people; it was 

in the hands of God. “As we have been as-
sured, neither death nor life, nor angels nor 
principalities nor powers, nor things present 
nor things to come, nor height nor depth, can 
separate us from God’s love…may he always 
guide our country. God bless America.”

Bush also used such language in the run-
up to the war in Iraq. In his 2003 State of the 
Union Address, the president proclaimed that 

“the liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the 
world” but “God’s gift to humanity.”

Many Americans were uncomfortable with 
Bush’s rhetoric, contending that his use of re-
ligion to frame and justify war was somehow 
at odds with the American tradition. Their 
unease suggested that American foreign and 
national security policy belongs exclusively to 
the hardheaded world of balances of power 
and the rational calculation of interests, cost, 
and risk. But as Andrew Preston shows in his 
fine book, Sword of the Sprit, Shield of Faith, re-
ligion continually has played a major role in 
American war and diplomacy, since even be-
fore the founding of the Republic. 

There have been other books on aspects of 
the intersection between religion and Ameri-

can foreign policy, but Preston’s is the first 
comprehensive survey of the topic. As he notes, 
historians of religion have rarely examined di-
plomacy and war, and military and diplomatic 
historians have just as infrequently taken a 
serious look at religion. Although some dip-
lomatic historians note the personal religious 
beliefs of the “usual suspects”—Woodrow 
Wilson, John Foster Dulles, and Jimmy Cart-
er—most treat religion as “background noise” 
in the study of American diplomatic history. 

Preston, a fellow of cambridge 
University’s Clare College, begins his 
account with the colonization of North 

America. Like the Spanish before them, the 
British who settled in the New World did so 
in the name of God, in this case, the God of 
the Protestant confession. The early English 
colonists saw their effort as sacred: estab-
lishing a “New Jerusalem” that would doom 
the great French and Spanish Catholic con-
spiracy to destroy Protestantism, and defeat-
ing the “heathen onslaught” by the Indians in 
the New World. After its establishment, this 
Protestant New Jerusalem “would spend the 
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next century pushing back Catholics and In-
dians, and all others who would deny them 
their sacred errand.” 

Preston calls the British imperial wars and 
their manifestation in North America “wars 
of permanent reformation.” Although the 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648 removed the ba-
sis for wars of religion within Christendom by 
establishing the principle of cuius regio, eius 
religio (whoever’s realm, his religion), which, 
when secularized becomes the basis of state 
sovereignty, Protestant fear of Catholic he-
gemony remained a powerful motivation for 
British foreign policy toward France, both in 
Europe and North America. 

As Preston writes, “the most important, 
mutually reinforcing components to colonial 
identity were robust notions of political free-
dom and the Protestant religion, forced to-
gether through a series of imperial wars that 
had starkly different meanings for the Ameri-
can colonists than they did for Britons.” This 
meant that the emerging American worldview 
possessed a “distinctively pious tenor” giving 
rise to an “American revelation” and a fusion 
between politics and religion that Preston 
calls “liberation theology.”

Though the most prominent found-
ers were not particularly religious, he 
argues, unlike the leaders of the French 

Revolution they harnessed religion to the cause 
of republican government. They appealed to a 
Christian republicanism that blended Protes-
tant theology and democratic politics. Many 
political philosophers of early modernity did 
not believe such a fusion possible, but it was 
helped along by the Great Awakening of the 
1740s, which rendered religion in America less 
hierarchical than in England. 

Preston contends that Christian republi-
canism was integral not only to internal Amer-
ican politics but to American foreign policy: 

“in a very modern sense, Americans believed 
that a state’s internal character influenced its 
external behavior.” This is the basis of the idea 
of what has come to be called “the democratic 
peace.” But it also gave rise to the notion that 
a cure for the corruption within states that 
leads to aggressive war is the spread of democ-
racy itself. “If Americans could not feel safe 
in a world without republican virtue, the so-
lution was obvious: spread the virtue and its 
attendant blessings of liberty—which to many 
Americans also meant the spread of Christi-
anity.” This revolutionary idea has contributed 
to adventures (or misadventures) abroad from 
Manifest Destiny to the Iraq War. 

Also important was the founders’ separa-
tion of church and state. They understood 
that a republic could not function properly 

if it did not safeguard religious liberty. And 
this applied in foreign enterprises as well. 
As Americans prepared to invade Canada in 
1775, George Washington ordered the com-
manders of the expedition to “avoid all Dis-
respect to or Contempt of the Religion” of 
the French. “While we are Contending for 
our own Liberty, we should be very cautious 
of violating the Rights of Conscience in oth-
ers; ever considering that God alone is the 
Judge of the Hearts of Men and to him only 
in this Case they are answerable.” We hear an 
echo of this admonition in the instructions 
to the troops during operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 

Between the war of 1812 and the 
Civil War, the issues that divided 
America divided her churches—how 

to reconcile slavery and democracy? expan-
sion with republican government? empire 
with liberty?—and those divisions affected 
U.S. foreign policy, too, as Preston shows. At 
the same time, immigration was changing 
the religious character of the United States. 
The influx of large numbers of Roman Cath-
olics, most from Ireland, meant that Protes-
tantism ceased to be as dominant as it had 
been in the 18th century. The issue came to 
a head with the Mexican War, during which 
anti-Catholic bias in the Army contributed 
to high desertion rates among immigrant 
Irish soldiers. Many joined the Mexicans, 
who formed the San Patricio battalion for 
their Irish co-religionists. The Mormons cre-
ated their own regiment within the Army, 

“the only faith-based regiment in American 
military history.” 

Preston argues that the Civil War “deep-
ly affected the nation’s ideology, especially 
Americans’ general worldview and sense of 
world mission, in ways that would shape both 
U.S. foreign policy and international politics 
for decades to come.” The Republican Party’s 
1900 campaign platform used Lincolnian lan-
guage to justify the recently concluded war 
with Spain: the Spanish-American War had 
been fought for “high purpose”; it was a “war 
for liberty and human rights” that had given 

“ten millions of the human race” a “new birth 
of freedom” and the American people “a new 
and noble responsibility…to confer the bless-
ings of liberty and civilization upon all the 
rescued peoples.”

Soon statesmen of both parties would 
speak of the Civil War as America’s first great 
moral crusade and World War I as its sec-
ond. It was not Woodrow Wilson but Teddy 
Roosevelt who declared: “[A]s our fathers 
fought with slavery and crushed it, in order 
that it would not seize and crush them, so we 

are called on to fight new forces.” It was not 
Wilson but Henry Cabot Lodge who called 
World War I “the last great struggle of de-
mocracy and freedom against autocracy and 
militarism.” These same statesmen justified 
U.S. military interventions in Latin America 
and the Caribbean as a means of spreading 
liberal principles abroad. 

It is often argued that until the end 
of the 19th century, American foreign pol-
icy was based on “virtuous isolationism”—

the idea that the United States was an exem-
plar of liberty and nothing more. But as Pres-
ton shows, American statesmen, motivated by 
piety and morality, had often embraced the 
mission of spreading liberal principles abroad 
for the betterment not only of America but of 
the world. 

If World War II represented the apex of 
America’s moral mission in the world, the 
Cold War called that very mission into ques-
tion. The lack of consensus was partly the 
result of increasing religious diversity. Jewish 
voices joined Protestant and Catholic in the 
debate. Churches were often split over the 
question of nuclear weapons, and Vietnam 
shattered any religious consensus regarding 
foreign policy. Preston’s treatment of this pe-
riod is especially riveting. 

As the examples of Jimmy Carter, Ronald 
Reagan, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush 
show, religion can still shape at least the 
rhetoric of U.S. foreign policy. But in most 
cases, the link between religion and foreign 
policy has seemed tenuous in recent years. To 
say the least, Barack Obama appears to lack 
the religious and moral fervor of his prede-
cessor—he comes, after all, from the church 
of “God damn America!” and seems to pray 
for American decline. Such prayers rise from 
many pews these days, not least in the main-
stream Protestant denominations that are ex-
periencing their own decline. 

Nonetheless, evangelical churches are 
growing and Americans are still far more re-
ligious than Europeans, whose own spiritual 
indifference seems to leave them tired and un-
certain in the face of resurgent Islam. As mili-
tant Islam probes for weakness in the world 
once called Christendom, anyone who wishes 
to understand religion’s influence on Ameri-
ca’s past wars, and its continuing influence on 
American foreign policy generally, would do 
well to consult Andrew Preston’s erudite and 
balanced treatment. 

Mackubin Thomas Owens is professor of na-
tional security affairs at the Naval War College 
and editor of Orbis, the quarterly journal of the 
Foreign Policy Research Institute.
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Book Review by Douglas Kries

Test of Faith
The First Thousand Years: A Global History of Christianity, by Robert Louis Wilken.

Yale University Press, 416 pages, $35

Robert louis wilken is hardly the 
first historian to attempt a narrative 
of early Christianity. His predeces-

sors, however, generally concluded that the 
period of early Christianity lasted for about 
500 years, whereas Wilken, the University of 
Virginia’s William R. Kenan Professor of the 
History of Christianity Emeritus, chronicles 
the first 1,000. By doubling the number of 
years assigned to the epoch of early Chris-
tianity, he does not simply make his story 
longer, because the first five centuries of the 
Church suggest an ecclesiastical plotline of 
one sort, but the second five are quite differ-
ent. His book winds up telling a very differ-
ent story than that told by previous ecclesi-
astical historians, and it prods us to rethink 
entirely the relationship of the Church to 
temporal affairs. This longer story poses 

Eusebius, who wrote the ecclesi-
astical History and other important 
works in the early decades of the 4th 

century, is generally credited with being the 
first author to extend the biblical account in 
a significant way. He chronicled the many 
persecutions of the Church both prior to and 
within his lifetime, emphasizing that although 
Christians indeed suffered at the hands of the 
Empire, especially during the “Great Perse-
cution” of the early 4th century, the witness 
of the martyrs had in the end persuaded all 
opposition and had even ushered in the re-
markable era of Constantine. The obstacles 
had been formidable, to be sure, but were ulti-
mately no match for the ever-advancing faith. 
Eusebius’s confidence, verging on triumpha-
lism, occasionally makes modern Christians 
uneasy, but the story he told was largely ac-

problems Wilken doesn’t solve, or perhaps 
fully realize. 

Standard histories of the early Church al-
most always chronicle an advancing and irre-
sistible tide of faith. Such a theme was estab-
lished with the very first such history, the New 
Testament’s Acts of the Apostles, according to 
which the new faith, beginning in Jerusalem, 
spread rapidly—not only despite resistance 
but even because of it. The principal human 
character in the story is Paul. After receiving 
the gift of the Holy Spirit he preaches Christ 
crucified, first to Jews and then to Gentiles. 
Although he and his fellow missionaries are 
opposed by entrenched religious opinions and 
authorities, they carry the faith into increas-
ingly remote areas, especially regions of the 
Roman Empire north and northwest of Jeru-
salem—Syria, Asia Minor, and even Rome. 
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curate. The Christian faith really did spread 
astoundingly during its first centuries.

Over the subsequent 1,700 years, histo-
ries of early Christianity written from within 
the Christian world have generally followed 
the Book of Acts and Eusebius. A case in 
point is Henry Chadwick’s The Early Church, 
originally published in 1967. Written by an 
esteemed Oxford and Cambridge scholar, it 
soon became a standard history of the topic, 
well respected and widely read. His volume 
covers, roughly, the Church’s first 500 years, 
whereas Eusebius died in 339. Chadwick ex-
pressly distances himself from Eusebius, tak-
ing a more cautious approach, but in the end 
The Early Church also tells a tale of progress 
that culminates with Christianity largely vic-
torious over all enemies.

Given christian historians’ al-
most unanimously favorable judg-
ment on those early years, it is not 

surprising that one of the few things Chris-
tians of all varieties agree on is the wisdom 
of emulating them. Early Christians were the 
best Christians, it seems, the model and pro-
totype as the Church pursues its temporal pil-
grimage. Protestantism, for example, was orig-
inally a conservative or retrograde movement, 
seeking to restore the patterns and structures 
of the early Church against the innovations 
of the Middle Ages. Even the Second Vati-
can Council (1962–1965) understood itself 
to be especially concerned with ressourcement, 
a return to the writings and practices of early 
Christianity. Christians living in Western, 
secularized regimes may debate whether Em-
peror Constantine’s patronage of the Church 
was beneficial, but even those criticizing the 

“Constantinian settlement” do not extend their 
criticisms to early Christianity tout court. 

The only possible discordant note with-
in this harmonious self-assessment of the 
Church is that in the 5th-century Germanic 
peoples overran the western, Latin-speaking 
regions of the Empire. With a bit of massag-
ing, however, even this disaster can be fitted 
to the theme of irresistible progress. No one 
disputes that Christians suffered during the 
invasions, but the Church appears to have 
regrouped almost immediately and launched 
major and successful attempts at converting 
the Germanic invaders. In fact, even as chaos 
was destroying imperial political structures, 
the faith was spreading beyond the Empire to 
the Irish, who would soon help bring it back 
to any European lands that had returned tem-
porarily to heathenism. 

The first half of Wilken’s book, cover-
ing the period up to about 500 A.D., offers 

little to challenge this standard view of early 
Christianity. The author writes as a neutral 
observer, not an advocate like Eusebius. Nev-
ertheless, the story he chronicles is primar-
ily one of growth and expansion. He often 
calls attention to events and episodes that do 
not receive treatment in most single-volume 
histories, such as the stories of Basil and the 
foundation of the first hospitals by Christians 
in Asia Minor; the Roman catacombs and 
their art; and early Christian architecture. 
All this is fascinating and worthy reading, 
and Wilken explains it well. But the general 
drift of the argument is not especially novel.

The second half of the first thou-
sand Years begins in the same “spread-
ing-like-wildfire” genre: while Chris-

tians of the empire’s western regions are busy 
with German invaders, the eastern empire’s 
Greek-speaking Christians are continuing to 
advance the faith into new lands, many be-
yond imperial boundaries. From Alexandria, 
the Church moved south up the Nile valley 
through Nubia and Ethiopia, and indeed all 
the way to India. From Antioch, Damascus, 
and other Syrian cities Christianity spread 
to Iraq, Armenia, Persia, and even into Cen-
tral Asia and China, while a strong Syriac-
speaking Christian church emerged within 
the Persian empire. Wilken writes of three 
quasi-independent but flourishing churches 
at this point in history: the Latin imperial 
Church directed from Rome; the Greek im-
perial Church led by Constantinople, Alex-
andria, and Antioch; and the “Church of the 
East,” centered in Persia. While the first two 
of these have long been studied, only in re-
cent decades has scholarly attention focused 
on the Syriac-speaking Christians of the East. 
Much of this story is unknown to the English-
speaking world, and even if what Wilken says 
is known to specialists, his ability to present 
these complicated developments in a straight-
forward manner makes this aspect of his book 
particularly important. 

Wilken’s narrative suddenly reverses itself 
with the unanticipated and truly astonishing 
eruption of Islam. Roaring out of the deserts 
of Arabia, the Muslims quickly overran the 
great Christian churches of Antioch, Damas-
cus, and Jerusalem. Alexandria and Carthage 
were not far behind. By 750—only 118 years 
after the death of Muhammad—more than 
half of all Christians in the entire world were 
living under Islamic rule. Wilken emphasizes 
that a few Christians managed to move up 
within the new Muslim society. Most of the 
conquered, however, either began to convert 
to Islam or struggled on and lived, like pre-

Constantinian Christians, with little access to 
political power. The great church of northern 
Africa, which had offered the world saints like 
Cyprian and Augustine, died out completely. 
Christianity surrendered its tenuous presence 
in China, and the Church of the East soon 
found it necessary to translate its literary 
works into Arabic. 

Wilken’s treatment of islam 
within his history of early Christi-
anity is awkward, presumably be-

cause the rise of Islam is hard for the Chris-
tian faith to understand and explain. “I have 
made the rise and spread of Islam integral to 
the history,” he writes in the introduction to 
his volume. “No event in the first millennium 
of Christian history was more catastrophic 
than the Muslim conquest of Christian lands, 
and none more consequential.” Yet, Wilken 
does not actually turn his book to what his 
introduction says is so “consequential” and 

“integral” until its last 70 pages; even then, 
the spread of Islam within Christian regions 
must share space with other topics. While 
reading The First Thousand Years, it is hard to 
escape the conclusion that the author simply 
does not know how he should treat Islam in a 
book on the early Church, yet treat it he must 
because he has extended the period of early 
Christianity to a full millennium. Ever the 
professor, he adheres diligently to his estab-
lished neutrality and avoids saying anything 
that could be construed as criticism of the 
new overlords. He relates, for example, that 
Christians, although they were forced to pay 
a special tax to their Arabic conquerors, were 
legally protected and permitted to practice 
their faith. He refers to the eloquence of the 
Koran, says that “the power of its words is 
palpable,” and calls the Dome of the Rock 

“dazzling.”
Only after his history is finished, in the 

“Afterword,” does Wilken finally murmur 
slightly against the Islamic overrunning of 
Christian churches. There, in the book’s last 
pages, in looking ahead to the eventual con-
quest of Asia Minor by the Muslims in the 
Middle Ages and the concomitant destruc-
tion of the Christian churches founded by 
Paul himself, he says that modern moralizing 
about the Crusades is overdone, for the Cru-
sades “ended in failure” since the territories 
the Crusaders conquered were soon reclaimed 
for Islam anyway, whereas the Turkish con-
quest of Asia Minor was permanent: “The 
Turkish conquest of Asia Minor was of far 
greater significance than the Crusades.” 

However awkward it is for him to talk 
about the Islamization of Christian lands, 
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Wilken does finally draw our attention to 
the elephant in the room, but again, only 
in the final pages of the “Afterword”: “Set 
against the success of Islam and its staying 
power, the career of Christianity is marked 
as much by decline and attrition as it is by 
growth and triumph.” In other words, in the 
end Wilken tacitly admits that the old Euse-
bian model for writing Church history is un-
done if one extends the period of early Chris-
tianity to the year 1000 or even, it would 
seem, 750. Offering such a conclusion—al-
beit after much hesitation—makes Wilken’s 
book enormously valuable for contemporary 
Christians, for friends don’t let friends re-
main ignorant and self-deceived about their 
own inadequacies. 

He would have done even better, 
however, by sharing with his read-
ers the proper Christian response 

to such inadequacies, if inadequacies they are. 
The basic problem was solved in Augustine’s 
The City of God, which explained to the care-
ful reader that Eusebian optimism regarding 
the temporal vigor of the Church militant was 
thoroughly misplaced. Providence, Augustine 
argued, works in mysterious ways, and there 
is no reason to think the Church, although 
momentarily triumphant at the beginning of 
the 5th century, might not suffer great per-
secutions and tremendous setbacks in the 
future. It was the pagans’ mistake, he boldly 
concluded, to think that correct worship of 
the divine results in worldly success. Augus-
tine suggested that a great many Christians, 
despite the lessons of the Cross, exhibit the 
attitude of pagans rather than pilgrims re-
garding earthly rewards. 

The curious subtitle of The First Thou-
sand Years is A Global History of Christianity. 
Wilken clearly knows that the Church was 
not truly global by the end of its first millen-
nium, but thinks it significant that the faith 
he writes about possessed global aspirations 
from the beginning. Although the Church 
is charged with the mission of preaching the 
Gospel to the ends of the earth, honest atten-
tion to the historical record reveals that the 
believer cannot even know with confidence 
whether in the lands already evangelized the 
Christian faith will endure. Thoughtful con-
temporary readers of Robert Louis Wilken’s 
book will contemplate this lesson with care 
and sobriety.

Douglas Kries is the Bernard J. Coughlin, S.J., 
Professor of Christian Philosophy at Gonzaga 
University and the author of The Problem of 
Natural Law (Lexington Books).

            

 The Grafting Tree

Long years ago
A generous and freshly-married couple 
Finishing their first house
Had thought to plant 
A sapling oak at the nook
Of their outlying corner lot.
One in time to provide some cover
Of shade for passerby, a respite
Before they trod the rock-ribbed knoll.

In the lines of generation
So popular had this spreading oak become 
That latterly some owners thought
A resting place would have purpose, too.
They found amidst some schoolhouse ruins 
An abandoned wooden chair 
And despite its metal anchorage
Decided to plant it there
So people can sit and rest their feet
A welcomed girding for the knoll.

In time the two became so entwined
The oak’s muscular roots 
Holding fast the wooden seat
That it became known as the grafting tree,
Fitting so well with the schoolhouse chair. 
That people swore they grew together.
No ruffians, thugs or bullies
No matter what weapons employed
Could separate the grafting tree 
From the seat it took in care.

The sturdy house still stands
The grafting tree and schoolhouse chair
Still share their place and rooted function
Not much further to explain
Except that natures of a long line
Of energy and repose came together 
To overtake even purpose of design. 

                            —Ricardo J. Quinones
from A Sorting of the Ways: New and 
Selected Poems (39 West Press)

•
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

History as Literature

Few today know even the name wil-
liam Hickling Prescott, but he was both 
the most honored and the most popular 

American historian of the 19th century, when 
history in the right hands was still a distin-
guished form of literature. Prescott (1796–
1859) chronicled the emergence of Spain as a 
world power under Ferdinand and Isabella in 
the late 15th century, recounted the collision 
of the conquistadores with the Aztec and Inca 
empires, and portrayed the perfervid religious 
despotism of King Philip II, the most power-
ful man in the world.

The Spanish empire had attracted scant 
attention from North America in the 1830s. 
Washington Irving, who had been attached 
to the United States legation in Spain, had 
written a pair of volumes on Columbus and 
his companions in 1828 and 1831, and an ac-
count of the conquest of Granada in 1829; 
but the field was clear for an ambitious his-
torian unintimidated by Irving’s shadow, and 
Prescott possessed the concentration and en-
durance of the master scholar, the ardor of the 
earnest moralist, and the stylistic flair of the 
born writer.

He was the amateur par excellence, a Bos-
tonian gentleman who could have lived on 
his inheritance without doing a jot of work, 
but who would have found such idleness 

unbearable. A Harvard College graduate 
but not a trained historian, he took up the 
study of Spanish only at the age of 28, after 
he found German too much trouble to mas-
ter. Two years later, in 1826, he settled on 
the subject of his first major work: the His-
tory of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella, the 
Catholic, of Spain. Almost no one knew the 
convivial gent was writing a book. The three-
volume work was published in 1837, and 
made Prescott’s name, at home and in Eng-
land, for his expertise and elegant vigor. No 
one was more surprised than the author by 
this success.

Prescott was 41, but as he told himself, Ed-
ward Gibbon and David Hume were in their 
forties when they began their monumental 
histories. There was plenty of time for more, 
if only he hammered away unstintingly. He 
was no youth but he was the coming man, and 
he kept on coming. History of the Conquest of 
Mexico appeared in 1843. He started History 
of the Conquest of Peru two months later, and 
it was published in 1847. Barely coming up for 
air, he plunged into the History of the Reign of 
Philip II, King of Spain. In 1850 he took an ex-
tended break, receiving an honorary doctorate 
from Oxford, greeted in high style by Thomas 
Macaulay, the Duke of Wellington, Benjamin 
Disraeli, William Gladstone, Charles Lyell, 

and Queen Victoria; he traveled to France, 
Belgium, and Holland as well, but oddly left 
Spain off his itinerary. Back in harness at 
home, he saw the first two volumes of Philip 
II into print in 1855. In 1858 he suffered a 
stroke, but resumed work on Philip II, and the 
third volume came out that year. He was too 
weak, however, to finish the projected six-vol-
ume masterwork, and another stroke finished 
him in January 1859. Obituaries in newspa-
pers and magazines and learned journals hon-
ored his literary eminence and mourned the 
loss of an extraordinary man.

Exemplary Manliness

He was as remarkable a man as 
he was a writer. That he should 
have composed such erudite, elo-

quent histories required almost unimagi-
nable will and strength of mind. When he 
was a 16-year-old student at Harvard, a crust 
of bread thrown in a dining hall food fight 
struck him in the left eye and left it perma-
nently blind. He was able to graduate, and 
expected to read for the law in his father’s 
office. Then in 1815 a debilitating arthritic 
attack also afflicted his right eye, leaving 
him, intermittently, blind altogether. After 
months in bed, he still could not see clear-
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ly. Retinal damage, or maybe nerve damage, 
was diagnosed. The law would not be for 
him. Hearing of a new machine on which 
the blind could write (the noctograph, liter-
ally the night writer), he bought one from 
the inventor, and he would later describe the 
device in a letter to a friend about his work 
methods: “It consists of a frame of the size 
of a sheet of paper, traversed by brass wires, 
as many as lines are wanted on the page, and 
with a sheet of carbonated paper, such as is 
used for getting duplicates, pasted on the 
reverse side. With an ivory or agate stylus 
the writer traces his characters between the 
wires on the carbonated sheet, making indel-
ible marks, which he cannot see, on the white 
page below.”

For the rest of Prescott’s life there would 
be spells of utter blackness, relieved by inter-
vals of dim and painful sight, and occasion-
ally by times of quite clear vision. Somehow 
he pursued a self-appointed course of study 
for a career as a man of letters, learning 
languages, reading widely if not especially 
deeply, writing essays and reviews on his 
noctograph, unsure just where his various 
interests would take him, until he lighted on 
the lifelong project of Spanish history that 
consumed him. Prescott would work with a 
series of secretaries who read to him for sev-
eral hours daily and transcribed the notes he 
took on his noctograph. A far-flung network 
of friends and of scholarly colleagues he nev-
er actually met combed Spanish, French, and 
English libraries and archives for the books 
and documents essential to getting the his-
tory right. His prodigious memory enabled 
him to compose page after page in his head, 
going over long passages again and again, 
and revising as he went. As he approached 
the end of Ferdinand and Isabella, he wrote 
that the severity of his handicap had pro-
voked him to despair of ever seeing the book 
through. But then, he went on, “I met with a 
remark of Dr. Johnson on Milton at an early 
period, stating that the poet gave up his his-
tory of Britain, on becoming blind, since no 
one could pursue such investigations under 
such disadvantages. This remark of the great 
doctor confirmed me in the resolution to at-
tempt the contrary.”

It is natural that a man of such courage 
and honor should revere similar qualities in 
others, and Prescott’s histories are rich with 
the praise of high statesmanship and fearless 
soldiering. It is natural, too, that he should 
deplore and even revile fecklessness, cruelty, 
duplicity, cowardice, and savagery—all too 
often in the very figures he admired. His style 
and his substance were born of an exemplary 
manliness. He deployed a clear and forceful 

American prose, more readily approachable 
than that of contemporaries Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, or Herman 
Melville, in sharp propulsive narrative and in 
shrewd assessment of character. Not infre-
quently the prose turned purple when espe-
cially intense admiration or repulsion moved 
him.

Golden Eminence

In his first history he laments the 
dry-rotted weakness of Spain under 
Henry IV, and he exults when political 

salvation appears in the persons of Ferdinand, 
King of Aragon, and Isabella, Queen of Cas-
tile, whose marriage united those two states, 
and whose executive brilliance and martial 
address gathered in the other two indepen-
dent Spanish kingdoms, Navarre and the 
Moorish kingdom of Granada, to form “one 
great nation, under one common rule.”

Isabella is the golden eminence in 
Prescott’s histories. Her people adulated her, 
and Prescott lavishes her with resplendent 
enthusiasm.

If there be any being on earth that may 
be permitted to remind us of the Deity 
himself, it is the ruler of a mighty em-
pire who employs the high powers en-
trusted him exclusively for the benefit of 
his people; who, endowed with intellec-
tual gifts corresponding with his station, 
in an age of comparative barbarism, en-
deavours to impart to his land the light 
of civilization which illumines his own 
bosom, and to create from the elements 
of discord the beautiful fabric of social 
order. Such was Isabella; and such the 
age in which she lived.

Isabella led the political reform that dis-
placed the ancient and ineffectual nobility 
and opened high office to intellectual talent 
of every class; she inspired the army that in 
1491 conquered Granada, the stronghold of 
the Moors, and she insured that the defeated 
people be permitted to practice their Muslim 
faith and retain their customs, as the Moors 
had permitted the Christians in their redoubt 
of Islam to practice theirs; she underwrote the 
voyages of Christopher Columbus, who had 
been widely dismissed as half-mad at best; 
she was the soul of piety, and her faith was her 
greatest glory.

And yet Isabella could not avoid the less 
savory aspects of the age, and particularly of 
the Roman Catholic faith, then corrupt with 
fear and hatred, according to Prescott. The 
Holy Office of the Inquisition was revived un-

der her rule. Her very piety made her credu-
lous and submissive to the worst monstrosi-
ties of priestcraft. The rack, pulley, and fire 
became the authorized instruments of true 
belief, as enforced by the Dominican inquis-
itor-general, Tomás de Torquemada. “This 
man’s zeal was of such an extravagant char-
acter, that it may almost shelter itself under 
the name of insanity…. Many a bloody page 
of history attests the fact, that fanaticism, 
armed with power, is the sorest evil which 
can befall a nation.”

The Jews of Spain, who had prospered in 
that land more than anywhere else in the di-
aspora, were singled out for particular unfa-
vorable attention, and in 1492 were expelled 
by royal edict, after Torquemada had hurled 
a crucifix at the too lenient sovereigns and ac-
cused them of selling out Christ for Hebrew 
silver. The edict’s “extreme injustice and cru-
elty rendered it especially repugnant to the 
naturally humane disposition of the Queen. 
But she had been early schooled to distrust 
her own reason, and indeed the natural sug-
gestions of humanity, in cases of conscience.”

Seven years later, the policy of toleration 
toward the Moors was abruptly abrogated, 
under the direction of Archbishop Francisco 
Ximenes, a worthy successor to Torquemada. 
In Granada thousands of Arabic books and 
irreplaceable manuscripts, including many 
copies of the Koran, were publicly burned. 
The Muslim populace raged. Moorish vil-
lages in the Alpuxarras mountains rose up 
in insurrection. Swift and brutal suppression 
ensued; King Ferdinand himself, in ornate 
chivalric finery, took to the field. The Moors 
of Granada were brought to heel, converting 
to Catholicism en masse—nominally any-
way. Outlying pockets of infidelity remained, 
however, and in 1502, under Ximenes’s spell, 
the sovereigns decreed that all unbaptized 
Moors must leave the country. “It is a singular 
paradox, that Christianity, whose doctrines 
inculcate unbounded charity, should have 
been made so often an engine of persecution; 
while Mahometanism, whose principles are 
those of avowed intolerance, should have ex-
hibited, at least till later times, a truly philo-
sophical spirit of toleration.” Prescott may be 
getting carried away here; but even this ve-
hement outburst is not without nuance, and 
he must be taken seriously. The Turks of that 
time, threatening the heart of Europe with 
fire and sword, he writes, were in the Islamic 
vanguard, and were truly ferocious and cruel 
to Christians; but justified Christian enmity 
toward militant Islam spilled over into op-
pression of the pacified Moors, who were 
punished unjustly for rebelling against unjust 
punishment.
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Dark Corners

The world-historical achievement 
of Ferdinand and Isabella’s reign was 
the discovery of America, and their 

grandson Charles V, and his son Philip II, 
oversaw what Prescott calls “the most bril-
liant passages in the history of Spanish ad-
venture in the New World…the conquests 
of Mexico and Peru—the two States which 
combined with the largest extent of empire a 
refined social polity and considerable progress 
in the arts of civilization.”

But there is civilization and there is civi-
lization. The Aztec peculiar institution that 
made the deepest impression upon the con-
quistadores, and that has defined the Aztecs 
for posterity, was the maniacal religious rite 
of human sacrifice, in which the priest would 
hack open the living victim’s chest with an 
obsidian blade and rip out his hot beating 
heart. Men, women, and children were all 
eligible to be destroyed in this quaint prac-
tice, depending on which god needed propi-
tiation at the moment. Comely Aztec youths 
enjoyed particular civic favor as they went 
under the knife. Hundreds of thousands of 
captives taken in war, which was perpetual, 
also proceeded to the shambles. And there 
was always feasting afterward, as the war-
riors who had taken the sacrificed captives in 
battle served up the corpses to their friends, 
in “a banquet teeming with delicious bever-
ages and delicate viands, prepared with art, 
and attended by both sexes, who…conducted 
themselves with all the decorum of civilized 
life. Surely, never were refinement and the ex-
treme of barbarism brought so closely in con-
tact with each other.” This exquisite Aztec 
cuisine really appalls Prescott, but when he is 
in a certain mood, mere human sacrifice does 
not agitate him unduly: “It may be rather said 
to ennoble [the victim] by devoting him to 
the gods.” And of course Prescott must men-
tion here that the Inquisition’s bonfires of un-
believers consumed its many thousands in a 
death more painful than primitive cardiac ex-
cision; moreover, the Holy Office condemned 
its victims to slow roasting not only in this 
world but in the next.

Despite such obligatory abhorrence for the 
vicious zealotry, Prescott is no raving multicul-
turalist, for whom European civilization is no 
better, and probably worse, than native Amer-
ican barbarism. Not to say he isn’t tempted 
by moral equivalence, now and then, but he 
always comes around to seeing reason, harsh 
as it might be. 

The debasing institutions of the Aztecs 
furnish the best apology for their con-

quest. It is true, the conquerors brought 
along with them the Inquisition. But they 
also brought Christianity, whose benign 
radiance would still survive when the 
fierce flames of fanaticism should be ex-
tinguished; dispelling those dark forms 
of horror which had so long brooded 
over the fair regions of Anahuac.

The conquering race had been appointed 
by Providence, Prescott declares, as the salva-
tion of the benighted New World. Hernando 
Cortes and his men understood themselves 
to be the Crusaders of their time and place. 
Like militant Islam, whose military power 
was the most effective instrument of religious 
conversion, the Spanish adventurers carried 
the Word on the point of the sword. The re-
ligious lesson appeared to stick best that way, 
he contends, for the glorious cause of the 

Cross, as it had for the inglorious purposes 
of the Crescent.

Prescott exults repeatedly in the Spaniards’ 
romantic chivalry, allied to their religious ar-
dor. The French sent missionaries to the New 
World, only too eager for martyrdom; the 
Dutch went there for pelf; the English sought 
civil and religious freedom.

But the Spaniard came over to the New 
World in the true spirit of a knight-er-
rant, courting adventure however per-
ilous, wooing danger, as it would seem, 
for its own sake. With sword and lance, 
he was ever ready to do battle for the 
Faith; and as he raised his old war-cry 
of ‘St. Jago,’ he fancied himself fighting 
under the banner of the military apostle, 
and felt his single arm a match for more 
than a hundred infidels!

25% discount for all our titles through December 31, 2013.
Order through our website www.staugustine.net; use code CLAREMONT.

Just published
From St. Augustine’s Press

Hilaire Belloc belonged to a
tradition of letters that was
never narrow but knew that
to see something small, one
had to see the whole picture,
both human and divine. We
remember Belloc to find out
who we are and who we
ought to be – men who sing
and laugh and wonder about
the mystery of things given
to us.

Remembering Belloc
192 pp. cloth, $22

This book is a “You Are
There” approach to a portion
of the Second World War,
specifically the decisive
years of 1942–1943. While
referencing the events which
are part of well-recorded
history, Fr. Rutler gives a
monthly commentary on
them, drawn from letters,
newspapers, and journals.
An amazing examination of
a campaign against evil.

Principalities and Powers
184 pp. cloth, $24

James V. Schall, S.J., is 
unquestionably one of the 
wisest Catholic political 
thinkers of our time. The 
present volume brings 
together seventeen essays by 
noted scholars in honor of 
Fr. Schall. Contributors 
include Thomas Hibbs, 
Robert Kraynak, Peter 
Lawler, Rev. Matthew Lamb, 
Daniel Mahoney, Michael 
Novak, and many others.

Jerusalem, Athens, & Rome 
408 pp. paper, $30.00

The essays in this volume
honor the work of political
scientist and Eric Voegelin
scholar, Barry Cooper, by
considering how political
philosophy (a form of hunt-
ing) and empiricism get
“woven” together (to borrow
a metaphor from Plato). They
consider how science needs
to be conducted if it is to be
true to our commonsense ex-
perience of the world and to
facilitate political judgment.
Hunting and Weaving
292 pp. paper, $28

Claremont Review 2013 #4_Layout 1  7/24/2013  7:42 AM  Page 1



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 86

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

[The] genius of the government…pen-
etrated into the most private recesses 
of domestic life, allowing no man, how-
ever humble, to act for himself, even in 
those personal matters in which none 
but himself, or his family at most, might 
be supposed to be interested…. He was 
not allowed even to be happy in his own 
way. The government of the Incas was 
the mildest, but the most searching, of 
despotisms.

Prescott does not say so, but the Inca re-
gime sounds like the extreme form of the soft 
tyranny that Alexis de Tocqueville, writing 
several years before, saw as the grave moral 
threat to an American democracy increas-
ingly inclined to place equality above freedom.

Francisco Pizarro and his company, who 
descended upon the Inca nation in 1532, pro-
fessed to be on the customary Spanish mis-
sion of saving heathen souls; but when the 
conquistadores seized the Inca monarch, Ata-
huallpa, he promptly discerned “a lurking ap-
petite more potent in most of their bosoms 
than either religion or ambition. This was the 
love of gold.” Gold the Inca ruler had plenty 

ignoble but less agonizing way to die. Thus 
Atahuallpa chose to die a Christian. Earlier 
he had told Pizarro that the Spaniards’ God 
must surely be superior to the Incas’ sun 
god, who had allowed the pious monarch 
to be taken captive. Prescott suggests that 
Atahuallpa was nevertheless the moral supe-
rior of Pizarro and his band. “They dreaded 
him as an enemy, and they had done him too 
many wrongs to think that he could be their 
friend. Yet his conduct towards them from 
the first had been most friendly; and they 
repaid it with imprisonment, robbery, and 
death.”

In 1541 conspirators assassinated Fran-
cisco Pizarro, the man “who had lorded it 
over the land with as absolute a sway as was 
possessed by its hereditary Incas.” Pizarro’s 
brother Gonzalo later seized supreme pow-
er in Peru by force of arms, and conducted 
himself like a maharajah. But King Charles 
V branded him a renegade, and dispatched 
Pedro de la Gasca to deal with him. Gonzalo 
was defeated and beheaded. Gasca’s gover-
norship brought a modicum of order to the 
colony and a more benevolent policy toward 
the Indians.

That is not to suggest that the Spanish 
monarchy under Charles V or Philip II was 
notable for benevolence toward any of his sub-
jects. In the three volumes of Philip’s history 
that Prescott completed, the large part con-
sists of the king’s prosecuting with extreme 
prejudice the venerable religious war against 
all heretics and infidels, especially those with-
in his empire, including Spanish Lutherans, 
Dutch Calvinists, and of course the Moors. 
Philip was no heroic warrior; he dwelt mostly 
in his study. From there he ruled by terror, 
the most powerful king in Christendom, and 
faithful servant of the Inquisition.

Tortured History

Prescott’s regard for strong rul-
ers and daring soldiers; his taste for the 
romance of chivalry; his reverence for 

the Christian ideals of peace and brotherhood, 
however unattainable; his Yankee Unitarian-
ism that bore a profound antipathy for many 
aspects of the Catholic faith; his responsive-
ness to the virtues of alien peoples, no mat-
ter how terrible their vices; his horror at the 
barbarism not only of obvious barbarians but 
also of nations that esteemed themselves to 
be highly civilized: this tumult in his mind 
and soul tugged him every which way. He 
took pains to understand every point of view; 
he bent as far as he could to accommodate 
all manner of human difference; and then 
exploded in rage at the cruelty and folly and 
inhumanity that lie in the muck at the bot-

Even so, Prescott, who scrupulously looks 
into every dark moral corner, notes the fright-
fulness without which the Spaniards would 
not have achieved the surrender of the Aztec 
capital—that is to say, its utter destruction. 
But as soon as Prescott is done deploring the 
atrocities, he extenuates them, if only by de-
ploring Spanish atrocities elsewhere. “It may 
seem slight praise to say that the followers of 
Cortes used no blood-hounds to hunt down 
their wretched victims, as in some other 
parts of the Continent, nor exterminated a 
peaceful and submissive population in mere 
wantonness of cruelty, as in the [Caribbean] 
Islands.” Cortes and his men did only what 
they had to do, Prescott writes, in order to 
succeed in their worthy enterprise. Perhaps 
the meek shall one day inherit the earth, but 
in the Spanish New World the Christian in-
heritors claimed their prize by audacity and 
ruthlessness. In the History of the Conquest 
of Mexico, Prescott celebrates the audacity, 
pretty well forgives the ruthlessness, and ul-
timately honors the victory of militant Chris-
tianity over native abomination. This history 
shows Prescott at his most winning: he tells 
a ripping good yarn, aware of moral compli-
cation but not seduced into haplessness or 
incoherence.

Love of Gold

The history of the conquest of 
Peru depicts the collision between a 
less vicious native people and a Span-

ish soldiery for whom spreading the Gospel 
was hardly a prime concern. The Inca em-
pire, unlike the Aztec, preferred to expand by 

“gentleness, more potent than violence. [The 
Incas] sought to soften the hearts of the rude 
tribes around them, and melt them by acts of 
condescension and kindness.” But rude tribes 
being what they are, war was a constant ne-
cessity. Nonetheless, the conquering Incas 
treated their subject peoples with solicitude, 
and generally improved their condition, so 
that without continual violent suppression, 
the empire thrived, its various subjects “under 
the influence of a common religion, common 
language, and common government, knit to-
gether as one nation, animated by a spirit of 
love for its institutions, and devoted loyalty to 
its sovereign.”

The objective of relentless imperial expan-
sion was domestic tranquility. The ordinary 
Peruvian lived his entire life in the station 
of his birth. “No man could be rich, no man 
could be poor in Peru; but all might enjoy, and 
did enjoy, a competence.” (The Inca sovereign 
and the nobility of course enjoyed something 
more than a competence.) This assurance of 
security came at a cost. 

of. He promised Pizarro that, in exchange for 
his freedom, within two months he would fill 
the large apartment in which they stood with 
gold, and an adjoining room twice over with 
silver. From the ends of the empire the trea-
sure poured in. The Spaniards melted down 
superb artworks and religious articles to form 
ingots, more readily portable as booty. The 
booty was unprecedented: worth over $15 
million in the money of Prescott’s time.

Atahuallpa insisted he had kept his prom-
ise, and clamored for his freedom. But the 
promised ransom was not yet delivered in 
full; priests guarded an abundance of impe-
rial gold in sacred temples. Rumors of an 
Inca uprising, at Atahuallpa’s instigation, 
frightened the Spanish troops. Their uproar 
forced Pizarro to put the king on trial for 
his life. The charges ranged from adultery to 
idolatry to fratricide to usurping the throne, 
but the accusation was inciting insurrection 
against the innocent Spaniards. Guilt and 
execution by burning were foregone conclu-
sions. When Atahuallpa was bound to the 
stake, a Dominican friar promised that if the 
Inca agreed to be baptized, the punishment 
would be commuted to death by garrote—an 

Spanish adventurers
carried the Word on
the point of a sword.
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tom of every sentiment and belief that he 
had struggled to find something good about. 
Nothing human was alien to him; and then a 
great deal was. 

In the Conquest of Peru, Prescott considers 
the difference between the Spanish conquest 
of Central and South America and the Eng-
lish settlement of North America: 

What a contrast did these children of 
Southern Europe present to the Anglo-
Saxon races who scattered themselves 
along the great northern division of the 
Western hemisphere! For the principle 
of action with these latter was not ava-
rice, nor the most specious pretext of 
proselytism; but independence,—in-
dependence religious and political. To 
secure this, they were content to earn 
a bare subsistence by a life of frugality 
and toil. They asked nothing from the 
soil but the reasonable returns of their 
own labour. No golden visions threw 
a deceitful halo around their path and 
beckoned them onwards through seas 
of blood to the subversion of an unof-
fending dynasty. They were content 
with the slow but steady progress of 
their social polity.
 
And yet while Prescott was writing that 

tortured history, the United States was go-
ing to war with Mexico. In a letter on May 15, 
1846, Prescott bitterly derided the Polk Ad-
ministration’s “schemes of indefinite appro-
priation,” founded on “a happy confidence in 
our superiority over every and all the nations 
of Christendom combined together.” “One 
would suppose that the millions of uncultivat-
ed acres inviting settlement and the hand of 
civilization that lie within our present limits 
might satisfy the most craving cupidity.” The 
Northerner with his “sober business-like hab-
its” knows when enough is enough. The fron-
tiersman of the Far West, however, has never 
heard that word, and plunges headlong into 

“unparalleled folly.” Prescott for his part finds 
refuge “in Peruvian hills, where the devildoms 
I read of—black enough—have at least no ref-
erence to ourselves.”

Prescott was asked to write the history of 
our Mexican War. It would have been a spec-
tacular hit. But he declined. He believed that 
he had already told that story, more than once, 
as it had unfolded in another time, and with 
another power. One cannot but suspect, how-
ever, that if W.H. Prescott were alive today he 
would consider Texans fortunate not to be liv-
ing in Mexico.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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Book Review by William Voegeli

Poet of the Playing Field
American Pastimes: The Very Best of Red Smith, edited by Daniel Okrent.

The Library of America, 608 pages, $29.95

In 2004 frank mccourt, a real estate 
developer from Boston, bought the Los 
Angeles Dodgers for $430 million. In 

2012 he sold the franchise for $2 billion.
Knowing just those two prices, one might 

conclude that McCourt is a brilliant busi-
nessman. Twenty-one percent is an extraor-
dinary annual return on investment across 
any eight-year period, after all, but miracu-
lous when those eight years included the 
worst recession and lowest interest rates 
since the 1930s.

In fact, McCourt’s stewardship of the team 
was a disaster. By 2011 the baseball commis-
sioner appointed a special representative to 
oversee the Dodgers, after expressing “deep 
concerns” about the organization’s finances 
and operations. The public relations debacles 
that year included not only McCourt’s divorce 
and the attendant ugliness about whether his 
wife co-owned the team, but a brawl at Dodg-
er Stadium on Opening Day that left one fan 
hospitalized for months with brain damage. 

The team was sold only after Major League 
Baseball insisted on bankruptcy and forced 
McCourt’s departure.

By the time of his eviction from 
Chavez Ravine, McCourt was held in 
greater contempt than any southern 

Californian not part of the Kardashian fam-
ily. How, then, did the Dodgers’ market value 
increase five-fold? Technology—specifically, 
the digital video recorder, whereby millions 
of American television viewers watch record-
ed shows when they choose to, rather than 
when networks or cable channels broadcast 
the programs. DVRs were rarities in 2004, 
but household commonplaces by 2012. And 
people who use them routinely hit the fast-
forward button during commercials, thereby 
diminishing the value of the broadcasting in-
dustry’s biggest revenue stream. Advertisers, 
understandably, pay more for the opportunity 
to present millions of viewers the entirety of a 
carefully crafted 30-second commercial than 

for the prospect most viewers will see a fleet-
ing glimpse of a product or logo.

There is one big exception to this rule of 
the new media universe—sporting events. 
People who watch them prefer, overwhelm-
ingly, to do so in “real time,” a neologism that 
reflects how the space-time continuum cards 
dealt to our ancestors have suddenly been 
reshuffled. Sports fans who watch games as 
they unfold, rather than record them for sub-
sequent viewing, can’t fast-forward through 
the commercials. Because they desire to see 
the events as they’re happening, instead of 
viewing recorded games whose scores they’ve 
already read on their smartphones, they are 
the one remaining audience of captive eyeballs, 
the kind television advertisers used to take for 
granted. The premise of the $2 billion pur-
chase of the Dodgers was that the value of 
the broadcast rights to their games was about 
to explode. And, indeed, earlier this year the 
new owners reached a deal with TimeWarner 
Cable, worth between $7 and 8 billion over 
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the next quarter-century, to create a regional 
sports network featuring Dodgers games.

All this makes 2013 an incongru-
ous and elegiac year for the Library 
of America to publish a collection 

of Red Smith’s best work. Who needs ac-
counts of athletic events completed six de-
cades ago when no one can be bothered to 
take advantage of the opportunity to watch 
a game played six hours ago? The Library of 
America has offered collections by A.J. Li-
ebling and Ring Lardner, which include their 
sports writing but other work as well. It has 
also published an anthology of writing about 
baseball, and another about boxing. Walter 
Wellesley Smith (1905–1982) is, however, the 
first writer to join the Library of America pan-
theon solely on the basis of sports journalism. 
He broke a similar barrier in 1976 when he 
became the first sportswriter awarded a Pulit-
zer Prize for commentary.

Smith began working for the Milwaukee 
Sentinel in 1927, after graduating from the 
University of Notre Dame. (According to 
Daniel Okrent’s Introduction to American 
Pastimes, an N.D. professor had taught him 
that the goal in writing was to make every 
sentence “so definite that it would cast a shad-
ow.”) He moved to the St. Louis Star in 1928, 
began using his nickname for the byline when 
he joined the Philadelphia Record in 1936, and 
was hired by the New York Herald Tribune 
in 1945. That famous paper sank beneath 
the waves in 1966, setting Smith’s column 
adrift. Though syndicated, it appeared locally 
only in Women’s Wear Daily under the head-
ing “Sportif.” In 1971 he joined the New York 
Times, where he worked the next decade, his 
final column appearing four days before his 
death from heart failure.

Smith’s half-century career encompassed 
the golden age of sports, and of journalism. 
Radio and newsreels made Babe Ruth, Jack 
Dempsey, and Joe Louis some of the most fa-
mous Americans of their time. After World 
War II television turned Jackie Robinson, 
Mickey Mantle, Muhammad Ali, Sandy Kou-
fax, Arnold Palmer, and Vince Lombardi into 
stars, and heroes. Thus, even by the time Red 
Smith filed his first sports story—the earliest 
piece in American Pastimes is a 1934 report 
on Dizzy Dean and the St. Louis Cardinals—
other communications media had success-
fully challenged the newspaper’s dominance 
as a source for raw information. Newspapers’ 
ability to tell you the outcome of games—or 
elections, trials, and battles—that you didn’t 
already know from radio and TV diminished 
steadily from his first day on the job until his 
last. People read newspapers avidly, less to 

learn what happened than how they should 
regard it. Smith’s editor at the Herald Tribune 
sent him to one World Series with no par-
ticular assignment, just the directive to “write 
about the smell of cabbage in the hallway.”

His craft for discerning and 
conveying revelatory details was 
such that Smith’s devoted readers 

came to feel that a game was still unresolved—
even if they knew the outcome, even if they 
had attended and watched the entire contest 
from box seats—until they read his account 
of it at the breakfast table or on the subway 
the next morning. There cannot have been a 
baseball fan from Shelter Island to Cape May 
who opened the Herald Tribune on October 
4, 1951, unaware of the “Shot Heard ’Round 
the World,” Bobby Thomson’s ninth-inning 
home run the previous afternoon. Nor can it 
have been a surprise to the readers of any of 
the 100 other newspapers around the country 
that carried Smith’s column. Thomson’s hit 
made the New York Giants National League 
champions, even though the Brooklyn Dodg-
ers never trailed in their playoff game from 
the first inning until the last pitch, just as they 
appeared to have put the pennant out of reach 
when they opened a 12½-game lead over the 
Giants on August 10. But readers didn’t grasp 
what happened at the Polo Grounds until 
they read Smith, who produced what Okrent 
calls “the platonic ideal of a column about a 
major sports event.” It began:

Now it is done. Now the story ends. 
And there is no way to tell it. The art 
of fiction is dead. Reality has strangled 
invention. Only the utterly impossible, 
the inexpressibly fantastic, can ever be 
plausible again.

Down on the green and white and 
earth-brown geometry of the playing 
field, a drunk tries to break through 
the ranks of ushers marshaled along 
the foul lines to keep profane feet off 
the diamond. The ushers thrust him 
back and he lunges at them, struggling 
in the clutch of two or three men. He 
breaks free, and four or five tackle him. 
He shakes them off, bursts through the 
line, runs head-on into a special park 
cop, who brings him down with a flying 
tackle.

Here comes a whole platoon of ush-
ers. They lift the man and haul him, 
twisting and kicking, back across the 
first-base line. Again he shakes loose 
and crashes the line. He is through. He 
is away, weaving out toward center field, 
where cheering thousands are jammed 
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beneath the windows of the Giants’ 
clubhouse.

At heart, our man is a Giant, too. He 
never gave up.

Okrent calculates that smith 
wrote 8 million words in his career, 
parceled out in some 10,000 col-

umns. Few were quite as splendid as “Miracle 
at Coogan’s Bluff,” but by all evidence and ac-
counts hardly any of them were less than very 
good. There is, certainly, not one weak link in 
the chain of 176 offered in American Pastimes. 
His admirers believed that Smith’s work was 
usually the best writing in any given news-
paper on any given topic the day it was pub-
lished. Since his column appeared so often—
four times a week for the Times, down from 
every day for the Herald Tribune, down from 
as many as 10 a week in Philadelphia—that 
meant every other journalist on the payroll 
came to work competing for the silver medal.

As ably as he did it, Smith professed to 
dislike writing. “Writing is easy. All you do 
is sit down at the typewriter and open a vein.” 
This line, his most famous, is not among the 
8 million words he wrote, but something he 
uttered, which is why different versions circu-
late. Though possibly misquoted, he appears 
not to have been misjudged: Smith really did 
complain about the difficulty of writing. He 
never complained about reporting, though. 
Smith’s favorite sports were baseball, boxing, 
and horseracing. The first is still popular but 
ceased to be the national pastime years before 
Smith’s death. The ring and the racetrack 
were essential venues for mid-20th century 
American sports, but have long since become 
financially beleaguered sideshows. Covering 
those beats obligated Smith to do what he 
loved—hang out in the raffish milieu of eccen-
trics, dreamers, and reprobates that enveloped 
each pastime. Even more than his contempo-
raries did, modern readers will value Smith’s 
recreation of that world, as lost to us as the 
days when men and women, all wearing hats, 
waited to board streetcars.

Lost as well is the cultural space 
someone like Smith occupied as the 
authoritative interpreter of one slice of 

the human experience. The decline of news-
papers—of reading—and the fragmentation 
of audiences for all kinds of stories and argu-
ments, guarantee that sports will never have 
another Red Smith, even as politics will never 
have another Walter Lippmann. Their local 
counterparts have vanished as well. The col-
umns he wrote over a 58-year period made 
Herb Caen, according to his Pulitzer Prize 
citation, “a voice and a conscience” of San 

Francisco. Mayor Richard J. Daley may have 
run Chicago from 1955 to 1976, but his chief 
critic and antagonist, Mike Royko, explained 
the city to itself in brilliant columns that ran 
in the Daily News and, after its demise, the 
Tribune. Marshall McLuhan argued that no 
story in the daily newspaper was as impor-
tant as the fact that thousands of us were all 
reading the same paper, strengthening social 
and civic ligatures frayed by modern life. That 
shared orientation no longer obtains, as indi-
viduals exercise their inalienable right to cus-
tomize a private news feed by capturing, de-
liberately or randomly, items from the swarm 
of accounts, screeds, and amusements darting 
through cyberspace. Sportswriters have long 
deprecated their subject, referring to a news-
paper’s sports section as the Toy Department. 
(Okrent records that Frank Deford celebrated 
being named Sportswriter of the Year by ti-
tling a collection The World’s Tallest Midget.) 
A journalist who covers them knows better 
than anyone that sports are avidly followed 
but often cynically rendered, as the scandals 
of performance-enhancing drugs and orga-
nized football’s belated concern about con-
cussions remind us. But sports can transport 
substantial, genuine cargo as well. If they 
didn’t exist, no conversation between newly 
introduced American men would continue 
beyond the third minute. The metropolis 
bound together by the commitment to im-
prove schools or reduce violent crime would 
be better than one sharing only a passionate 
devotion to the home team—but worse than 
one bound together by nothing. “What I do 
know is that this belonging and caring is what 
our games are all about,” wrote Roger Angell, 
one of Smith’s worthiest successors. “And so 
it seems possible that we have come to a time 
when it no longer matters so much what the 
caring is about, how frail or foolish is the ob-
ject of that concern, as long as the feeling itself 
can be saved.”

Red smith, a superior writer de-
scribing superior athletes, connected 
his readers to that feeling better than 

anyone who ever sat in a press box. To read his 
accounts of ancient games played by forgot-
ten competitors not only retrieves the history 
of sport but sharpens our sense of the moral 
psychology that draws us to ESPN today. 
With sentences so definite they cast a shadow, 
American Pastimes connects us to the part of 
the human spirit elevated by competition.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, and the author of Nev-
er Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State 
(Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Matthew Continetti

Homeland Insecurity
The Invisible Hand in Popular Culture: Liberty vs. Authority in American Film and TV, by Paul A. Cantor.

University Press of Kentucky, 488 pages, $35

For paul cantor of the university 
of Virginia, a familiar name to readers 
of this and many other journals, seem-

ingly escapist entertainments reflect a people 
suspicious of power and frightened by indi-
vidual vulnerability. The Invisible Hand in 
Popular Culture, a companion to Gilligan Un-
bound: Pop Culture in the Age of Globalization 
(2001), collects essays on such works as The 
Searchers, Deadwood, Star Trek: The Original 
Series, Mars Attacks!, The Aviator, South Park, 
and the films of Edgar G. Ulmer. Cantor’s 
method in both books, primarily sociological, 
is to explore what television and movies might 
tell us about the America that produces them. 

Such an approach, wrote the late critic 
Robert Warshow in The Immediate Experi-
ence (1962), treats films “as indexes to mass 
psychology or, sometimes, the ‘folk spirit.’” 
Cantor interprets Star Trek: The Original 
Series (1966-69), for example, as embodying 
the optimistic and expansive liberalism of the 
New Frontier and Great Society. South Park 
(1997-present), which “criticizes political cor-
rectness in the name of freedom,” is under-
stood as a protest against contemporary social 
attitudes and conventions. “The sociological 
critic,” Warshow added, “says to us, in effect: 
it is not I who goes to the movies; it is the au-

dience.” So, Cantor asks, what’s the audience 
thinking?

Seriously scary stuff, he reports. What 
Invisible Hand suggests is that the collapse of 
the Soviet Empire inaugurated a new cultural 
era in which American audiences flocked to 
negative portrayals of global convergence. 
Cantor’s findings present a challenge to the fa-
miliar story of globalization’s triumph, which 
goes something like this: after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989, capital began moving 
freely across the financial landscape, erupting 
in periodic crises in Mexico, Southeast Asia, 
Russia, Argentina, and most recently in the 
United States. Products became as liquid as 
capital. In 1993, a Democratic president re-
lied on Republican votes to pass the North 
American Free Trade Agreement, and the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) was es-
tablished in 1995 to police global trade. And 
with capital and goods moved labor. Accord-
ing to the 2010 census, of the 39 million peo-
ple born outside the U.S. and living in it that 
year, more than half—mostly from Central 
and South America—arrived after 1990.

President George H.W. Bush famously 
said that the end of the Soviet Union marked 
the beginning of a “new world order.” He was 
echoed by President James Dale (Jack Nichol-

son) in Tim Burton’s 1996 farce Mars Attacks!, 
who says, “We have become one world.” That 
Dale’s remark precedes a Martian invasion—
which destroys the legislative and executive 
branches of government, national landmarks 
in Washington, D.C., Las Vegas, and Mount 
Rushmore, and the lives of millions of peo-
ple—suggests to Cantor a divide between elite 
and popular attitudes toward globalization.

Globalization, after all, has 
winners and losers. The ascendance 
of supranational forms of authority 

such as the WTO, multinational corporations, 
and sovereign wealth funds has weakened the 
ties between national governments and “their” 
people. Economic integration may have en-
riched many, but it also has flooded American 
markets with cheap and sometimes hazard-
ous products, contributed to wage stagnation 
and widening income inequality, and eroded 
communities as factory jobs depart and low-
skilled immigrants arrive. Americans once 
feared nuclear-armed ICBMs from above, 
launched by a sovereign nation. They now fear 
shoe- and underwear-bombs smuggled into 
the country by terrorist networks.

For Cantor, The X-Files, a television series 
that debuted in 1993, mirrors our postmod-
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ern society. In the course of investigating 
paranormal phenomena, FBI agents Mulder 
(David Duchovny) and Scully (Gillian An-
derson) are drawn into a government con-
spiracy to impose extraterrestrial control 
over the United States. The protagonists, 
Cantor writes, “are presented as heroic, but 
only because of their independence from the 
government.” They are mavericks unable to 
trust their superiors in a federal bureaucracy, 
presented “as alternately incompetent or 
sinister.”

The disappearance of the only military 
rival to the United States turned out to be 
more unsettling than reassuring. The world 
of The X-Files, Cantor says, is a place where 

“the American Empire appears to be implod-
ing, as alien forces unleashed in the course 
of imperial expansion now strike back, sub-
verting and replacing the duly constituted 
government of the United States.” The char-
acters in The X-Files are victims of—or reb-
els against—the gigantic regulatory and na-
tional security apparatus that America con-
structed to prevent the Soviets from crossing 
the Fulda Gap, but which America main-
tained, and in some cases expanded, after the 
Warsaw Pact was dissolved and Soviet tanks 
left Eastern Europe.

“The whole invasion/conspira-
cy plot connecting the aliens, the 
syndicate, and the U.S. govern-

ment,” Cantor writes, “symbolizes the way 
that America’s military and imperial aspira-
tions led to its being caught up in a system 
of international power relations in which it 
came to resemble the enemies against whom 
it claimed to be defining and defending itself.” 
This lack of national definition in the global 
arena led to a parallel situation in which the 
relation between an American and his gov-
ernment became similarly undefined. Ameri-
cans in the globalized world found themselves 
estranged from Washington, D.C., which al-
ternately ignored or antagonized them.

Fans of The X-Files would not be surprised 
to learn that 53% of Americans recently said 
the federal government “threatens their own 
personal rights and freedoms.” The 1992 
Ross Perot insurgency, the 1994 Republi-
can Revolution, the 2006 and 2007 rallies 
against an immigration amnesty, the 2009 
Tea Party, and the 2011 outbreak of Occupy 
Wall Street were all expressions of this alien-
ation and suspicion. “The X-Files became fa-
mous for offering a remarkably negative por-
trait of the American government, but really 
its point is that the government is no longer 
American in the traditional sense,” Cantor 
writes. “It has been taken over by alien forc-

es and no longer represents the will of the 
American people.”

The absorption of authority by intrusive 
outsiders is a recurring theme in the popular 
culture of the last two decades. In the 1996 
blockbuster Independence Day, elements of 
the national government are aware of the ex-
istence of extraterrestrials, but keep the infor-
mation secret and do nothing to prepare for 
the onslaught that destroys civilization. And 
in the remake of Battlestar Galactica (2004-
09), the inability to distinguish between aliens 
and human beings results in nothing less than 
the annihilation of humanity.

“This fictionalized situation,” Cantor 
writes, “reflected an increasing sense among 
Americans in the 1990s that they were no 
longer sure who was running their lives—
their own government and institutions, or 
mysterious forces from beyond their bor-
ders.” Not only did we not know who was in 
charge. Increasingly, we did not know who 

“we” were.

Cantor notices, for instance, 
that the invasion shows seem fixated 
on alien-human hybrids. The Borg, 

a hostile race of cybernetic beings, assimi-
late Captain Jean-Luc Picard into their hive 
mind by grafting machinery onto his body in 

“The Best of Both Worlds,” a two-part 1990 
episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation 
(1987–1994). The space invaders in Mars At-
tacks! surgically attach Sarah Jessica Parker’s 
head to the body of her pet Chihuahua. The 
Cylons in the Battlestar Galactica remake, in 
the 2005 episode “The Farm,” go to horrify-
ing lengths to mate with human women. The 
mad scientists of Fringe (2008-13) attempt 
to create a new species out of unsuspecting 
Bostonians. The monsters of Prometheus 
(2012) invade and infect human bodies and 
impregnate the female protagonist. Director 
James Cameron’s Avatar (2009) reverses the 
convention by having humans invade an alien 
world, but features hybrids nevertheless, with 
the soldier-of-fortune protagonist remotely 
controlling and eventually fusing with his 
alien host.

“The fear of hybrids in The X-Files” and 
elsewhere, Cantor says, “reflects Americans’ 
concerns that, in an era of globalization, they 
can no longer count on any kind of cultural 
homogeneity in their country.” Globalization 
may have brought affordable Thai, Indian, 
Mexican, and Ethiopian cuisine to the United 
States, but it also has brought 27 million im-
migrants, and resulted in cultural conflict and 
confusion as Americans struggle to: protect 
the nation’s borders; define what it means to 
be an American; and locate the “real America.” 
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The situation, Tom Wolfe writes in his latest 
novel, has become so confusing and conten-
tious that individuals have gone Back to Blood 
(2012)—not to the American idea—to find 
identity and meaning.

The panic over hybridity and globalization 
found political expression in 2008 after the 
election of Barack Obama, the self-described 

“son of a black man from Kenya and a white 
woman from Kansas.” As a candidate he de-
clared himself a “citizen of the world,” and 
called in his Second Inaugural Address for a 

“world without boundaries.” Conspiracy theo-
rists argued falsely that Obama was not born 
in the United States and had forged his birth 
certificate. He was, in the view of these Her-
cule Poirots, precisely the alien hybrid depict-
ed so terrifyingly on high definition television 
and in IMAX theatres.

Not every invader comes from 
space. The X-Files, Cantor writes, 

“predicted a new age of interna-
tional terrorism with uncanny accuracy.” By 
dramatizing how “the increasing dissolution 
of national borders is unleashing new and 
terrifying forces in the contemporary world, 
forces that threaten to undermine and de-
stroy the American way of life,” the show 
reflected the federal government’s inability 
to prevent terrorist attacks such as the first 
World Trade Center bombing in 1993, the 
Khobar Towers bombing in 1996, and the 
bombing of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and 
Tanzania in 1998.

The American response to 9/11 heightened 
the relevance of infiltration, conspiracy, and 
government surveillance and incompetence. 
The show 24 (2001-10) was filled with war-
on-terror analogues for The X-Files’s aliens: 
terrorist cells, secret agencies, presidential 
subterfuge, and a maverick protagonist who 
has to violate the rules in order to prevent evil. 
Starring Kiefer Sutherland as agent Jack Bau-
er, 24, Cantor writes, “goes just as far as The 
X-Files ever did in showing how bureaucratic 
incompetence and infighting hamstring gov-
ernment efforts to deal with terrorism.” And 
beginning in 2002 with The Bourne Identity, a 
series of films described the government’s war 
on a group of super-soldiers it had created. 
The antagonistic intelligence bureaucracy in 
the Bourne movies is omniscient—it is able 
to trace Bourne’s every move across the globe, 
with agents in D.C. watching his actions in 
real time—but it is also impotent. Bourne al-
ways manages to escape.

Director Christopher Nolan’s Batman tril-
ogy—Batman Begins (2005), The Dark Knight 
(2008), and The Dark Knight Rises (2012)—
deals with similar themes. The plot of all 

three movies turns on Batman’s conflict with 
terrorists whom the Gotham Police Depart-
ment cannot apprehend. The Major Crimes 
Unit is corrupt, the police commissioner and 
mayor have covered up the truth about the 
death of the district attorney, and members 
of the Gotham elite are involved in a conspir-
acy to destroy the city. Batman, who operates 
outside the confines of the law, and who was 
trained by the terrorists themselves, trav-
els overseas to capture criminals and render 
them to Gotham, beats up the Joker during 
an interrogation, and develops and operates a 
surveillance program that allows him to listen 
in on every single phone conversation within 
the city limits.

Examples abound. The idea that shadowy 
figures observe our every move also influenced 
the CBS hit Person of Interest (2011-present). 
The Showtime series Homeland (2011-pres-
ent), yet another non-science-fiction update of 
The X-Files, is set in the contemporary United 
States, with terrorists “reprogramming” a sol-
dier who was kidnapped on the battlefield and 
returning him to America with instructions 
to kill. The CIA agent who uncovers the plot 
suffers from mental illness and is ignored and 
abused by her superiors. President Obama is 
said to love the show.

None of these narratives of gov-
ernment surveillance and counter-
terrorism seem preposterous in a 

world of unmanned aerial vehicles, data min-
ing, traffic cameras, closed-circuit television, 
and Edward Snowden. Indeed, they are part 
and parcel of the popular cultural response 
to globalization, in which a borderless and 
feckless America is seen to be under constant 
assault from outsiders, in which American 
citizens fracturing along lines of class and 
ethnicity are befuddled by and distrustful of 
a bloated government that tries to do every-
thing but succeeds in nothing. 

“Paradoxically,” Cantor concludes, “these 
programs, with flying saucers, mad scien-
tists, and alien-human hybrids, nostalgically 
look back to such old-fashioned phenomena 
as small-town America, religious faith, and, 
above all, the nuclear family—forces that 
foster personal independence by creating lo-
cal centers of gravity to counteract the pull 
of the giant nation-state” and of the immense 
and awe-inspiring global economy. What au-
diences are telling us these days is that the 
shows and movies they enjoy are not just en-
tertainment. They are laments for a vanishing 
world.

Matthew Continetti is editor-in-chief of the 
Washington Free Beacon.
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What Makes Gatsby Great?

In the poetics, aristotle weighs the 
importance of plot and spectacle in the 
success of a play, and concludes that there’s 

nothing wrong with spectacle as long as the 
plot is well constructed. A test of this insight 
is The Great Gatsby, the latest screen adapta-
tion of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1925 novel, star-
ring Leonardo DiCaprio and Carey Mulligan 
and co-written and directed by the Australian 
filmmaker Baz Luhrmann. With due respect 
to Aristotle, who can hardly be expected to 
anticipate 21st-century special effects, this 
movie heaps so much spectacle on Fitzgerald’s 
elegantly constructed plot that the whole con-
traption comes crashing to the ground.

Luhrmann has done this before. His 1996 
adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, set in a mod-
ern seaside resort, cut most of Shakespeare’s 
lines in order to make room for an indigest-
ible soundtrack ranging from Garbage (that’s 
a band) to the Butthole Surfers and even 
Richard Wagner (to squeeze a drop of emo-
tion out of the ending). Luhrmann’s 2001 film 
Moulin Rouge!, ostensibly a treatment of the 
Orpheus myth set in late 19th-century Paris, 
is even louder, crasser, and more frantic than 
his earlier films. It is also more cluttered with 
the sort of computer-generated imagery that 
makes Las Vegas look authentic.

But the worst yet is The Great Gatsby. I’ve 
seen a lot of terrible movies, but this one made 
me physically ill. Why would anyone want to 
inflict such damage on a novel that never did 
anything to him? Did a teacher of American 
literature frighten Luhrmann’s mother while 
he was in the womb?

According to Luhrmann, his style is in-
spired by Bollywood, with its penchant for 
three-hour, song-and-dance extravaganzas 
that include dreamlike leaps from location 
to location and an eclectic mix of emotion 
known as masala. But you can’t blame Bol-
lywood for Luhrmann’s mauling of The Great 
Gatsby. More responsible is the consensus view 
that Gatsby’s been “done” already, and there 

is no reason to produce another straightfor-
ward film of this American classic—because 
Luhrmann’s is at least the sixth, following a 
1926 silent version; a 1949 film starring Alan 
Ladd and Betty Field; a 1955 TV play; a 1974 
feature starring Robert Redford and Mia Far-
row; and a 2000 TV miniseries starring Toby 
Stephens and Mira Sorvino.

I’ve seen all but two of these films (the ones 
from 1926 and 1955 are not available), and 
while some have good qualities—for example, 
the best performance in the title role is by 
Toby Stephens, the son of the great British 
actress Maggie Smith—none comes close to 
capturing the sly wit and melancholy beauty 
of Fitzgerald’s masterpiece. This is because 
none suggests a serious answer to the ques-
tion posed by the title: what makes Gatsby 
great?

Just Out of Reach

The answer is not obvious. one pos-
sibility is that the word great is meant 
to be ironic, in the sense that we aren’t 

supposed to admire the main character, the 
self-made Jay Gatsby. In the novel it is gradu-
ally revealed that he was born James Gatz, the 
son of shiftless North Dakota farmers who 
apprentices himself to an unscrupulous mil-
lionaire and eventually becomes one himself—
after serving as an army lieutenant in the First 
World War and falling in love with a Louis-
ville debutante named Daisy Fay.

This part of the novel is autobiographi-
cal, because just as Daisy spurns Gatsby be-
cause of his humble background and lack of 
prospects, so too did the Alabama debutante 
Zelda Sayre spurn Fitzgerald because his ma-
ternal grandfather was an Irish Catholic im-
migrant who owned a chain of grocery stores, 
and his ambitions were more literary than fi-
nancial. Zelda relented after Fitzgerald’s first 
novel was accepted by a publisher, but as he 
recalled years later, the incident left him with 

“an abiding distrust, an animosity, toward the 
leisure class” that was “not the conviction of 
a revolutionist but the smoldering hatred of 
a peasant.”

When the novel opens in the summer of 
1922, Daisy has married Tom Buchanan, the 
polo-playing scion of a wealthy Chicago fam-
ily, and the couple is living in a stately Geor-
gian mansion in East Egg, the “old money” 
section of Long Island (where Port Washing-
ton is today). But Gatsby has refused to accept 
this outcome. He dreams of winning Daisy 
back, and to that end has amassed a fortune 
through bootlegging and other shady busi-
nesses and bought an ostentatious mansion in 
the “new money” section of West Egg (where 
Great Neck is today).

East Egg and West Egg are divided by a 
small inlet, and the novel’s signature image is of 
Gatsby standing on his own dock and stretch-
ing his arms toward the green light at the end 
of Daisy’s. All six films include this image—to 
omit it would be like putting a grey whale in 
Moby Dick. But so far, no filmmaker has fig-
ured out quite what it means. One thing is clear, 
however. What makes Gatsby great is his deep 
yearning for something just out of reach.

For Hollywood it is a no-brainer to make 
that something Daisy, and to treat The Great 
Gatsby as a straightforward love story, played 
out against the vivid backdrop of the Roaring 
’20s, when liberated flappers flouted Victorian 
morality by bobbing their hair, drinking bath-
tub gin, and “petting” in the backseats of flashy 
automobiles. We see this treatment in the 
1974 adaptation starring Redford and Farrow, 
produced six years after the demise of the Pro-
duction Code and at the height of the sexual 
revolution. But by focusing so intently on the 
love story, this film diminishes the novel.

In Fitzgerald’s telling, Gatsby cajoles his 
neighbor, a distant cousin of Daisy’s named 
Nick Carraway, into arranging a reunion with 
Daisy. Shortly after that emotional encoun-
ter, which takes place in Nick’s rented cottage, 
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Gatsby confides to Nick that “Daisy comes 
over quite often—in the afternoons.” Upon 
this subtle hint the 1974 film builds a long, 
unsubtle sequence showing the golden-haired 
lovers wafting about the sunlit marble halls of 
Gatsby’s mansion, clinging to each other amid 
its silken bowers, and finally coming to rest as 
upside-down reflections in a pool filled with 
golden carp.

A Rotten Crowd

If this seems fishy to you, it’s probably 
because you recall that The Great Gatsby 
is not told from the lovers’ perspective but 

from Nick’s. Like Marlow in Joseph Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness (a book greatly admired by 
Fitzgerald), Nick is a witness-participant, dis-
interested but also morally anchored enough 
to render judgments akin to the author’s own. 
Nick’s most striking judgment comes toward 
the end, when he tells Gatsby that Daisy, 
Tom, and their entire social circle are “a rot-
ten crowd,” adding, “You’re worth the whole 
damn bunch put together.”

Nick delivers this judgment partway 
through the novel’s denouement, which begins 
when Gatsby announces to Tom that Daisy is 
leaving him, only to discover that she is too 
much of an emotional coward to do so. Next 
Gatsby’s yellow roadster is involved in the hit-
and-run death of Myrtle Wilson, Tom’s mis-
tress and the wife of a gas station owner on a 
godforsaken stretch of the road between Long 
Island and Manhattan called the “valley of 
ashes.” As it happens, the driver is Daisy. But 
Gatsby takes the blame, only to be tracked 
down and shot by Myrtle’s grief-crazed hus-
band, George Wilson, who believes (with an 
assist from Tom) that Gatsby is not only the 
driver but also Myrtle’s lover. The truth of 
Nick’s judgment is borne out by the fact that 
he is the only member of the “the whole damn 
bunch” to attend Gatsby’s funeral.

Of all the films mentioned, only the 1949 
version tries to impose a Hollywood happy 
ending on these tragic events, and it does so by 
distorting the characters beyond recognition. 
All the others stick more or less to Fitzgerald’s 
plot. But that makes it hard to sustain the no-
tion that what makes Gatsby great is his love 
for Daisy. She’s so clearly not worth it.

In this connection, I should say that the 
one merit of the 1974 film is Mia Farrow’s 
performance as Daisy. Unlike Sorvino, Mul-
ligan, and every other actress mentioned here, 
Farrow does not play Daisy as a spoiled, sim-
pering victim. On the contrary, she brings out 
Daisy’s arrogance—what Nick scathingly calls 
her “carelessness.” It’s too bad Farrow’s co-star 
is Robert Redford, badly miscast in a role that 

calls for deep insecurity masked by nervous in-
tensity, neither of which he can summon.

The Great Gatsby is a love story, but only 
in part. Many critics have remarked on the 

“surreal” or “allegorical” quality of certain im-
ages in the novel, such as the green light at 
the end of Daisy’s dock. Equally suggestive is 
the “valley of ashes” where Myrtle and George 
Wilson dwell above their wretched gas station. 
That benighted place is presided over by a bill-
board for an “oculist” named T.J. Eckleburg, 

City’s coal-burning heating systems. In 1992 
Roger Starr wrote an article for the City Jour-
nal about how Robert Moses politicked to 
have the area made into Flushing Meadows 
Park, the site of the 1939 World’s Fair. Starr 
notes that for Fitzgerald, “the vast cinder 
dump that accumulated along the west bank 
of the Flushing River in Corona, Queens” was 

“a symbol of an unchanging fate.”
In this vein, the valley of ashes is sometimes 

likened to Dante’s Inferno, with the eyes on 
the billboard representing God. “God sees 
everything!” George Wilson tells Michaelis, 
the Greek proprietor of a nearby café, on the 
night Myrtle is killed. George utters this ex-
clamation while looking at the billboard, so 
Michaelis tells him, “That’s an advertisement.” 
Most films (and readers) stop there, regard-
ing George’s religious rant as delusional. But 
Fitzgerald doesn’t stop there. Michaelis speaks 
the literal truth: the billboard is an advertise-
ment. But the name Michealis (Michael) refers 
to the archangel who defends the righteous 
against the forces of Satan, and this is the only 
character besides Nick to serve as narrator. 
Further, Michealis’s message to George is that 
instead of seeking vengeance he should “call up 
the church and get a priest to come over.”

In a 1925 letter to literary critic Edmund 
Wilson, Fitzgerald had this to say about the 
critical reception to The Great Gatsby: “Of 
all the reviews, even the most enthusiastic, 
not one had the slightest idea what the book 
was about.” Fitzgerald did not elaborate on 
what the reviews missed, probably because 
he thought it unnecessary. His own language 
makes it clear that Gatsby’s yearning is for 
something greater than the love of a mortal 
woman, even one less “rotten” than Daisy.

Indeed, the novel contains several passages 
evoking the soul’s longing for transcendence 
in terms familiar to anyone versed in the 
foundational texts of the Western philosophi-
cal and religious tradition. For example, Nick 
reports this interaction between the lovers on 
the day of their reunion:

“If it wasn’t for the mist we could see 
your home across the bay,” said Gatsby. 

“You always have a green light that burns 
all night at the end of your dock.”

Daisy put her arm through his 
abruptly but he seemed absorbed in 
what he had just said. Possibly it had 
occurred to him that the colossal sig-
nificance of that light had now vanished 
forever. Compared to the great distance 
that had separated him from Daisy it 
had seemed very near to her, almost 
touching her. It had seemed as close as 
a star to the moon. Now it was just a 
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faded and peeling but still showing a pair of 
giant, disembodied eyes gazing at the scene 
through a pair of yellow spectacles.

Valley of Ashes

Despite its surreal quality, the 
valley of ashes is not a literary inven-
tion. On the contrary, in the 1920s 

it was a very real dumping ground for all the 
ashes and cinders produced by New York 
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green light on a dock. His count of en-
chanted objects had diminished by one.

As a point of verisimilitude, it is unlikely 
that anyone would put a green light at the 
end of a dock, since green lights are used to 
indicate the starboard side of vessels moving 
in open water. But the color makes sense al-
legorically, if we think of Daisy as a vision of 
beauty emanating from a higher Beauty, the 
way beautiful young men in Plato’s Sympo-
sium beckon the soul toward the realm of the 
Forms. In the same vein, Daisy can be seen 
as Gatsby’s particular God-bearing image, as 
Beatrice is for Dante. At the end of the Purga-
torio, when Dante finally meets Beatrice in the 
Earthly Paradise, she is dressed in a cloak of 
green, the color of hope.

Dreams of Belonging

Was fitzgerald channeling pla-
to and Dante? I submit the ques-
tion to my fellow humanists, and 

in the meantime note that Fitzgerald did at-
tend several elite educational institutions, and 
though his academic record was poor, his love 
of poetry might have sustained him through 
at least one reading of these classic works. Or 
perhaps he learned about Plato and Dante 
from Father Cyril Sigourney Webster Fay, a 
convert who during Fitzgerald’s formative 
years was a beloved mentor and friend, intro-
ducing young Scott to an erudite, cosmopoli-
tan form of Catholicism quite different from 
the cramped religion of his immigrant Irish 
grandparents.

I would not go so far as to classify Fitzger-
ald as a Catholic writer. He proved himself a 
charter member of the “lost generation” when-
ever the subject of religion came up, roundly 
rejecting its claims. Of course, the main thing 
he and his generation were rejecting was turn-
of-the-century American Protestantism’s cru-
sading moralism, the religious outlook that 
called for Prohibition as a way to control the 
uncivilized behavior of millions of Irish and 
other Catholic immigrants.

Picking up on this, Luhrmann portrays 
Gatsby as a bold, amoral gangster defying 
the hypocrisy and snobbery of America’s 
upper crust. The trouble with this portrayal 
is that Gatsby dreams of belonging to that 
same upper crust. In this he resembles his 
author, the son of an ineffectual father from 
an old Maryland family with “breeding” but 
no money, and an eccentric mother from 
a “black Irish” family with money but no 
breeding. Further, the attentive reader will 
find plenty of class snobbery, not to men-
tion racial prejudice and anti-Semitism, in 

The Great Gatsby. For example, one of Gats-
by’s business partners, the unsavory, mob-
connected Meyer Wolfsheim, is described 
in such heavily stereotyped terms, Edith 
Wharton praised the character as the “perfect 
Jew.”

To judge by The Last Tycoon, the novel he 
was working on when he died in 1940, Fitzger-
ald shed most of those prejudices. But he was 
never a political writer. As his friend John Dos 
Passos wrote shortly after his death, Fitzgerald 
did better than most at avoiding the perils fac-
ing the serious artist in America: first, “a limp 
pandering to every conceivable low popular 
taste and prejudice”; second, “a sterile connois-
seur viewpoint that has made ‘good’ writing…
a coefficient of the leisure of the literate rich”; 
and third (dominating the 1930s), the Marx-
ist’s “heady picture of the onmarching aveng-
ing armies of the proletariat who would read 
your books round their campfires.”

Fitzgerald himself identified another peril 
facing the serious artist: “a mechanical and 
communal art…capable of reflecting only the 
tritest thought, the most obvious emotion.” 
This is the meretricious non-art of the “Hol-
lywood merchants,” grotesquely on display in 
the current film version of The Great Gatsby. 
Yet even in 1936, when Fitzgerald made this 
disparaging remark, the art of cinema had 
grown by leaps and bounds, and over the next 
few years, Fitzgerald came to appreciate it. In-
deed, he came to appreciate the movies more 
deeply than a later generation of cinéastes fran-
çais, for whom the true artist in Hollywood 
was the director—the auteur. After toiling as 
a writer in the industry, Fitzgerald modeled 
the hero of The Last Tycoon on Irving Thal-
berg, because he understood that the only way 
genuine art happens in Hollywood is when 
the producer, the guy with the money, lets it 
happen.

In twelve years we will observe the hun-
dredth anniversary of The Great Gatsby’s pub-
lication. It would be nice to think that in that 
span of time, the right people could get to-
gether and produce a film or television series 
worthy of this marvelous American classic. 
But to do so, they will have to understand, and 
find a way to convey, the full power of F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s masterpiece. Its author did rebel 
against the stuffy moralists of his time. But 
his art was deeply moral. And unlike some 
of his literary contemporaries (the French 
surrealists, for example), he did not take his 
symbols from obscure and wholly subjective 
sources, such as his own dreams. He derived 
them from the profoundest sources of his own 
civilization, in the hope of making his story 
resonate with an objective truth that he him-
self doubted.
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Israel Lets Down Its Guard

If finally compelled to do so, israel is able to destroy 
the Iranian nuclear weapons program, even if at breathtaking risk. 
Whether it succeeds or not, it faces yet another existential military 

problem, less immediate and on a different register, in regard to which it 
has made the wrong choice. 

Though history may never repeat itself exactly, it does have affection 
for certain themes. One of these is that of a nation suicidally disarming 
because it rests upon the laurels of the past, or believes in the satisfying 
delusion that by intellectual formulation it can safely predict the future 
intentions and capabilities of rivals and enemies. 

Israel remained so intoxicated by its brilliant victories in 1967 that, sub-
stituting excessive confidence for military prudence in the October War 
of 1973, it was very nearly destroyed. After shattering Israel’s defenses, 
the Egyptian army halted only because of Israel’s nuclear deterrent, after 
which the tide of war turned only because of an extraordinary American 
resupply effort authorized by President Richard Nixon, something that 
would hardly have been a certainty with President Obama.

Because Israel is understandably tired of war and wants to tend its 
vineyards, and because its military, like our own, has come down with 
a potentially fatal case of think-tankitis, it believes that, as expressed re-
cently by its defense minister, “Wars of military versus military—in the 
format we last met 40 years ago in the Yom Kippur War—are becoming 
less and less relevant.” Accordingly, it plans to cut its already diminished 
defense budget by more than one dollar in twenty; release a large propor-
tion of career officers; and reduce further the numbers of its planes, tanks, 
and warships. The military will be shaped to fight Hamas, Hezbollah, 
and intifadas rather than the armies of Egypt, Syria, and whoever might 
join them.

The fallacy of this course is that, despite persistent internal troubles 
and external conflicts, the Arab confrontation states have coalesced at un-
likely times and in unlikely circumstances. In 1948, obsessed with throw-
ing off European domination and asserting independence, they nonethe-
less combined to make war on a nascent Israel, nearly wiping it out. In 
1967, war hysteria from the Atlantic to the Persian Gulf reached such a 
frenzy of self-actualization that virtually no observers were confident that 
Israel would prevail—until it did. In 1973, against nearly all expectations, 
Egypt (always at the verge of bankruptcy) and Syria (always engaged in 
repression) nearly put an end to the Jewish State.

Although the divisions and travails of the Arab world retard coordinat-
ed action against Israel, the Arabs at times address these very problems by 
going to war against Israel. Egypt’s army is now preoccupied, but hardly 
exhausted or depleted. If the Syrian regime holds, its army will be lean, 
habituated to action, and endowed with advanced Russian weapons. And 
other Arab and Islamic states—their militaries swelling and at rest—can-
not be excluded from the strategical calculus.

Were Turkey to become sufficiently Islamist, which it may, its vast and 
modernizing armed forces would be a nightmare for now over-confident 

Israeli planners. Saudi Arabia’s air force (soon 380 combat aircraft, pri-
marily F-15s) is rapidly gaining on Israel (441 combat aircraft) in quantity 
and quality. Were the Saudis to take a Muslim-solidarity time-out with 
Iran and join Egypt, Syria, and perhaps even Turkey to defeat Israel in an 
air war, it would mean Israel’s death.

Yes, israel’s adversaries know of its nuclear weapons. in 
Egypt’s case, even a conventional breaching of the Aswan Dam 
would have much the same effect as a nuclear attack. But if the Ira-

nian nuclear program succeeds? If Saudi Arabia, in reaction, develops its 
own nuclear weapons? Or if jihadists take over Pakistan and its substan-
tial nuclear arsenal? Then, having stalemated Israel’s nuclear deterrent, 
the confrontation states—if they could achieve air superiority—would 
need only gnaw on Israel with ground forces for as long as it might take. 
Is it therefore time for Israel to slow the growth and development of its air 
force?

The diminution of Israel’s tanks is nothing new. Ten years ago it had 
4,000 in active inventory, now 480. Supposedly, nowadays only retrograde 
armies have tanks. Britain and France, for example, have token forces of 
227 and 254 respectively, whereas Syria has 5,000. This is because “smart” 
weapons carried by infantrymen, light vehicles, and aircraft can make 
quick work of them. However, with air dominance, such weapons cannot 
be launched at one’s tanks by enemy planes. With appropriate heavy artil-
lery, also much out of fashion, and anti-personnel ammunition for tanks, 
infantry is similarly disempowered. Thus freed, the tank is an agile combi-
nation of mobile artillery, armored fighting vehicle, and personnel carrier 
able to execute the broad strategic movements that win conventional wars, 
especially in the deserts of the Middle East or on the plains of Central 
Europe, where the field of maneuver is hospitable to quick and decisive 
strokes.

Israel’s leadership is canny, as the country’s survival attests, but it 
doesn’t always know best. Prior to the near-defeat of 1973, a number of 
analysts had strong indications of impending catastrophe. Among those 
who listened (to even a lowly private who accurately predicted a massive 
surprise attack when the weather cooled), were David Elazar, the chief of 
staff, Moshe Dayan, minster of defense, and Golda Meir, the prime min-
ister—all of whom refused to heed correct and timely advice.

After the war, Elazar was forced to resign, Dayan suffered a nervous 
breakdown, and Golda Meir’s government fell, because so nearly did Is-
rael. In relying upon beliefs of the moment and conceptualizing away the 
threat, they had foresworn the extra margin of safety that was their duty 
to uphold. Forty years later, Israel must not make the same mistake. Given 
its plans, one would think it was sitting safely somewhere in the Dakotas. 
But it isn’t, and such a small country—with so many large and powerful 
enemies and so little strategic depth—simply cannot be too cautious.

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