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from the editor’s desk

The Tea Party and the Constitution
by Charles R. Kesler

The original tea party was neither a political organi-
zation nor a populist movement. It was a one-night stand, an 
evening uprising. Nevertheless, the young John Adams judged it 

so intrepid and consequential as to mark “an epocha in history.” 
The British government agreed. Lord North warned the Commons 

that a turning point had been reached. “We are now to establish our au-
thority,” he said, “or give it up entirely.” We all know how that turned out. 

Both the old and the new Tea Party stand for resistance to uncon-
stitutional power. In 1773 the Tea Partiers opposed the Tea Act, which 
violated their rights as Englishmen and as men. Their counterparts to-
day fight against Obamacare, a much worse law. And they have enough 
orneriness left over to confront many other usurpations by the Obama 
Administration as well as several inherited from Bush II. 

Modern liberalism can neither fathom nor tolerate the Tea Party. 
Liberals don’t believe in a right of revolution against liberalism. They 
consider progress as they define it to be irreversible. For example, here 
is Barack Obama at his most peremptory, calling in 2009 for national-
ized health care. “I am not the first president to take up this cause,” he 
told Congress, “but I am determined to be the last.” 

As liberals see it, conservatism’s job is to conserve liberalism. When 
it threatens to overturn a program like Obamacare, then the Right 
ceases to be conservative and becomes radical, indeed revolutionary in-
sofar as it threatens not just a cabinet department or two but the whole 
religion of one-way leftward progress and the whole worshipful estab-
lishment built around that faith. 

Even a smart liberal like Sam Tanenhaus considers the Tea Party to 
be the last gasp of a dying conservatism that has ceased to be Burkean 
and become, in his word, “Jacobin,” that is, revolutionary in the bad, 
French sense. Of course, the Tea Party’s very name refers to a revolu-
tion—but to the American Revolution, not the irrational French one. 
Tanenhaus doesn’t see much of a difference because he seems to dis-
miss as extremist any form of politics that doesn’t go with the evolu-
tionary flow, and that appeals to universal and timeless principles of 
justice. One is tempted to say that he rejects natural rights as firmly as 
John C. Calhoun did and for a similar reason: they endanger the ancien 
regime, which in our time is liberalism.

If the Tea Party is revolutionary, it is so only in the traditional 
American sense: it wants to revolve back, to return to the Constitu-
tion and the principles of the Declaration of Independence as the 
basis of government. This is the deepest reason why the Obama 
Administration has reacted to this Tea Party as Lord North did to 
the original. If Obamacare is overturned, then liberals will have lost 
control of the future and hence of their legitimacy; and if they lose 
the future, they will lose the present, too. So the Tea Party must be 
stopped at all costs. 

Liberals like to denounce the tea party as inherently 
“dysfunctional,” which in translation means: it stands athwart 
History yelling Stop! The whole conservative movement since 

William F. Buckley, Jr., is dysfunctional for the same reason. The Con-
stitution itself is dysfunctional—full of institutions like checks and 
balances, bicameralism, the separation of powers, and federalism de-
signed to temper hope and to slow political change, to force time for 
deliberation and due process, to conserve the people’s loyalty to the 
Constitution and laws.

What the battle over Obamacare has helped to reveal is that it isn’t 
just two clashing interpretations of the same Constitution that divide 
liberals and conservatives today. It is increasingly two different consti-
tutions that are locked in conflict. Liberals support the “living constitu-
tion,” which regards the bulk of the 1787 document as dysfunctional 
under modern conditions, hence obsolete if not, indeed, dead. They 
recognize only a few phrases in a few amendments as truly vital. 

Conservatives cling to the old Constitution (as amended) not merely 
because it is old but because its principles of justice, based in human 
nature, are correct, and because its institutions and customs wisely an-
ticipate both human greatness and human baseness. From this point 
of view, it is the passage of Obamacare—with its hasty party-line votes, 
corrupt side-deals, and brazen lawlessness—and not its attempted re-
peal, that amounted to a constitutional dysfunction.

Both the Tea Party and the Obama Administration understand the 
stakes. But it will take a lot more than an evening’s Tea Party to win 
this struggle. 
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A Rational Islam?
It would be remiss of me not to 

acknowledge Robert Reilly’s fa-
vorable remarks about Sharia Ver-
sus Freedom in his recent review 
(“Arab Winter,” Summer 2013), 
especially since my book includes 
an uncompromising critique of 
his own book, The Closing of the 
Muslim Mind. 

Unfortunately, Reilly’s presen-
tation of my critique is a rather 
disingenuous misrepresentation 
of the actual arguments I make 
in Sharia Versus Freedom. I must 
also take issue with Reilly’s ab-
surd conflation, first expressed 
in his book and repeated in his 
review, of Mutazilism—a fanati-
cized, iconoclastic version of Is-
lam—with Greek Hellenism and 
the broader traditions of Western 
rationalism. Reilly’s specific com-
parison of the Mutazilites with 
the more traditionalist Asharites 
is grossly oversimplified and ahis-
torical. The Mutazilites were 
pious Muslims motivated by Is-
lamic religious concerns, first and 
foremost. 

His wistful presentation of 
“Mutazilism” as a “squandered” 
modernizing force for Islam is 
the re-packaging of an untenable 
mid-19th-century hypothesis, de-
bunked a century ago by the great 
scholar of Islam Ignaz Goldziher. 

Although Goldziher acknowl-
edges in his landmark Introduc-
tion to Islamic Theology and Law 

the “one salutary consequence” of 
the Mutazilites’ ruthless endeav-
ors was to bring reason “to bear 
upon questions of belief,” he also 
demonstrates that the Mutazi-
lites exhibited no real manifesta-
tion of liberated thinking or any 
desire “to throw off chafing shack-
les, to the detriment of the rigor-
ously orthodox [Islamic] view of 
life.” Moreover, the Mutazilites’ 
own orthodoxy was accompanied 
by fanatical intolerance—they or-
chestrated the “Mihna,” or Mus-
lim Inquisition, under their bru-
tal 9th-century reign during the 
Abbasid-Baghdadian Caliphate.

As Goldziher demonstrated, 
the Mutazilites advocated jihad 
in all realms where their doctrine 
was not ascendant while being 
fully prepared to assassinate those 
who refused to abide their formu-
lations. The Mutazilite Caliph al-
Mamun brutally subdued a Cop-
tic Christian uprising in Lower 
Egypt, exterminating those who 
were not among the thousands 
enslaved and deported. Histo-
rian Moshe Gil notes how in the 
later stages of al-Mamun’s rule, he 

“used a strong hand” in his dealings 
with the subjected non-Muslim 
dhimmis—Jews and Christians—
living under the sharia. 

Reilly’s Mutazilite hagiography 
opens—and closes—with a pae-
an to the 20th-century Muslim 
scholar Fazlur Rahman, credited 
with tracing Islam’s purported 

“intellectual suicide” to the pre-
dictably bloody rejection of this 
violent, autocratic movement’s so-
called rationalism. But as Rahman 
himself later admitted, he had “re-
vised” the admitted “weaknesses” 
in the ostensibly noble, rationalist 
legacy of his Mutazilite forbears 
in order to comport with “modern 
ethical philosophy and theology.” 

As Goldziher had already    
explained,

[a]uthors of sophistic fanta-
sies about hypothetical de-
velopments in Islam at times 
draw pictures of how salutary 
it would have been to the evo-
lution of Islam if the Muta-
zila had successfully risen to 
spiritual dominance…. It was 

truly a piece of good fortune 
for Islam that state patronage 
of this mentality was limited 
to the time of those three 
[Mutazilite] caliphs. How far 
would the Mutazilites have 
gone if the instruments and 
power of the state had been 
longer at the disposal of their 
intellectual faith!... [T]he in-
quisitors of liberalism were, if 
possible, even more terrible 
than their literal-minded col-
leagues. In any case their fa-
naticism is more repugnant 
than that of their imprisoned 
and mistreated victims.

Goldziher’s sagacious words re-
mind us that in our zealous desire 
for an Islamic Enlightenment, we 
must not rewrite past history as 
a prologue to perceived modern 

“solutions.”

Andrew G. Bostom
Providence, RI

I was pleased to see Robert R. 
Reilly’s thoughtful review of An-
drew C. McCarthy’s Spring Fever: 
The Illusion of Islamic Democra-
cy  in the CRB’s Summer 2013 is-
sue. Reilly cites the “lack of foot-
notes” as the “only major defect” of 
the book. I thought your readers 
(and Reilly himself) might be in-
terested to know that in its prima-
ry electronic incarnation Spring 
Fever  is bedizened with notes in 
the form of clickable URLs. The 
book was the inaugural title in our 
new EncounterDigital initiative. 
Because the series puts a premium 
on timeliness, we publish its titles 
first of all in e-book format, which 
allows instant access to the power 
of the internet. A “legacy” paper-
back print edition comes later as 
a subsidiary production. Modern 
hyperlink citation is impracticable 
in print format. There is no way to 
click through to the indicated cita-
tion. The lack of footnotes in the 
print edition is simply a conces-
sion to the evolution of publishing 
technology. 

Roger Kimball
Encounter Books 

New York, NY

Robert R. Reilly replies:

I want to thank Roger Kimball 
for explaining the latest technol-
ogy in publishing to a non-techie, 
long-hand writer, who otherwise 
would not have understood where 
the footnotes went.

Andrew Bostom apparent-
ly thinks that because both 
Asharites and Mutazilites were pi-
ous Muslims, therefore, the essen-
tial differences I laid out between 
them are insignificant. This is like 
saying the differences between the 
voluntarist theological teachings 
of Duns Scotus and the rational 
theology of Thomas Aquinas in 
the Middle Ages were insignifi-
cant because, after all, both were 
pious Christians. Yet it is because 
the teachings of Aquinas prevailed 
against those of Scotus that the 
West was able to develop in the 
way it has. And it is because the 
views of the Asharites prevailed 
over the Mutazilites that Sunni 
Islam is in its current dysfunction-
al predicament—even though the 
Mutazilites, as Bostom correctly 
points out, “were pious Muslims 
motivated by Islamic religious 
concerns, first and foremost.” 

Although Bostom claims that 
Ignaz Goldziher (whom I much 
admire) debunked my view of the 
Mutazilites a century ago, my view 
is largely based upon manuscripts 
of their teachings—by far the full-
est yet available—that were not 
discovered until the 1950s, long 
after Goldziher was dead. 

Bostom’s other tactic is to at-
tempt to discredit the views of 
the Mutazilites by emphasizing 
the force used by the Caliph al-
Mamun. The fact that force was 
used does not necessarily dis-
credit a cause; it very much de-
pends on the nature of the cause 
for which force was used. When 
it comes to the life-and-death 
struggle between the Mutazilites 
and the Asharites, Bostom seems 
completely incapable of making a 
moral judgment based upon the 
nature of the principles for which 
each side fought—or, to the ex-
tent to which he does, he actually 
endorses the Mutazilite defeat. 
Where is Bostom’s denunciation 
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of the “fanatical intolerance” with 
which the Mutazilites were treat-
ed and philosophy banned? What 
does he think about the first Arab 
philosopher, al-Kindi, having his 
library confiscated and then be-
ing beaten through the streets of 
Baghdad?

If Bostom understood my 
work, he would have a deeper 
comprehension of several things 
he mentions in his book. For in-
stance, in his introduction, he 
quotes the late P.J. Vatikiotis re-
garding “the absence of a concept 
of ‘natural law’ or ‘law of reason’ in 
the intellectual-cultural heritage 
of Middle Eastern societies.” As 
mentioned in my review of Sharia 
Versus Freedom, it was the defeat 
of the Mutazilites, who embraced 
the notion of natural law, that 
caused its extirpation and the con-
sequent absence of which Vatiki-
otis speaks. Later, Bostom writes 
that, “Contra Judaism and Chris-
tianity, Islam’s history never com-
pelled Muslim religious leaders to 
reexamine their basic assumptions 
concerning power and faith.… 
The independent existence of ob-
jective universal truths is not ac-
knowledged by normative Islamic 
doctrine. Unless decreed to be so 
by a notoriously mercurial Allah, 
nothing is either good or evil.” But, 
as I show, Muslim religious lead-
ers were compelled to re-examine 
their views and, ironically, this is 
exactly what Bostom objects to in 
the Mutazilites. Bostom is trying 
to have it both ways, but he cannot. 

It is also extraordinary that 
Bostom seems unaware that many 
of the Muslim intellectual reform-
ers who do want to change the 
very things he objects to most in 
the prevalent form of Islam—like 
the late Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd or 
recently deceased Lafif Lakhdar—
appeal to the Mutazilite past as 
a means for Islam to start think-
ing its way out of the theological 
prison in which it has placed itself. 
Lakhdar eloquently called for “the 
revival of Mutazilite rationality, 
philosophy and the interpretation 
of the Text in the light of reason.”

Here is a more recent sample 
from Sohail Hashmi: “One of 
the first tasks in this process is to 
assert the possibility of natural 
law and natural rights within an 
Islamic framework. This will re-

quire a resurrection and dissemi-
nation of the early Mutazili em-
phasis on ethical objectivism, that 
is, that all human beings possess 
the rational faculty—as a God-
given faculty—to discern right 
from wrong and to form moral 
conclusions on how to order their 
communal lives apart from reli-
ance on one or another revelation.” 

Who knows, once out of the 
theological prison, rational Mus-
lims might even be able to reason 
over the morality of violent jihad, 
a prospect foreclosed by the vic-
tory of the Asharites.

One last note. Bostom repeats 
here the claim that, as he put it in 
his book, “Reilly’s contemporary 
Mutazilite hagiography opens—
and closes—with a paean to the 
20th century Muslim scholar Fa-
zlur Rahman,” whom Bostom ex-
coriates. After an extended quota-
tion purportedly from Rahman, 
Bostom accuses him of perpetrat-
ing “a thoroughly bowdlerized 
view of ‘Mutazilism.’” The prob-
lem is that a careful reading of the 
page from which the quotation 
comes would have revealed that it 
was not from Rahman, but from 
the late George Hourani, a distin-
guished Lebanese British scholar 
of Islam and professor of Arabic 
studies. In fact, since the quota-
tion clearly states that it is “look-
ing at Islam from outside,” if Bo-
stom understood Rahman as well 
as he claims to in so virulently dis-
missing his work, he would have 
immediately known that Rahman, 
a believing Muslim, could never 
have said it. This error does not 
strengthen Bostom’s charge that 
my work is a misrepresentation.

Congressional
Reform

It was a pleasure to read Chris-
topher DeMuth’s reflections on 

“the growth of executive govern-
ment,” a long-term trend which 
has accelerated during the Obama 
Administration (“The Bucks Start 
Here,” Summer 2013). I am par-
ticularly interested in his con-
cluding remarks on the need for 
congressional renewal. Surely, no 
other institution is capable of ar-
resting the administrative state’s 

seemingly irresistible growth. But 
I wonder if DeMuth overlooks 
the need for realigning electoral 
victories first. Winning an ex-
traordinary majority makes com-
prehensive reform possible by 
overcoming the resistance of en-
trenched congressmen or sclerotic 
executive agencies. Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s landslide victories ushered 
in the New Deal and Ronald Rea-
gan’s remarkable electoral achieve-
ments paved the way for eco-
nomic revival and victory in the 
Cold War. Nevertheless, I think 
DeMuth is on the right track. A 
435-member House of Represen-
tatives for 50 states is simply too 
large for effective deliberation. In 
the First Congress, there were 
only 65 members for 13 states. As 
The Federalist had noted, 

[I]n all legislative assemblies 
the greater the number com-
posing them may be, the few-
er will be the men who will 
in fact direct their proceed-
ings…. The countenance of 
the government may become 
more democratic, but the soul 
that animates it will be more 
oligarchic. The machine will 
be enlarged, but the fewer, 
and often the more secret, 
will be the springs by which 
its motions are directed.

In the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries when numbers ap-
proached the current level, pow-
er in the House accrued in the 
hands of the Speaker until, fol-
lowing a revolt against Speaker 
Joseph Cannon in 1910, it shifted 
to the committee chairmen. Mid-
western and Northeastern Re-
publicans before 1933 and South-
ern Democrats since then gained 
seniority, which guaranteed them 
extraordinary power over con-
gressional legislation. The Demo-
crats’ revolt in 1974 against this 
system has enhanced the power of 
the Speaker once again. Because 
Democrats are the main support-
ers of executive growth, DeMuth’s 
proposal to strengthen the com-
mittee chairs, however meritori-
ous, waits upon a convincing Re-
publican electoral triumph. A re-
duction in the number of House 
members is not in the cards, but 
the public might be convinced of 

the virtue of congressional renew-
al if the GOP makes a good case.

Richard H. Reeb, Jr.
Helendale, CA

Christopher DeMuth replies:

I appreciate Richard Reeb’s 
thoughtful letter but would say 
that a sweeping electoral victory 
is neither necessary nor sufficient 
for legislative revival and execu-
tive retrenchment. A serious cri-
sis—the opposite of an election 
triumph—such as a bond default 
resulting from partisan miscalcu-
lations could also be the induce-
ment for congressional reform 
(already, in our current fiscal 
impasse, tax and appropriations 
chairmen in both House and 
Senate have become increasingly 
rebellious against their party 
leaders). And a government-
unifying election could easily 
produce increased congressional 
deference and presidential domi-
nance. Let us remember, too, that 
Ronald Reagan’s presidency was 
a time of pronounced growth in 
both deficit spending and regula-
tion (following a regulatory pause 
in his first term).

I am not convinced that the 
House of Representatives is too 
large to be an effective legislature. 
Today’s Senate is much smaller 
than the House; it is accordingly 
less regimented and more indi-
vidualistic and deferential—but 
it is scarcely more deliberative. I 
believe that the key to rebalanced 
government is powerful legislative 
committees based on representa-
tion of states and localities, in place 
of today’s partisan hierarchies rep-
resenting national constituencies 
that support or oppose the presi-
dent. And, as suggested by the 
history that Reeb relates, we could 
certainly have powerful legisla-
tive committees in a 435-member 
House. My personal nirvana is 
the 1920s—with powerful con-
servative committee chairmen and 
legislative loyalists in both hous-
es, and skinflints in the White 
House. Should unified Republi-
can government come again, I look 
forward to working with Mr. Reeb 
in order to use it as the occasion to 
press for congressional reform as 
well as policy reform.
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The Thrill Is Gone 
Collision 2012: Obama vs. Romney and the Future of Elections in America, by Dan Balz.

Viking Adult, 400 pages, $32.95

The Center Holds: Obama and His Enemies, by Jonathan Alter.
Simon & Schuster, 448 pages, $30

After Hope and Change: The 2012 Elections and American Politics, by James W. Ceaser, Andrew E. Busch, and John J. Pitney, Jr.
Rowman & Littlefield, 200 pages, $49.95 (cloth), $24.95 (paper)

The Gamble: Choice and Chance in the 2012 Presidential Election, by John Sides and Lynn Vavreck.
Princeton University Press, 352 pages, $29.95

A Bad Day on the Romney Campaign: An Insider’s Account, by Gabriel Schoenfeld.
InterMix, 66 pages, $2.99 (e-book)

Post-election books can offer 
riveting accounts of what happened, 
why, and what it all means—think of    

Theodore White’s The Making of the Presi-
dent 1960; Lewis Chester, Godfrey Hodgson, 
and Bruce Page’s An American Melodrama: 
The Presidential Campaign of 1968; Jules Wit-
cover’s Marathon: The Pursuit of the Presiden-
cy, 1972–1976; and, most recently, James W. 
Ceaser, Andrew E. Busch, and John J. Pit-
ney, Jr.’s Epic Journey: The 2008 Elections and 
American Politics.

Post-reelection books have a harder row 
to hoe. The protagonist is familiar. The an-
tagonist—that is, the challenger—is seldom a 
compelling figure. Historically speaking, he’s 
much less likely to be a Ronald Reagan or a 
Franklin D. Roosevelt than a George McGov-
ern, Bob Dole, Walter Mondale, John Kerry, 
or, alas, Mitt Romney. The president’s honey-
moon, with all its attendant hope and antici-

pation about what lies ahead, is four years in 
the rearview. A reelection reaffirms the mar-
riage vows, but it’s not a wedding.

The natural response of the authors and 
publishers of post-reelection books is to pump 
up the volume. This is especially true of trade 
books, which have to sell a lot more copies 
than those published by academic presses in 
order to be profitable. In this light it’s not sur-
prising that the Washington Post’s main politi-
cal reporter, Dan Balz, opens Collision 2012: 
Obama vs. Romney and the Future of Elections 
in America, by claiming that 2012 was “ just as 
compelling” as 2008, “a sprawling story” that 
opened a “window into the struggle between 
where America has been and where it may be 
going.” In The Center Holds: Obama and His 
Enemies, Bloomberg News columnist Jonathan 
Alter calls and raises Balz’s claim. Of all re-
cent elections, he argues, 2012 “may have been 
the most consequential, a hinge of history.”

Don’t get me wrong. the two 
teams of scholars who wrote 2012 
books—Ceaser (a professor at the 

University of Virginia), Busch, and Pitney 
(both of Claremont McKenna College), the 
authors of After Hope and Change: The 2012 
Elections and American Politics; and John Sides 
of George Washington University and Lynn 
Vavreck of UCLA, who wrote The Gamble: 
Choice and Chance in the 2012 Presidential 
Election—don’t pooh-pooh the importance 
of the election. But neither do they purport 
to outdo Homer and Dante in their choice of 
subjects. Ceaser, Busch, and Pitney conclude 
that Barack Obama’s reelection meant “the 
health care law and the large increase in fed-
eral spending since 2008 would probably be 
locked into place.” But they also note that he 
is the first president in nearly a century to be 
reelected more narrowly than he was elected 
and to lose so many congressional seats for 

Book Review by Michael Nelson



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2013 
Page 9

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

his party between his two victories. Sides and 
Vavreck, who released chapters electronically 
during the campaign, seem to find the true 
significance of the election in the existence of 
their book, which they describe as “a scientific 
book about the election [written] in real time.”

To say that 2012 was less important than 
2008 is not to say that it was insignificant. 
Half of Obama’s six most recent predeces-
sors in the presidency—Gerald Ford in 1976, 
Jimmy Carter in 1980, and George Bush in 
1992—were defeated at the polls. But Obama, 
like Ronald Reagan in 1984, Bill Clinton in 
1996, and George W. Bush in 2004, enjoyed 
an enormous electoral advantage that the 
three defeated presidents did not: a united 
political party. Ford had to fend off a serious 
challenge from former governor Reagan of 
California. Carter had to battle for renomina-
tion against an equally impressive Democratic 
challenger, Senator Ted Kennedy of Mas-
sachusetts. Bush’s opponent was much less 
formidable but no less distracting: political 
commentator and former White House aide 
Patrick Buchanan. In every case these presi-
dents were renominated for a second term, 
but only after being attacked for months by 
their intraparty rivals, thereby diverting time, 
talent, and money from preparing for the gen-
eral election campaign.

Presidents who have to battle for 
renomination forfeit much of the elec-
toral advantage of being president be-

cause they receive the same kind of hammer-
ing that those seeking the other party’s nomi-
nation encounter. To be sure, in 2012 much 
of the battering Romney received in winning 
the GOP nomination was his own fault. No 
one could be sure what he really believed be-
cause, after an enormously successful career 
in business, what he really believed was that 
you succeed by giving the customer what he 
wants. Liberal Massachusetts, which elected 
him governor in 2002, wanted permissive 
abortion laws and mandatory health insur-
ance, and he gave them both. So proud was 
Romney of the health bill that he insisted that 
a copy be included in his official state portrait. 
The Republican presidential primary elector-
ate wanted a nominee who was conservative 
across the board and so, there came Romney, 
shooting down Texas governor Rick Perry 
from the right on immigration (his “single 
worst decision,” according to the Wall Street 
Journal) and refusing to accept a hypothetical 
deficit reduction plan that included $1 in tax 
increases for every $10 in spending cuts.

Romney also had a blind spot about what 
Alter calls his “Richie Rich” image. Off-
hand references to his wife Ann’s “couple of         

Cadillacs, to the joys of “fir[ing] people who 
provide services to me,” and to being “also un-
employed” were bad enough. The Atlantic’s 
James Fallows observed that when Romney 
offered to bet Perry $10,000 that he had mis-
characterized his Massachusetts health plan, 
he chose exactly the wrong figure. A regular 
guy might offer to bet a dollar or, with famil-
iar hyperbole, a million bucks. But $10,000 
was the kind of wager a rich man might dare 
someone who couldn’t afford it to make. Still 
worse, with knowledge aforethought that he 
would have to release at least two years of 
tax returns, how could Romney have held 
onto his offshore bank accounts, deducted 
$77,000 for Ann’s dressage horse, built a $12 
million vacation home with an elevator for 
his cars—and not thought that there would 
be any blowback? His assertion that “my job 
is not to worry about these people”—these 
people being the notorious “47%” who refuse 

“to take personal responsibility and care for 
their lives”—didn’t become public until Sep-
tember, but he made it in May at a time when 
he was making those other, equally clueless 
statements. Again, Romney’s choice of num-
bers was tone-deaf. “If,” Alter writes, “Rom-
ney had said 10 percent or 20 percent, his lazy 
moochers argument might have worked”—by 
leaving out retirees and soldiers, for starters. 

Essential Writings  from America’s  
Most Infl uential  Commentator

From America’s preeminent columnist Charles Krauthammer, 
named by Financial Times the most infl uential commentator 

in America, comes the long-awaited collection of his 
essential, timeless writings.

“Krauthammer  takes journalism  to 
the level of literature.”

—GEORGE WILL

AVAILABLE OCTOBER 22, 2013
WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD
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As Gabriel Schoenfeld, a Romney cam-
paign adviser now at the Hudson Institute, ar-
gues in his e-book, A Bad Day on the Romney 
Campaign: An Insider’s Account, Romney and 
his staff also severely neglected global affairs 
during the campaign. Yes, foreign policy was a 
minor issue on voters’ minds in 2012; only 5% 
in the national exit poll said they based their 
vote on it. But being presidential—that is, be-
ing trusted to protect American interests in a 
dangerous world—is always on voters’ minds. 
Romney’s inattention-based flubs concern-
ing the terrorist attack on the U.S. embassy 
in Benghazi not only blew an opportunity to 
nail Obama to the wall, but also handed the 
president his best moment in the fall debates 
(Obama: “Can you say that a little louder, 
Candy?” Debate moderator Crowley: “He did 
call it an act of terror.”)

For at least four reasons, however, 
Romney was bruised politically to an 
unusually high degree in the nominat-

ing contest because of circumstances beyond 
his control that were particular to 2012. The 
first was the brutal regimen of primary debates, 
many of them with new pro-wrestling-style 
formats designed to pump up cable news rat-
ings. Over the course of 20 debates, Romney’s 
rivals relentlessly attacked him in an effort to 
bring down the frontrunner. In order to beat 
them back, the governor clumsily branded 
himself as “severely conservative” (a term liber-
als would be more likely to use about conserva-
tives than conservatives about themselves) and 
urged illegal Latino immigrants to embrace 

“self-deportation.” Meanwhile, his opponents’ 
charges followed a script that the Obama cam-
paign happily borrowed. For example, former 
House Speaker Newt Gingrich accused Rom-
ney of having “looted” companies during his 
business career and branded him a “vulture 
capitalist.” Perry said that Romney and Bain 
Capital, the firm he founded, would “pick the 
carcass clean and then fly away.”

Second, as Sides and Vareck note, new 
GOP rules “elongated the primary calendar, 
moving Super Tuesday about a month later.” 
In 2008, 70% of convention delegates were 
chosen by March 2. In 2012, it took until May 
8 to reach that milestone. Romney’s nomina-
tion-seeking agonies were also prolonged by a 
third new factor: the Supreme Court’s open 
door in Citizens United v. Federal Elections 
Commission (2010) to unlimited individual 
donations to independent groups supporting 
a candidate. In the past, poorly funded con-
tenders like Gingrich and former senator Rick 
Santorum would have had to drop out after 
an early series of losses. Now a deep-pocketed 
donor (Foster Friess for Santorum and, to 

the tune of $16.5 million, Sheldon Adelson 
for Gingrich) could keep their favorite candi-
date’s campaign alive with multimillion dollar 
expenditures. “One thing was certain, there-
fore,” argue Ceaser, Busch, and Pitney: “a lot 
of television viewers would hear a lot of bad 
things about Republican candidates.”

Finally, the Republicans scheduled their 
convention in late August, later than any 
opposition party gathering in history. The 
reason lateness mattered was that although 
Romney raised a lot of money for the general 
election after wrapping up the nomination in 
mid-April, by law he couldn’t spend any of it 
until he was formally nominated by the Re-
publican convention. For four months, Rom-
ney’s air defenses were crippled while Obama 
bombed away. From May to August, Balz 
reports, Obama ran 247,183 ads to Romney’s 
90,500, including a cruelly effective spot that 
showed Romney singing “America the Beauti-
ful” off-key behind a crawl charging that he 
had shipped jobs to Mexico, outsourced work 
to India, and parked money in tax havens in 
Bermuda and the Cayman Islands.

that he was too pliable on matters of taxing 
and spending in the face of congressional Re-
publican opposition, and blamed him for his 
party’s massive defeat in the 2010 congres-
sional elections—the greatest any party had 
suffered since 1948.

Bill Clinton had been similarly unpopu-
lar among Democratic liberals in 1996 af-
ter overseeing the loss of both congressional 
chambers to the GOP in 1994. Taking a 
page from Clinton’s pre-election year play-
book, Obama raised so much money in 2011, 
averaging a fundraising event every five days, 
that he scared off any potential Democratic 
challengers. By the time the first caucus votes 
were cast in Iowa on January 3, 2012, Obama 
already had spent tens of millions of dollars 
building the infrastructure for his campaign 
and still had about $60 million on hand. Balz 
and, especially, Alter offer masterly accounts 
of how the Obama campaign used all that 
time and money to build an unprecedent-
edly sophisticated and effective organization. 
Sides and Vavreck are snarky about election 
books by journalists, but sometimes shoe-
leather reporting is the only way to find out 
what’s going on behind the scenes. The Rom-
ney campaign sure didn’t know. “Republicans 
could see that the Obama campaign was 
spending tens of millions of dollars in 2011,” 
writes Balz. “They weren’t sure on what.”

What obama’s campaign brains 
trust realized was that, although 
they had run the most technologi-

cally sophisticated campaign in history in 
2008, they still had a long way to go in 2012. 
Facebook, for example, had expanded tenfold 
in four years to encompass more than half 
the country’s population, and Twitter, which 
only came into being in March 2006, was 
growing geometrically. The main thing Jim 
Messina and his Chicago colleagues did was 
use new digital technologies in the service of 
old-school door-to-door canvassing. Facebook 
friends and other online sources would tell 
the campaign which likely Obama support-
ers in the ten battleground states needed a 
little push to register or vote, and the cam-
paign would send volunteers from one of its 
hundreds of local offices to pay a housecall. 
The software that animated the campaign’s 
digital operation, much of it developed in a 
windowless headquarters room dubbed “the 
Cave,” was produced by a young staff who, 
Alter reports, “would account for more than 
one-third of the Obama campaign’s payroll—
a huge bet” that obviously paid off. Alas for 
movie-lovers hoping for a new political docu-
mentary, Obama’s geeky cave-dwellers were 
much less screenworthy than James Carville 

Both after hope and change and 
The Gamble show that the trial heat 
polls did not move much during this 

period. But what the former volume realizes 
that the latter doesn’t is that Romney was 
denied a great opportunity to move ahead: 

“this was the time, after a divisive primary 
fight, that [voter sentiment] should have been 
moving in Romney’s favor.” Obama’s attack 
ads also meant that Romney had to use the 
Republican convention to show that he didn’t 
have horns, instead of carrying the attack to 
the president and focusing the nation’s atten-
tion on what the Republican proposed to do if 
he were elected. 

In contrast to Romney, Obama coasted 
to renomination. To be sure, he had critics 
within the Democratic Party, most of them 
liberals who—in Ceaser, Busch, and Pit-
ney’s phrase—“quietly seethed at his inef-
fectiveness.” Liberal Democrats thought that 
Obama’s $787 billion economic stimulus plan 
in 2009 had been too modest, hated that his 
health care reform bill relied on private insur-
ance and pharmaceutical companies, believed 

Republicans were quick
to criticize Romney for
snatching defeat from

the jaws of victory.
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another growing sector of the electorate—
supported him by almost three-to-one. Fi-
nally, Obama bested Romney among the 
substantial and increasing number of people 
claiming postgraduate degrees. Support from 
these “situational” (as opposed to demograph-
ic) groups is in part an artifact of what Ceaser, 
Busch, and Pitney accurately describe as the 
Left’s “stranglehold on higher education, pop-
ular culture, and mass media.” In contrast to 
previous recession-era presidents, for example, 
Obama “did not face a torrent of critical news 
stories about homelessness, black youth un-
employment, or other social conditions” dur-
ing his first term.

Democrats took heart from these numbers. 
Ten years before the election, John Judis and 
Ruy Teixeira published The Emerging Demo-
cratic Majority (2002), which identified the 
population trends that came to fruition in 
2012 so advantageously for Obama. Surely, 
Democratic readers of the book rejoiced, an 
even better educated, more multiracial elector-
ate that includes fewer married churchgoers 
will render the Democrats still more success-
ful in years to come against the shrinking GOP 
coalition of older, white, married Christians. A 
few days after the 2012 results were in, Judis 
crowed in the New Republic that “Obama’s 
reelection is evidence of a Democratic realign-
ment that dates back almost two decades.”

But as Ceaser, Busch, and Pitney point 
out, “it is hard to imagine other Democrats 
who would have the same appeal among mi-
norities as Barack Obama.” The GOP doesn’t 
need to carry these groups; relatively small in-
roads would make a big difference, especially 
if the party chooses a nominee who does not 
depress white working-class turnout, as Rom-
ney apparently did. Seniors may not last for-
ever, but at present they are, Balz points out, 

“the fastest growing segment of the population 
by age.”

Also little remarked in the post-
election commentary was that since 
Democrats began dominating presi-

dential elections in 1992 the House of Rep-
resentatives, after 60 years in a nearly un-
broken Democratic stranglehold, has been 
Republican for 16 of 22 years and the Sen-
ate has been Democratic for just 12 of those 
years, little more than half the time. State 
governments, most of which Democrats con-
trolled before Clinton ushered in the era of 
Democratic presidential dominance, have 
generally swung to the GOP. Republican 
governors outnumber Democrats by 30 to 
20 and Republicans still control both houses 
of the legislature in 27 states, the same as 
before the election. Alter buys the Demo-
crats’ argument that “the explanation” for 

and George Stephanopoulos, who inhabited 
Clinton’s 1992 “War Room.”

Narrow as it was, Obama’s victory was clear 
enough that nearly everybody got to go to bed 
earlier than planned on election night. Al-
though many Republicans were quick to criti-
cize Romney for snatching defeat from the 
jaws of victory, Sides and Vavreck argue from 
statistics that, based on elections since 1948, 
the sort of slow but steady economic growth 
that marked Obama’s first term is usually 
enough to reelect a president, especially when 
independent voters like him personally and 
blame his predecessor for their woes, which 
was true in 2012. Given these fundamentals, 
they say, the campaign between Obama and 
Romney was like an evenly matched tug-of-
war in which both sides make an enormous 
effort but “the flag in the middle of the rope 
remains stationary.” It’s a nice argument, and 
in early 2012 Sides and Vavreck’s statistical 
model of the election was one of nine that 
predicted an Obama victory based on condi-
tions at the beginning of the election year. But 
five such models with roughly equal statistical 
rigor predicted a Romney victory. Like finan-
cial analysts enjoying a hot streak, Sides and 
Vavreck are justly proud of their prediction in 
2012, but was it the equivalent of breaking the 
Enigma code—or of a good day at the track? 
It’s not difficult to imagine a better Romney 
campaign, a saner nominating process, or a 
divisive Democratic primary that would have 
changed the results of the election.

Post-election commentators paid 
particular attention to the exit poll re-
sults, which showed that Obama did 

especially well among those sectors of the elec-
torate that are growing most rapidly. White 
voters, whom Romney carried with 59% (a 
greater majority than John McCain got in 
2008 or George W. Bush won in 2004), com-
prised all but 12% of the electorate as recently 
as 1980. By 2012, 28% of the voters were non-
white, with demographers projecting that their 
share of the electorate will continue to grow at 
a rate of about 2 percentage points per presi-
dential election. While his percentage of the 
national popular vote declined from 53% in 
2008 to 51% in 2012, Obama actually gained 
4 points among Latinos and 11 points among 
Asian Americans. As in 2008 blacks turned 
out at a higher rate than whites and once again 
gave more than 90% of their votes to Obama.

Similarly, although Romney did well 
among seniors, Obama prevailed among 
younger voters, who have a much longer shelf 
life. Unmarried voters, another expanding 
constituency, favored Obama by nearly two-
to-one and voters who marked “none” when 
asked about their religious affiliation—yet 
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the Republicans’ success in the House “was 
gerrymandering” by GOP state legislatures. 
Ceaser, Busch, and Pitney point out that the 
Democrats’ real problem is that they tend 
to live in densely-packed cities, “where land-
slide margins for Democratic House candi-
dates result in many ‘wasted’ votes.” In any 
event, divided government—which was long 
the exception in American politics—is now 
the rule. From 1900 to 1968, the presiden-
cy, House, and Senate were all in the same 
party’s hands 80% of the time. Since then, 
united party government has prevailed only 
26% of the time. 

Some wave a different caution flag 
at those who think the country is be-
coming relentlessly Democratic. His-

torically, every new lasting partisan majority 
has been ushered in by a president who not 
only was reelected but was succeeded in the 
next election by a president of his own par-
ty. Thomas Jefferson was followed by James 
Madison, Andrew Jackson by Martin Van 
Buren, Abraham Lincoln by Ulysses S. Grant, 
William McKinley by Theodore Roosevelt, 
FDR by Harry Truman, and Ronald Reagan 
by George Bush. In sum, the path to a new 
and lasting partisan majority leads through 
the founding president’s second term to his 
successor’s election.

Obama has secured that term and, if it is 
successful, the Democrats’ chances of becom-
ing the nation’s majority party for years to 
come will be enhanced. The problem is that 
a president’s second term almost invariably 
turns out to be less successful than his first. 
Obama’s is off to the same poor start that 
most of his predecessors experienced, and for 
much the same reasons.

Many of the seeds of second-term disap-
pointment are planted during the campaign—
for reasons that made perfect political sense 
at the time. Reelection-seeking presidents 
invariably order from a strategic menu with 
only two entrees: “Wasn’t my first term great?” 
(the preferred choice of popular presidents 
like Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan) 
and, if that option isn’t available (as it wasn’t 
for Obama), “The other guy is worse.” What 
almost never appears on the menu is: “Here’s 
my second-term agenda.” Ideas for change are 
intrinsically controversial in ways that a ref-
erendum on a successful first term, or on a 
scary-seeming opponent, is not. 

At times during the campaign, Obama’s 
aides told reporters that he had a second-term 
policy agenda that included tackling issues 
such as climate change and immigration re-
form. But the president’s only substantive dis-
cussion of his new agenda was almost willfully 
obscure: it came in an off-the-record interview 

with the Des Moines Register two weeks be-
fore the election. The one issue Obama talked 
about emphatically throughout the campaign 
was his longstanding desire to increase in-
come taxes on high earners—a carryover from 
2008. He reaped the harvest of this rare act 
of specificity immediately after the election, 
when Republican leaders in Congress grudg-
ingly conceded that they had lost the political 
argument and increased taxes on households 
earning $450,000 or more. 

Just days before the election an improbably 
late hurricane did massive damage to densely 
populated areas of New Jersey and New York. 
The president toured the Jersey shore with Re-
publican governor Chris Christie, previously a 
fierce partisan critic, who on three consecutive 
days praised Obama on national television for 
being “outstanding in this.” Sides and Vavreck 
argue that “the polls did not move very much” 
after Hurricane Sandy, but in the exit poll 
15% of voters said that Obama’s response to 
the natural disaster was the most important 
factor in their decision about how to vote, and 
73% of them voted for the president. Accord-
ing to Alter, it wasn’t until Sandy that Bill 
Clinton thought Romney would lose.

Like running a blister-your-oppo-
nent campaign, draping oneself in the 
flag does nothing to lay the predicate for 

the second term. Nor do the president’s fellow 
party members in Congress feel much person-
al obligation to help. Obama seldom shared 
the stage with Democratic candidates for the 
House and Senate and, Sides and Vavreck 
point out, his local and national campaign 
offices “were devoted almost entirely to the 
president,” not the ticket. Democrats gained 
back only one eighth of the 63 House seats 
they lost in 2010 and although they picked 
up a couple in the Senate, Ceaser, Busch, and 
Pitney note that Democratic senatorial can-
didates in competitive races were three times 
more likely to extend coattails to Obama than 
the other way around.

The tax increase aside, the main effect of 
the president’s content-lite reelection is that he 
was in no position to claim even a minor man-
date at the start of the second term, which is 
one of the reasons—just one—that his liberal 
triumphalist inaugural address sounded so 
unmoored from political reality. What’s more, 
he can only expect things to get worse. At less 
than the halfway mark of his second term will 
come his second midterm congressional elec-
tion and the fabled “six-year itch,” which voters 
usually scratch by punishing the incumbent’s 
party. Democrats are highly unlikely to win 
control of the House in 2014. Only four GOP 
House members currently represent Dem-
ocratic-leaning districts, compared with 15 
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In this marvelous collection of  
Lincoln’s speeches, we witness how 
deep wisdom and democratic rule 
can indeed coexist…. This book 
achieves its high purpose: revealing 
both Lincoln’s daring mind and his 
prudent political art.
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     Loyola University Maryland
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vulnerable Democrats. If history is any guide, 
turnout will drop from 130 million in 2012 to 
about 80 million, and most of the dropouts 
will be young and minority voters. No mid-
term election has ever produced even ten ad-
ditional House seats for the president’s party, 
much less the 17-seat gain that the Democrats 
need to secure a majority.

In the 2014 Senate elections, the Democrats 
will have to defend 21 seats to the Republicans’ 
14. That is not an insurmountable problem; 
Democrats thrived in the face of longer odds 
in 2012. But some of the Democratic senators 
on the ballot serve in states that have grown 
dramatically more Republican since the 2008 
elections, including Arkansas, Louisiana, and 
West Virginia. Other Democrats represent 
states that Romney carried, including North 
Carolina, Alaska, South Dakota, and Mon-
tana. In contrast, the only Republican seat in 
a state carried by Obama is in Maine, where 
popular incumbent Susan Collins is a shoe-in. 

A second-term president is a lame-
duck from day one but as the end of 
the second term approaches, the con-

sequences become more tangible and visible. 

For example, during his final year, the Sen-
ate takes an especially jaundiced view of Su-
preme Court nominations. Historically, the 
rejection rate for final-year nominees has been 
48%, compared with 14% for nominations 
made earlier in the term. When the opposi-
tion party controls the Senate—a possibility 
Obama may face after 2014—the final-year 
rejection rate rises to 75%.

As with nearly everything else, Obama 
didn’t make an issue of Supreme Court ap-
pointments during his reelection campaign. 
Consequently, his ability to fill any vacant 
seats will depend on when the vacancies oc-
cur. Conservative justices Antonin Scalia and 
Anthony Kennedy will both turn 80 before 
Obama leaves office. If their health permits, 
they may decide to remain on the Court in 
the hope that a Republican president will be 
the one to replace them. Meanwhile, liberal 
justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg will turn 83 and 
fellow liberal Stephen Breyer will turn 78. 
Even if they remain healthy, they may decide 
to time their retirement to assure that Obama 
will nominate their successor. But if that is 
their goal they better do so sooner rather than 
later. The closer to the 2016 election a vacan-

cy occurs, the more likely that Republicans 
in the Senate will find a way to prevent any 
Obama nominee from being confirmed. 

Ceaser, Busch, and Pitney have written 
the best book about the 2012 election but 
Sides and Vavreck tell the single most illu-
minating story. On April 9 of the election 
year, Rolling Stone publisher Jann Wenner 
interviewed President Obama and, as a gift, 
presented him with two pairs of socks, one 

“salmon with pink squares” and one with 
“black and pink stripes.” “These may be sec-
ond-term socks,” Obama replied. The truth 
is Barack Obama didn’t show much ankle 
of any kind during the campaign. He is now 
paying the price in governing that he chose 
not to pay in campaigning. Hillary or no 
Hillary, the Democrats’ hopes of attaining 
an enduring majority will likely suffer, too.

Michael Nelson, a former editor of the Wash-
ington Monthly, is Fulmer Professor of Political 
Science at Rhodes College. His new book, Resil-
ient America: Electing Nixon in 1968, Chan-
neling Dissent, and Dividing Government, 
will be published in April by the University Press 
of Kansas.
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

Information Slaves
Big Data: A Revolution that Will Transform How We Live, Work, and Think, by Viktor Mayer-Schönberger and Kenneth Cukier.

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 256 pages, $27

Big data tells us things we didn’t 
know about ourselves. It allows Ama-
zon and Netflix to predict what you 

want to read and watch better than you your-
self can. It allows Google to predict the flu bet-
ter than the Centers for Disease Control. It 
tells Wal-Mart that, when storms are coming, 
people will buy more strawberry Pop-Tarts. 
Americans are constantly lectured about how 
Big Data will change their lives; seldom does 
anyone bother to define it.

There have always been Big Data systems. 
The average dog is one. A woman decides to 
take her Irish setter for a walk. She puts on 
some blush in front of the bathroom mirror, 
snaps her makeup case shut, and washes her 
hands. When she emerges, the dog is sitting 
in the hallway with the leash in his mouth and 
a “Ready to go?” look on his face. The woman 
is nowhere near the door. She’s said nothing. 
She’s not even dressed. How did her dog know?

He didn’t. He pays no attention to the way 
humans mean things. He just correlates. He 
has “noticed,” if that is the word, that there is 
usually a snapping sound, as of a makeup case 
closing, before the woman leaves the house, 
and that she usually leaves the house to take 
him on a walk. The system is messy, approxi-
mate, and error-prone. But if the dog could in-
crease the number of data points he could do 

better. Computers allow us to do a lot better. 
They massively multiply the data points that we 
can collect, retain, and cross-reference. That is 
what Big Data is: the use of massive computer 
power to draw ever more reliable correlations. 

In their new book big data, oxford 
professor Viktor Mayer-Schönberger and 
Economist data editor Kenneth Cukier de-

scribe the many ways interesting correlations 
turn into eerily accurate predictions or new 
technologies. SWIFT, the electronic messaging 
company, can generate fairly precise measures 
of total economic activity in a society, simply 
by using the data from the bank transfers it 
handles. In the right analyst’s hands, the traf-
fic patterns generated by GPS navigation sys-
tems can also be a leading economic indicator. 
Sensor-equipped chairs developed at Tokyo’s 
Advanced Institute of Industrial Technology 
turn the pressure of a given bum on thousands 
of transmission points into a “signature” that 
uniquely identifies the sitter.

Big Data can find out really intimate 
things about us. Target has managed to iden-
tify pregnant women among their customers 
(the better to bombard them with junk mail), 
because they tend to buy unscented lotion 
in the third month of a pregnancy and then 
mineral supplements a few weeks after, the 

authors tell us. Britain’s second largest insurer, 
Aviva, and the giant professional services firm, 
Deloitte, are at work on a “health index” based 
on website visits, television shows watched, 
and income. “[I]t may let people applying 
for insurance avoid having to give blood and 
urine samples,” the authors write. But one can 
think of other ways a profit-making insurance 
company might use such information, besides 
sparing its clients a trip to the bathroom. 

Governments have use for such informa-
tion, too. “De-anonymizing” data plucked off 
the internet is child’s play. Harvard govern-
ment professor Latanya Sweeney has shown 
that you can identify about 90% of people with 
just their birthdate, ZIP code, and sex. But 
most people leave plenty more information on-
line. To know that someone last year bought 
a Porsche, an Anne Rice novel, Duke’s may-
onnaise, Field and Stream magazine, and Fred 
Perry tennis shoes would probably identify 
him uniquely. The only foolproof way to hide 
from creditors, police, and other authorities 
is—as Osama Bin Laden well understood—to 
stay off the internet altogether and not buy 
anything. You can see why a government bent 
on security would engage in the vast data-sift-
ing programs that former NSA contract work-
er Edward Snowden revealed in June. Any 
suspect who does not use the internet belongs 
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to a bygone technological generation, and is as-
sumed too backward to pose any kind of ter-
rorist threat. Anyone who does use the internet 
is a sitting duck for the forces of order. 

Two things, then, can be safely predicted 
about Big Data: It is going to make a few 
people richer. And it is going to make a lot of 
people less free. 

One very interesting thing about 
Google’s flu search, Mayer-Schön-
berger and Cukier insist, is that 

Google had no hypothesis or “theory” of what 
would predict the flu. It did not start by ask-
ing how often people searched for the words 

“headache” or “sniffles.” The company’s algo-
rithmists simply found 45 terms that correlat-
ed best with spikes in flu symptoms. “[S]ociety,” 
the authors write, “will need to shed some of its 
obsession for causality in exchange for simple 
correlations: not knowing why but only what.” 

This is the epistemological paradox at the 
heart of Big Data, and the authors draw it out 
nicely: however precise its results, Big Data is 
essentially a non-scientific way of looking at 
the world. Chris Anderson of Wired maga-
zine writes that “the data deluge makes the 
scientific method obsolete.” Big Data is the 
creation of (to stereotype a bit) a bunch of 
Silicon Valley village atheists and mockers 
of Sarah Palin. And yet it works not because 
it allows us to think more like scientists but 
because it allows us to think more like dogs. 
Or superstitious pagans. Is that place where 
the old willow sits below the black cliff haunt-
ed? We don’t know. We just know that your 
grandfather went there one afternoon and 
never came back. So stay away from it. 

To talk about “sophisticated information 
systems” is wrong. Certain of its techniques may 
be sophisticated, but what makes Big Data 
useful as a tool for life is its unsophistication. 
It diminishes the benefit of acquiring knowl-
edge for oneself, in the same way that writing, 
as Socrates described it in Plato’s Phaedrus, 

“introduce[d] forgetfulness into the souls of 
those who learn it.” Simply ignoring the why 
and wherefore of facts may bring moral corro-
sion, too. For the late Italian memoirist Primo 
Levi, the symbol of 20th-century barbarism 
was the reply of the Auschwitz guard when 
the thirsty Levi asked why he was not allowed 
to break an icicle off a roof to slake his thirst: 

“Hier ist kein warum” (Here there is no why). 
Accepting the principle that correlation is 

as good as causation inevitably reshapes our 
sense of how people ought to be ruled. Big 
Data works by saying, “If you’re X, then you’re 
Y” or “If you’re X, then you’re probably Y”—
which, in a world of hurried decision-making, 
amounts to the same thing. Bluntly put, Big 
Data reasserts on behalf of powerful corpora-

tions a right that has been stripped from other 
Americans over the last half-century: the right 
to “stereotype” or to “profile.” The authors 
note, for example, that many start-ups are en-
amored of Facebook’s “social graph” (its data 
on who hangs out with whom). They hope 
it can provide “signals for establishing credit 
scores. The idea is that birds of a feather flock 
together.” The authors aim to distinguish this 
kind of stereotyping from old-fashioned big-
otry by noting that it seeks “to identify specific 
individuals rather than groups.” But this is all 
that traditional bigotry does. Big Data simply 
changes the basis of the stereotype, and ren-
ders the victimization slightly less obvious. It 
provides the old heuristic “benefits” of dis-
crimination without discrimination’s stigma.

Big data says nothing about the 
principles on which people will be gov-
erned. The authors are wildly overcon-

fident that those will go without saying, and 
that they will be compatible with our own 
principles. For instance, they oppose Google’s 
insistence that prospective employees provide 
their SAT scores and grade point averages. “By 
Google’s standards, not Bill Gates, nor Mark 
Zuckerberg, nor Steve Jobs would have been 
hired, since they lack college degrees.” But 
this is sheerest political correctness—that’s 
why they ask for the SAT scores, dummy! 

Similarly, although the authors don’t go 
into much detail about security, they seem to 
believe that a “neutral” and non-discriminatory 
system of catching terrorists is easily designed. 
They guffaw over the clumsiness of the U.S. 
data professionals who designed the post-9/11 

“no fly” lists. “Had there been an algorithmist on 
staff at the Department of Homeland Security 
in 2004,” they write, “he might have prevent-
ed the agency from generating a no-fly list so 
flawed that it included Senator Kennedy.” Not 
necessarily, assuming the algorithmist was for-
bidden to consider the factors that might have 
kept Senator Kennedy off the list, such as age, 
ethnicity, religion, and place of birth.

Governing norms do not simply generate 
themselves from within Big Data. They get 
imposed on Big Data’s workings from without, 
by interested parties. History tells us for a cer-
titude that all these techniques—unless resis-
tance is offered or regulation applied—will be 
abused. One abuse is already evident. What-
ever moral meaning one imputes to Edward 
Snowden’s revelations, the comprehensiveness 
of the National Security Agency’s telephonic 
metadata sweeps is absolutely shocking. U.S. 
spy agencies retain almost literally everything 
on everybody. And there is every incentive to 
retain it forever. If storms cause Pop-Tart pur-
chases at Wal-Mart, maybe some factor we 
aren’t yet paying attention to will prove to be 

the best predictor of treason or violence. How 
foolish we would feel if we threw out one iota 
of the data that might have allowed us to iden-
tify tomorrow’s terrorists. 

The authors note that today’s in-
formation technology can be far more 
intrusive than the Stasi, or any of the 

notorious European police forces of the mid–
20th century, ever could be. Cell phones show 
where we move, second by second, and the 
information takes a negligible investment of 
manpower to decipher. And yet the authors 
raise security concerns only to pooh-pooh 
them. “We won’t go to prison if Amazon dis-
covers we like to read Chairman Mao’s ‘Little 
Red Book,’” they jest. What a straw man! The 
fact is, we don’t know what traits, beliefs, or 
behaviors the NSA considers correlated with 
terrorism and therefore grounds for height-
ened scrutiny or assassination by drone strike. 
(If we knew, the surveillance would not work.) 
Are you comfortable making a sexist joke in 
an e-mail? Ridiculing the leadership of the 
NAACP? Sending money to Julian Assange’s 
defense fund? The authors unwittingly call to 
mind those Soviets who claimed their country 
was as free as the U.S. because there, too, one 
could criticize the American president. 

A second worry is cronyism, for which Big 
Data opens new horizons. Consider (as the au-
thors do not) the symbiosis between the pres-
ent White House and information technology 
corporations. There was $4 billion in the stim-
ulus package for the computerization of health 
records. Over $3 billion was budgeted to build 
the “smart grid” that allows authorities to root 
out inefficient energy use. More has been doled 
out in dribs and drabs, including last year’s Big 
Data Research and Development Initiative. 
To the extent that corporate allies of the presi-
dent use this data, they profit not just from tax 
subsidies but also from an in-kind levy on the 
public, in the form of resalable data. It may 
not be surprising that in 2011-12, according 
to the Center for Responsive Politics, Google 
employees gave 20 times as much money to 
Barack Obama ($802,000) as to Mitt Romney 
($40,000). This is to ignore some of the less 
formal ways moguls connect with politicians. 
Former Newark mayor and newly elected New 
Jersey senator Cory Booker secured a promise 
from Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg to invest 
$100 million in Newark’s schools. In August, 
the New York Times reported that Booker 
had become a “co-investor” with Google’s Eric 
Schmidt in Waywire, a “video curation start-
up,” with a stake of $1-5 million. Should Sena-
tor Booker ever come to vote on an anti-trust 
bill for the information age, those may wind 
up being the wisest investments Schmidt and 
Zuckerberg ever made. 
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The alliance of big data and big 
Government is an intellectual humili-
ation for those conservatives who spent 

the last three or four decades hammering away 
at the state’s taxation authority in order to 
unleash entrepreneurship as a countervailing 
power. The businesses thus “unleashed” turn 
out to be ones that thrive in collusion with pol-
iticians. Much as they did in Iraq, conserva-
tives have, with the best intentions, defanged 
their enemies’ enemies. Grover Norquist and 
Americans for Tax Reform campaign for the 
tax cuts of Mr. Schmidt and a Silicon Valley 
plutocracy that backs the president almost 
unanimously, sparing Obama the embarrass-
ment of protecting their interests himself.

The authors have gathered a good deal of 
private information from Silicon Valley cor-
porations. They deserve credit for sharing 
it. But they are in the same sort of reporter’s 
bind faced by those Capitol Hill journalists 
who need to cover committees day by day. A 
certain official optimism is required to ensure 
continued access to a very limited number of 
key players. When they say that “Google ben-
efits from vertical integration in the big-data 
value chain,” they are dancing around the word 

“monopoly.” When they talk about “creative 
outsiders,” they mean money men. The prose 
in this book is repetitive and cacophonous. 
Often they seem to describe Big Data in the 
language of corporate Info-Paks: “Lest there 
be any doubt,” they write, “big data saves lives.” 

Big Data algorithms often escape common 
sense and easy regulability. Those who cre-
ate them have a powerful incentive—as the 
designers of financial derivatives did a decade 
ago—to render them opaque. Yet the pri-
vacy problem that most agitates the authors 
is the prospect that companies might have 
to reveal “confidential business strategies to 
outsiders.” The authors’ suggestion of a “pri-
vacy framework…focused less on individual 
consent at the time of collection and more on 
holding data users [corporations] accountable 
for what they do” sounds awfully convenient 
for the data users. In fact, it sounds a great 
deal like the voluntary compliance that was 
expected of banks in the Alan Greenspan era.

Some of the big constitutional questions of 
our time will revolve around who owns, who 
controls, and who can benefit from this data. 
Once it had computerized its files, Master-
Card discovered that people who fill up their 
gas tanks in the afternoon tend to spend $35-
50 on food in the next few hours. Why is this 
goldmine of information MasterCard’s to 
sell? They didn’t produce it, they didn’t con-
tract for it (at least originally). It is not, in fact, 
obvious why MasterCard should be the sole 
owner of the data you generate when you use 
their cards, or Amazon should pocket all the 

value that comes from the information you 
generate while shopping on their site. It was 
never considered ethical for the Bell system to 
sell information gleaned from listening in on 
subscribers’ calls. 

True, many websites require users to con-
sent to a “cookies” policy under which they 
surrender data on very lenient terms, but this 
is a consent wrung out under such informa-
tion asymmetry and such unequal network 
power that it resembles an oil-company geolo-
gist buying mineral rights from a bunch of il-
literate Third World tribesmen. If Americans 
were indeed such tribesmen, and if the com-
modity that had been taken from them were 
rubber or cobalt or wheat instead of their per-
sonal information, there would be marches on 
Washington and denunciations from every 
pulpit in the country.

The fiasco surrounding facebook’s 
initial public offering in May 2012 is a 
good illustration of how precarious is 

the sense of where on-line property rights re-
side. The company’s value had been estimated 
at $104 billion, on assets of $6.3 billion. Pun-
dits expected the stock to level off at about 
$80 a share. Instead it closed its first day of 
trading at $38 and three months later had 
fallen to only $20. (It has since regained its 
initial value.) Some blame computer glitches 

in the IPO. The authors say markets are too 
dumb to price data. But pricing data is doable, 
using many of the same tricks Nobel prize-
winning economist George Stigler developed 
to price search costs in the 1960s. More likely 
what makes markets nervous is that almost 
all of Facebook’s value is in one asset—its 
data—and its claim to that asset is contest-
able. Facebook is not a revolution in technol-
ogy; its technology is not essentially different 
from that of hundreds of startup companies. 
It is a revolution in property rights. 

Government and the Big Data companies 
are, one way or another, bound to grow closer. 
Governments must have as much capability 
as those they rule. That makes the property 
rights regime governing Big Data unstable. 
The companies that use it seem destined in 
the coming decades either to be taken over 
as utilities, broken up as trusts, or brought 
into partnership with government in a kind of 
mercantilist setup. The situation calls for cau-
tion. The consequences of on-line institution 
building are hard to predict. Those people, af-
ter all, who used to say a decade or two ago 
that “information wants to be free,” appear 
in retrospect to have been clamoring for their 
own enslavement.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor of the 
Weekly Standard.
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Essay by James Piereson

The Making of a Martyr

It has now been 50 years since presi-
dent John F. Kennedy was cut down on the 
streets of Dallas by rifle shots fired by Lee 

Harvey Oswald, a self-described Marxist, re-
cent defector to the Soviet Union, and ardent 
admirer of Fidel Castro. The evidence con-
demning Oswald was overwhelming: the bul-
lets that killed President Kennedy were fired 
from his rifle, the rifle was found on the sixth 
floor of the warehouse where he worked and 
where he was seen moments before the shoot-
ing, witnesses on the street saw a man firing 
shots from a sixth floor window in that build-
ing and immediately summoned police to pro-
vide a description of the assassin. Forty-five 
minutes later a policeman stopped Oswald on 
foot in another section of the city to question 
him about the shooting. As the policeman 
stepped from his squad car, Oswald pulled 
out a pistol and pumped four shots into him 
before fleeing to a nearby movie theater where 
he was captured (still carrying the pistol with 
which he had killed the policeman). Two days 
later Oswald was himself assassinated while 
in police custody by a nightclub owner dis-
traught over Kennedy’s death. 

Despite the evidence, few Americans to-
day believe that Lee Harvey Oswald shot 
President Kennedy or that, if he did, he acted 
alone. A recent poll found that 75% of Ameri-

can adults believe that JFK was the victim of 
a conspiracy of some kind, usually of a right-
wing variety. This is not surprising because 
most of the popular books published on the 
assassination since the mid-1960s have elabo-
rated one or another conspiracy theory. Right-
wing businessmen, disgruntled generals, CIA 
operatives, and Mafia bosses are the typical 
villains in these scenarios. Before long the 
Kennedy assassination came to be encrusted 
in layers of myth, illusion, and disinformation 
strong enough to deflect every attempt to un-
derstand it from a rational point of view. And 
this enduring national illusion and confusion 
has had unfortunate consequences.

 Creating the Myth 

In the days and weeks following the 
assassination the idea took hold that a 
climate of hate in Dallas and across the 

nation established the conditions for Presi-
dent Kennedy’s murder. Racial bigots, the Ku 
Klux Klan, followers of the John Birch So-
ciety, fundamentalist ministers, anti-Com-
munist zealots, and conservatives of all kinds 
had sowed hatred and division in national life. 
These battalions of the American Right had 
been responsible for manifold acts of violence 
across the South against Negroes and civil 

rights workers in the years leading up to the 
assassination, and they must have been be-
hind the attack on President Kennedy. It fol-
lowed that President Kennedy was a martyr, 
like Abraham Lincoln, to the great causes of 
civil rights and racial justice. Liberal writers 
had warned throughout the 1950s and into 
the 1960s about the undercurrent of bigotry 
and intolerance that ran through American 
culture and the political dangers arising from 
the “radical Right.” Now it appeared that 
their warnings had come to fruition in the 
murder of a president. 

This explanation for the assassination did 
not drop out of thin air but was circulated 
immediately after the event by influential 
leaders, journalists, and journalistic outlets, 
including Mrs. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, 
Chief Justice Earl Warren, Democratic lead-
ers in Congress, James Reston and the edi-
torial page of the New York Times, Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., columnist Drew Pearson, and 
any number of other liberal spokesmen. The 
New York Times through its editorial page 
and columnists insisted that a climate of hate 
brought down President Kennedy, even as 
the paper’s news reporters documented the 
evidence against Oswald and his Communist 
connections. Reston, the paper’s chief politi-
cal correspondent, published a front-page col-



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2013 
Page 21

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

umn on November 23 under the title, “Why 
America Weeps: Kennedy Victim of Violent 
Streak He Sought to Curb in the Nation.” In 
the course of the column he observed that, 

“from the beginning to the end of his Admin-
istration, he [JFK] was trying to damp down 
the violence of the extremists on the Right.” 
Reston returned to this theme in subsequent 
columns, pointing the finger at hatred and a 
spirit of lawlessness in the land as the ulti-
mate causes of the presidential assassination. 

Following this line of thought, Chief Jus-
tice Warren, soon to head the official com-
mission that investigated the assassination, 
declared: “A great and good President has suf-
fered martyrdom as a result of the hatred and 
bitterness that has been injected into the life 
of our nation by bigots.” Pat Brown, governor 
of California, and Charles Taft, mayor of Cin-
cinnati, organized a series of candlelight vigils 
across the nation “to pledge the end of intoler-
ance and to affirm that such a tragedy shall 
not happen in America again.” The Reverend 
Adam Clayton Powell (also a congressman) 
issued a statement shortly after the assassina-
tion: “President Kennedy is a martyr of free-
dom and human rights and a victim of injus-
tice as promulgated by Barnett and Wallace,” 
here referring to the segregationist governors 
of Mississippi and Alabama. Less than a week 
after the assassination, Pearson published 
one of his syndicated columns under the title, 

“Kennedy Victim of Hate Drive.” Many took 
this a step further to declare that all Ameri-
cans were complicit in Kennedy’s death be-
cause they had tolerated hatred and bigotry 
in their midst. As a popular song, “Sympathy 
for the Devil,” by the Rolling Stones put it a 
few years later: “I shouted out: who killed the 
Kennedys? When after all it was you and me.” 
This became the near universal response to 
the assassination: a strain of bigotry and ha-
tred in American culture was responsible for 
Kennedy’s murder. 

For his part, President Johnson saw that 
his job as national leader in that time of crisis 
was to supply some meaning to his predeces-
sor’s sudden death. “John Kennedy had died,” 
he said later, “[b]ut his cause was not really 
clear…. I had to take the dead man’s program 
and turn it into a martyr’s cause.” In his first 
speech before the Congress on November 27, 
Johnson proclaimed that “no memorial ora-
tion or eulogy could more eloquently honor 
President Kennedy’s memory than the earli-
est possible passage of the civil rights bill for 
which he fought so long.” The civil rights bill, 
which Kennedy belatedly proposed in mid-
1963, was approved in 1964 with bipartisan 
majorities in the Congress. On the interna-
tional front, Johnson feared a dangerous esca-

lation of tensions with the Soviet Union and 
another McCarthy-style “witch-hunt” against 
radicals should the American public conclude 
that a Communist was responsible for the 
assassination. From his point of view, it was 
better to circumvent that danger by deflect-
ing blame for the assassination from Commu-
nism to some other unpopular target. 

In doing so, the U.S. government adopted 
a line similar to that being pushed by the 
Soviet Union and Communist governments 
around the world. Within hours of the as-
sassination, the Soviet press put out reports 
declaring that “rightists” were responsible for 
the assassination and that plots were being 
hatched to blame the crime on a Communist. 
A Soviet spokesman said that, “Senator Barry 
Goldwater and other extremists on the right 
could not escape moral responsibility for the 
president’s death.” Leftists around the world 
were quick to disown Oswald out of fear that 
his deed might contaminate their cause. 

Mrs. Kennedy took the lead in insisting 
that her husband was a martyr to the causes 
of civil rights, racial justice, and international 
peace, despite the fact that she was told hours 
after the assassination that Oswald had been 
arrested for the crime. She soon gave instruc-
tions to aides to make her husband’s funeral 

rites “as Lincolnesque as possible” in order to 
cement the connection between the two fallen 
leaders. 

Mrs. Kennedy also took the case well be-
yond associations with Lincoln, civil rights, or 
the domestic controversies of the 1950s and 
’60s. Within days of the assassination in inter-
views with prominent journalists, she elabo-
rated the symbolism of Camelot and King Ar-
thur’s court to frame the Kennedy presidency 
as a special and near-magical enterprise guid-
ed by the highest ideals of international peace 
and domestic justice. The eternal flame she 
placed on her husband’s grave invoked King 
Arthur’s candle in the wind, an image taken 
from T.H. White’s modern Arthurian novel, 
The Once and Future King (1958). In White’s 
four-part fantasy, King Arthur, who was tra-
ditionally portrayed as a valiant warrior, is de-
picted as a soldier of peace; the candle in the 
wind is the symbol through which he hopes to 
pass his ideals through the generations after 
he is gone. White’s novel in turn was the basis 
for Camelot, the Broadway musical (and later 
a Hollywood film) that was popular during 
the Kennedy years and was one of Mrs. Ken-
nedy’s favorite shows. 

These were the myths in which the Ken-
nedy assassination came to be embalmed. De-
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spite all evidence to the contrary, they are still 
widely believed, and not only by members of 
a credulous public. The claim that JFK was 
a victim of hatred and bigotry or a martyr 
in the crusade for civil rights is now a basic 
element in the liberal interpretation of the 
post-war era. From a liberal point of view, the 
Kennedy assassination was the moment in 
which the battle between the “good” America 
and the “bad” America was expressed in its 
most dramatic and memorable fashion. Tay-
lor Branch, in his award winning biography of 
Martin Luther King, summed up the liberal 
consensus that has grown up around the JFK 
assassination:

In death, the late President gained 
credit for much of the purpose that 
[Martin Luther] King’s movement had 
forced upon him in life. No death had 
ever been like his—[Reinhold] Niebuhr 
called him “an elected monarch.” In a 
mass purgative of hatred, bigotry, and 
violence, the martyred President be-
came a symbol of the healing oppo-
sites…. President Johnson told the na-
tion that the most fitting eulogy would 
be swift passage of his civil rights bill. 
By this and other effects of mourning, 
Kennedy acquired the Lincolnesque 
mantle of a unifying crusader who had 
bled against the thorn of race.

A Communist Kills Kennedy

To the extent he can be called a 
martyr at all, JFK was a martyr in the 
Cold War struggle against Commu-

nism. Lee Harvey Oswald was not a prod-
uct of a “climate of hate” found in Dallas or 
anywhere else in the United States. Oswald 
defected from the United States to the Soviet 
Union in 1959, vowing when he did so that 
he could no longer live under a capitalist sys-
tem. He returned to the United States with 
his Russian wife in 1962 in disappointment 
with life under Soviet Communism but with-
out giving up his Marxist beliefs. By 1963 he 
had transferred his political allegiance from 
the Soviet Union to Castro’s Communist re-
gime in Cuba. Nor was Oswald a bigot; he 
supported the civil rights movement and the 
ideal of racial equality. In his eyes, racial big-
otry was an evil inseparable from American 
capitalism. He hated the United States, the 
capitalist system, and everything associated 
with the radical Right. He was a creature of 
the far Left, not of the far Right. In contrast 
to academic or armchair radicals, he was on 
the lookout for opportunities to act out his 
ideological convictions. 

In April 1963, seven months before he 
killed President Kennedy, Oswald took a shot 
at (and missed) retired General Edwin Walk-
er as he sat at his dining table working on his 
income tax return. Walker was the head of the 
Dallas chapter of the John Birch Society and 
a figure then in the news because of his public 
opposition to school integration and his de-
mand for the overthrow of the Castro regime. 
Only weeks before, Oswald had purchased 
a scoped rifle (later used to shoot President 
Kennedy) by mail order for the purpose of as-
sassinating General Walker. A month or so 
later, fearful that he might be identified as the 
assailant in the Walker shooting, Oswald left 
Dallas to take up residence in New Orleans 
where in June and July 1963 he established a 
local chapter of Fair Play for Cuba, a national 
organization dedicated to gaining diplomatic 
recognition for Castro’s regime. While in New 
Orleans Oswald was arrested and detained 
for a brief period following an altercation on 
the street with several anti-Castro Cubans 
who were upset about the pro-Castro leaflets 
he was distributing. He even participated in a 

motorcade through the downtown streets of 
Dallas and past the building where he worked. 
FBI agents, having been informed by the CIA 
of Oswald’s visits to the embassies in Mexico 
City, were still trying to track him down on 
the day President Kennedy arrived in Dallas. 

Oswald’s motives in shooting President 
Kennedy were undoubtedly linked to a wish 
to protect Castro against efforts by the Ken-
nedy Administration to overturn his gov-
ernment. From 1961 to 1963, the Kennedy 
Administration was preoccupied with two 
large issues: the civil rights crusade at home 
and the Cold War abroad, with Cuba as its 
central flashpoint. Oswald was obsessed with 
Cuba and the Cold War, while JFK’s domestic 
supporters focused on civil rights and the in-
justice of the racial caste system in the South. 

Kennedy failed to oust Castro in 1961 in 
a U.S.-sponsored invasion of the island car-
ried out by Cuban exiles opposed to the re-
gime. In response, and on Castro’s invitation, 
the Soviet Union placed offensive missiles 
in Cuba, thereby provoking a crisis in 1962 
that brought the U.S. and the Soviet Union 
to the brink of nuclear war. The Soviet Union 
withdrew its missiles and Kennedy pledged to 
abandon efforts to overthrow Castro’s govern-
ment by force. But the war of words between 
the two governments continued, and so did 
clandestine plots (unknown to the public at 
that time but revealed in the 1970s) by the 
Kennedy Administration to assassinate Cas-
tro. In late April 1963, Castro asserted that 
the United States may have given up plans 
to invade Cuba but had continued to spon-
sor plots to assassinate Cuban leaders. His 
remarks were made in response to Kennedy’s 
observation the previous day that Castro 
would no longer be in power in five years. 
Returning to that theme in early September, 
Castro stated in an interview that “United 
States leaders should be mindful that if they 
are aiding terrorist plans to eliminate Cuban 
leaders, they themselves will not be safe.” A 
transcript of the interview was circulated by 
the Associated Press and published in many 
American newspapers, including the local pa-
per in New Orleans where Oswald was then 
living. It was probably this statement that sent 
Oswald off on his urgent trip to Mexico City 
in search of a visa to travel to Cuba. 

U.S. intelligence officials were alarmed at 
this escalation in Castro’s rhetoric and the im-
plied threat conveyed through these comments. 
Was Castro aware of U.S. plots to assassinate 
him? If so, how did he know? Did he intend to 
retaliate by organizing reciprocal plots against 
American leaders? They concluded that among 
various things Castro might do, he was unlike-
ly to risk an assassination attempt on a major 

local radio debate with a conservative and an 
anti-Castro Cuban where he was humiliated 
when his adversaries revealed to the audience 
that he had once defected to the Soviet Union 
and had lived for three years in that country. 
This information supported accusations that 
Fair Play for Cuba was a Communist front 
and that Castro’s regime was a “puppet” gov-
ernment of the Soviet Union. 

His enterprise in New Orleans in ruins, 
Oswald travelled to Mexico City in late Sep-
tember to visit the Soviet and Cuban embas-
sies in desperate pursuit of a visa that would 
allow him to travel to Cuba. Before taking this 
step, Oswald discussed with his wife the pos-
sibility of hijacking an airliner to take them to 
Cuba (she rejected that idea). He took along 
a dossier of news clippings on his pro-Castro 
activities in New Orleans for the purpose of 
establishing his revolutionary bona fides with 
embassy personnel. He returned to Dallas 
empty-handed after being told by embassy of-
ficials that his application would take weeks 
or even months to process. He was still wait-
ing to hear about his application six weeks 
later when he read that President Kennedy’s 
forthcoming visit to Texas would include a 

Lee Harvey Oswald was a 
creature of the far Left,

not the far Right.
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U.S. leader. In any case, Castro’s threats had 
little effect on Kennedy’s determination to get 
rid of him. On November 18, four days be-
fore he was killed, Kennedy delivered a speech 
in Miami in which he described the Castro 
government as “a small band of conspirators 
[that] has stripped the Cuban people of their 
freedom.” He pledged to restore U.S. assis-
tance and friendship “once Cuban sovereignty 
has been restored.” An admirer of Castro and 
other third-world revolutionaries, Oswald was 
acutely attentive to the smoldering war be-
tween the U.S. and Cuban governments and 
to the personal and ideological war of words 
between Castro and Kennedy. 

The JFK assassination was thus an event in 
the Cold War, but it was interpreted by the 
liberal leadership of the nation as an event in 
the civil rights crusade. This interpretation 
sowed endless confusion as to the motives of 
the assassin and the meaning of the event. It 
made little logical sense to claim that Ken-
nedy was a martyr to the cause of civil rights 
while acknowledging that the assassin was a 
Communist and a supporter of Fidel Castro. 
In deciding which of the two should go—the 
facts or the interpretation—many decided to 
jettison the facts, or at least to ignore them. 
Even the Warren Report, though setting forth 
conclusive evidence that Oswald acted on his 

own (without any Cuban or Soviet assistance) 
in killing President Kennedy, contributed to 
the confusion by suggesting that he did so 
for a mix of personal reasons unrelated to 
his Communist ideology or his admiration 
for Castro. In this sense, the Report carried 
forward the “official” view that required the 
suppression of ideological motives in the as-
sassination. Before long the vacuum of mean-
ing surrounding the assassination was filled in 
by a host of conspiracy theories claiming that 
JFK was a victim of an elaborate plot orches-
trated by right-wing elements in American life. 
The fruitless 50-year debate over “who killed 
Kennedy?” developed as a direct consequence 
of the tendentious interpretation assigned to 
the assassination in 1963. There would never 
have been any such debate nor any specula-
tion about conspiracies had President Ken-
nedy been killed by a right-winger whose guilt 
was confirmed by the same evidence as con-
demned Lee Harvey Oswald. 

Untruth and Consequences

Robert caro, in the latest install-
ment of his multi-volume biography of 
Lyndon Johnson, writes that the peri-

od immediately following the Kennedy assas-
sination was Johnson’s finest hour. Caro, who 

is decidedly negative about Johnson’s career as 
a whole, gives him high marks for holding the 
country together in a time of crisis. In his view, 
Johnson tamped down Cold War tensions 
that might have gotten out of control in re-
sponse to Kennedy’s death, skillfully used the 
symbolism of “Kennedy as martyr” to gener-
ate the political momentum needed to pass his 
civil rights bill, and put the Democratic Party 
in a position to claim a sweeping victory in the 
1964 elections. The civil rights interpretation 
of the assassination may have been a lie, but if 
so it was a “noble lie” because it brought about 
a great deal of good while causing little in the 
way of offsetting damage. 

This argument might make sense if one 
quarantined the effects of the assassination 
to the next 12- or 18-month period, when 
President Johnson and a Democratic Con-
gress pushed through the Civil Rights Act, 
a Keynesian tax cut, the Voting Rights Act, 
Medicare and Medicaid programs, and count-
less other pieces of reformist legislation. Ken-
nedy’s death and Johnson’s skillful handling 
of the transition provided the necessary mo-
mentum for these liberal victories. But these 
legislative breakthroughs in 1964 and 1965 
turned out to be the high-water mark for post-
war liberalism. Before long, the deeper impli-
cations of Kennedy’s death set in, with lasting 

The Claremont Review of Books
Now Available for iPad

Subscribe for only $9.99 and receive a year’s worth of the digital
CRB and access to our complete pdf archive of past issues.

Download the CRB App and receive our
10th anniversary double issue for free

Search “Claremont Review” in the App Store.

The Claremont Review of Books, from The Claremont 
Institute, is the quarterly journal that is the cutting edge of 
modern conservative thought.  The writings and commentary 
of the most acclaimed authors illuminate the most challenging 
issues facing America today. In the Battle of Ideas, the 
Claremont Review of Books reports to you from the political 
trenches of verbal combat. Subscribe now. Keep your head 
down, your wits about  you and wear your flack jacket.

Direct from the front lines 
in the Battle of Ideas.

A Publication of

www.claremont.org

To subscribe online - email:  subscription@claremont.org  or call (909) 621-6825, x111

W
E

 H

O
LD  T H E S E  T

R

U
T

H
SW

E
 H

O
LD  T H E S E  T

R

U
T

H
S

C
L

A
R

EMONT INSTIT
U

T
E

THE 
CLAREMONT 
INSTITUTE
Recovering the American Idea

 iPad and App Store are trademarks of Apple Inc.                                                                                                                                        Visit us at www.claremont.org

VOLUME XIII , NUM BER 3, SUMMER 2 013

A Journal of Political Thought and Statesmanship

I N CANADA : $6.95
PRICE: $6.95

Essays and Reviews by
Michael Burlingame • Allen C. Guelzo • Peter S. Onuf •  Richard Samuelson

DEDICATED TO THE PROPOSITION

Michael Barone:
Bernard Bailyn

Martha Bayles:
Is Gatsby

Great?

Hadley Arkes:
�e Future
of Marriage

Hillel Fradkin
Stanley Kurtz

Robert R. Reilly:
Islamapalooza!

Ramesh Ponnuru:
Constitutional
Conservatism

Brian Callanan
Libertarian
Paternalism

Michael S. Greve:
How Government

Got Big

Christopher DeMuth:
Why Government

Went Broke

• • •
•

A Publication of the Claremont Institute

Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 24

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

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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consequences for the liberal movement and 
the nation at large.

Because of the prevailing interpretation, 
Kennedy’s reputation as a liberal became mag-
nified and Oswald’s motives as a Communist 
diminished—an interpretive coupling with 
disorienting consequences. The first height-
ened the sense of loss felt as a result of Ken-
nedy’s sudden death; the second rendered that 
loss absurd or impossible to understand. The 
liberal myth that the national culture con-
tributed to Kennedy’s assassination encour-
aged an attitude of anti-Americanism that 
permeated the radical and counter-cultural 
movements of the 1960s, and in fact never en-
tirely disappeared from the worldview of the 
American Left. 

Within a few years, radical ideas and revo-
lutionary leaders—Marx, Lenin, Mao, and 
Castro among them—enjoyed a greater vogue 
in the United States than at any previous time 
in our history, converting college students by 
the thousands to an anti-American and anti-
capitalist creed. Before long those students 
were taking over campuses and joining pro-
test movements in support of a host of radical 
causes. Socialism and revolution—goals that 
Kennedy resolutely fought against—were the 
watchwords of the New Left that emerged 
within a few years of his death. 

By the time of Martin Luther King’s as-
sassination in early 1968 the country was far 
along in a process of unraveling. The violence 
and disorder that Americans witnessed on 
college campuses and in major urban cen-
ters made the earlier antics of the far Right 
look like child’s play. No one could any lon-
ger say that the main threat to public order 
and democratic civility came from the far 
Right. A few days after President Kennedy 
was killed James Reston wrote in the New 
York Times, “The death of President Kennedy 
and the shock of the brutality that caused his 
death have changed the direction of American 
politics from extreme conflict toward modera-
tion.” It would be hard to find a political pre-
diction that turned out to be more profoundly 
mistaken. In the 1960s, following Kennedy’s 
death and partly as a consequence of it, radi-
cals began to compete with liberals as spokes-
men for the American Left.

The assumption of national guilt, which 
surfaced in innocent form in the wake of 
Kennedy’s death, spread quickly through the 

institutions of politics, academe, and journal-
ism that shaped liberal culture. The United 
States—“Amerika” in the lexicon of the New 
Left—was now an out of control colossus, a 
world superpower that suppressed third-
world peoples abroad and minorities at home. 
The attributes that Americans thought were 
most valuable about their nation—its pros-
perity, market economy, and representative 
political institutions—the radicals denounced 
as wicked or hypocritical. The reformist spirit 
in American liberalism had been pragmatic 
and forward-looking (and well represented 
by John F. Kennedy), but it now appeared 
tired and complacent when set alongside 
these radical critiques of American life. The 
friction between the older liberalism and the 
new radicalism created a rupture within the 
Democratic Party that was fully on display in 
the general mayhem that attended the party’s 
national convention in Chicago in 1968. 

In just a few years, from 1963 to 1968, the 
liberal movement, under pressure from the 
new radicalism, absorbed a skeptical disposi-
tion toward the American past and the major 
institutions of American society. It would not 
be an exaggeration to label this disposition 

“anti-American.” Both the radicals and the 
liberals, despite disagreements over style and 
strategy, agreed that real change must come 
about not through programmatic reforms but 
through cultural criticism that leads to a revo-
lution in thought and conduct. 

The new mood was at odds with the gen-
uine convictions of John F. Kennedy even 
though many who upheld this indictment of 
the United States continued to look back on 
JFK as the ideal liberal statesman. In a bizarre 
paradox, Kennedy’s archenemy, Fidel Castro, 
was elevated to a status of revolutionary hero 
by many of those young people who mourn-
ed JFK’s death in 1963. Even more bizarrely, 
Kennedy’s assassination came to be cited by 
the radical Left as a principal exhibit in their 
indictment of the national culture. 

Distrust and Division

The passage of five decades does not 
appear to have dimmed the public’s fas-
cination with President Kennedy and 

the Kennedy family. According to Bowker’s 
Books in Print, some 1,400 volumes about JFK 
and his assassination have been published since 

1963, with many more bound to appear this 
year to mark the anniversary of his death. In 
a Gallup Poll taken in 2003, American adults 
ranked JFK second among all former presi-
dents behind only Abraham Lincoln; there 
have been other polls in which Kennedy was 
ranked as the greatest of all American presi-
dents. Democratic candidates for president 
since the 1960s—including especially George 
McGovern, Michael Dukakis, Bill Clinton, Al 
Gore, and John Kerry—have persistently tried 
to outdo one another in associating themselves 
with JFK’s legacy. Barack Obama’s candidacy 
received an early boost when the Kennedy 
family endorsed him as the candidate most 
likely to carry forward the mantle. The sala-
cious revelations over the years about scandals 
in the Kennedy White House have done little 
to dim the luster of the man’s name. 

All of these associations are tainted and 
distorted by the myths surrounding the Ken-
nedy assassination, which is coming into view 
as one of the signal events in the post-war era 
that divided the nation and introduced an 
abiding element of confusion, bitterness, and 
distrust into national life. The assignment 
of guilt for Kennedy’s death to the nation at 
large; the belief that there had to be something 
deeply wrong with the country in order for 
such an event to have occurred; the search for 
conspiracies to account for the assassination; 
the claims that a distinguished body of Ameri-
can leaders deliberately covered up the truth 
behind the event; the denial that Communism 
or the Cold War could have played any role in 
the tragedy; the emphasis on civil rights as the 
political context in which the event should be 
understood—all of these contributed to the 
poisoning of the political atmosphere in the 
United States for decades afterwards. 

It was wrong for national leaders in 1963 
to invent a story of President Kennedy’s as-
sassination that deflected responsibility from 
the real assassin to the nation’s culture or to a 
group of Americans who played no role in the 
president’s death. In formulating a story that fit 
comfortably with the assumptions of the time, 
even though it was at variance with the facts, 
they sowed the seeds for distrust and division 
in the body politic that are still with us today. 

James Piereson is a senior fellow at the Manhat-
tan Institute and president of the William E. Si-
mon Foundation. 
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Book Review by Diana Schaub

Lincoln for Liberals
Lincoln’s Tragic Pragmatism: Lincoln, Douglas, and Moral Conflict, by John Burt.

Harvard University Press, 832 pages, $39.95

Despite his revolutionary break 
from tonality, the composer Arnold 
Schoenberg declared, “There is still 

plenty of good music to be written in C Major.” 
Likewise, there are still plenty of good books 
to be written about Abraham Lincoln. He is 
the inexhaustible home key of the nation, to 
which the composers of words ever turn to 
understand and express the American story. 
Regardless of the profusion of Lincolniana—
a profusion that only promises to increase as 
this sesquicentennial season marches toward 
its culmination in April 2015—students of 
Lincoln (scholars and citizens alike) are will-
ing to listen to new works, especially those 
that sound fresh depths in our common key. 

This is clearly John Burt’s aspiration. In 
Lincoln’s Tragic Pragmatism: Lincoln, Douglas, 
and Moral Conflict, Burt, a professor of Eng-
lish at Brandeis University, has not contented 
himself with finding some heretofore under-
studied aspect of Lincoln’s character, career, or 
relationships (books about Lincoln’s humor or 
Lincoln as lawyer or Lincoln and Walt Whit-
man are worthwhile but smaller scale). He has 
not aimed at originality by adopting a narrow 
disciplinary approach or a bizarre thesis (for 
instance, a psychosexual analysis of Lincoln as 
a closeted homosexual). He has not sought to 
do by words what Booth did by bullet (in cer-
tain neo-Confederate and libertarian circles, a 

shoddy scholarship of character assassination 
has taken hold, asserting that the tyrant Lin-
coln was both statist and racist). Nor has he 
attempted an elegant, measured biography of 
Lincoln, presenting the essentials for a popular 
audience (a Charnwood for the 21st century). 
His ambition is larger, and his book at over 800 
pages is correspondingly large. Like Machiavel-
li’s prudent archer, Burt takes aim at a preemi-
nent predecessor, telling us in the Introduction 
that “The ultimate model for this book,…and 
its ultimate antagonist, is Harry Jaffa’s great 
book Crisis of the House Divided (1959) and its 
sequel A New Birth of Freedom (2000).”

Taking jaffa as his model means 
that Burt strives to write philosophi-
cally-grounded, historically-informed, 

text-based criticism, focusing on the Lincoln-
Douglas debates, but radiating from that cen-
tral point to encompass what Walt Whitman 
called “the whole involved, baffling, multi-
form whirl of the secession period”—in this 
case, from Lincoln’s Peoria Address in 1854 
to the Second Inaugural in 1865. 

Taking Jaffa as his antagonist means, first, 
that Burt regards himself as belonging to a 
different line of philosophic forebears; he de-
scribes the genealogies as “Plato and Strauss in 
Jaffa’s case, Kant and Rawls in mine.” (About 
that match-up, and the political valence of the 

resulting interpretations, I’m inclined to say 
“nuff said.”) The second point of antagonism 
has to do with the verdict on Stephen A. Doug-
las. Dissenting from Jaffa’s characterization of 
Douglas as (in Burt’s words) “a kind of hybrid 
of Thrasymachus and Neville Chamberlain,” 
Burt situates Douglas “within the liberal tradi-
tion” (thus connecting him, like Lincoln, with 

“Kant, Madison, and Tocqueville”). In turn, 
this improved version of Douglas entails a re-
vised (more qualified) view of Lincoln. Burt 
treats Lincoln and Douglas in parallel: each 
struggles to respond to the changing political 
situation (flanked by intransigent slaveocrats 
and equally intransigent abolitionists); each de-
signs complex, not entirely consistent rhetori-
cal strategies and policy positions in hopes of 
preserving both liberty and union; each in his 
own way tries to foil the spread of slavery; each 
teeters on the brink of his own slippery slope, 
with Lincoln risking the fanaticism and “moral 
narcissism” of “crusader politics,” and Douglas 
the amoral relativism of “expediency politics.”

Eventually though, the parallel-
ism—and with it, Burt’s affected neu-
trality—breaks down. Not long after 

rejecting the comparison of Douglas to Thra-
symachus, Burt basically admits its accuracy. 
Lincoln, not having received a classical educa-
tion, of course never mentioned Socrates’ in-
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terlocutor in the Republic, but, having thought 
deeply about justice, he described the position 

“to a T”: it amounts to “insisting that there is 
no right principle of action but interest” and 
he accused Douglas of doing precisely this. 
Burt, in Douglas’s defense, points out that his 
avoidance of moral argument was a strategy to 
achieve a moral end. By the way, we shouldn’t 
forget that Jaffa devoted a major section of 
Crisis to “The Case for Douglas,” arguing sim-
ilarly that Douglas expected “popular sover-
eignty” to result in new free states—an expec-
tation that had to be left unstated so as not to 
provoke Southern ire. Nonetheless, Burt does 
concede (in an empathetic first-person formu-
lation that he often uses when discussing the 
ramifications of a rhetorical stance):

If I recuse myself from moral conflicts, 
even if I do have a moral aim and feel 
fairly certain of having my way with it, 
I nevertheless can fairly be said to have 
treated the power of moral ideas merely 
as a function of their ability to win out 
in a contest of force or in a contest of 
forces of nature, and this is to concede, 
in the face of my own moral agenda, that 
there are no moral ideas, and that jus-
tice really is only the will of the stronger.

If douglas is not thrasymachus, he is 
persuasively acting the part and, as Burt 
shows, Lincoln’s concern was with the ef-

fects of that assumed stance on “the public 
mind”—the democratic audience whose mor-
al core would be hollowed out by what Doug-
las (somewhat unknowingly) taught. Though 
Burt continues to assert that “Douglas is not 
the villain of this book,” it must be said that 
Douglas does lose out to Lincoln. Burt’s title 
gives priority to Lincoln, as does his analysis. 

The ultimate villain (for Burt as for Jaffa as 
for Lincoln) is John C. Calhoun. Indeed, Burt 
starts his analysis of Lincoln’s Peoria Speech 
with a description of Calhoun’s “ joint sover-
eignty theory” by which dangerous innovation 

“Calhoun in 1837 had already put the Repub-
lic onto the rails that would lead it toward the 
train wreck that destroyed the Democratic 
Party in 1860, and the Union itself a year lat-
er.” Without constitutional warrant, Calhoun 
maintained that “the territories were not the 
property of the American people collectively 
but the joint property of the several states, 
and that therefore, in administering the terri-
tories, the federal government must do noth-
ing that would jeopardize the interests of the 
slaveholding states in those territories.” Burt 
traces how this grenade of a doctrine contin-
ued to explode during the next 20 years of 
congressional battles over the territories, in-

cluding the role it played in triggering Doug-
las’s desperate counter-innovation: the 1854 
Kansas-Nebraska Act which attempted to 
shift responsibility to local majorities. Much 
later (almost 500 pages later), Burt returns to 
the ideologist of secession, presenting an in-
sightful summary of Calhoun’s attack on the 
principles of the Declaration of Independence. 

Lincoln’s tragic pragmatism con-
tains much that is excellent. Burt has 
learned from, and generously acknowl-

edges, the best work on Lincoln (not only 
Harry Jaffa, but Allen Guelzo, John Chan-
ning Briggs, William Lee Miller, Don Feh-
renbacher, and many, many others). Aided by 
literary sensitivity and political horse sense, 
he is a nuanced interpreter of passages and 
positions. He is adept at supplying historical 
background about such matters as the Oregon 
Debates of 1847 or voter fragmentation during 
the decade of party upheaval (Buchaneers, anti-
Lecompton Democrats, anti-Nebraska Demo-
crats, Fillmore “Americans,” McLean Whigs, 
Conscience Whigs, Frémont “Americans,” and 
Liberty Party voters). As befits a professor of 
English, he mixes in the occasional high-toned 
reference to canonical American authors like 
Nathanial Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (and there’s a brilliant 
footnote on Henry James: page 743, note 30). 

Finally, to his credit, Burt is on the trail of 
the most basic questions of self-government. 
What happens when a self-governing people 
wants what it ought not to want? “How can 
the need to stand by a just principle [i.e., slav-
ery is wrong because all men are created equal] 
be reconciled with the obligation to secure 
the consent of the governed?” Can “persuasive 
engagement” bridge this gap between prin-
ciple and consent? Can moral conflict over 
fundamentals be mediated through compro-
mise? Given the limits of persuasive engage-
ment, was the Civil War inevitable? To this 
last question, Burt reluctantly answers “yes.” 
Drawing on Lincoln’s descriptions of tyranny 
and intemperance in his early Lyceum and 
Temperance Addresses, Burt describes how 
powerfully the habit of mastery enslaves the 
masters themselves, in the end foreclosing 

“the political culture of freedom.”

Mastership, in Lincoln’s view, is, like ad-
diction, a kind of trap door; to choose 
it is to freely destroy the possibility of 
one’s own freedom. Mastership is like 
tyranny: it appears to be an exercise of 
the agent’s power, but it is in fact the 
suicide of agency…. 

The slaveholder is a kind of alcoholic, 
except that he has not only sacrificed his 

own will to a compulsion but has also 
sacrificed the agency of any deliberative 
body in which he has a say to that com-
pulsion as well, for the institution of 
slavery is so violent, and so politically un-
stable, that it must draw all of the other 
institutions of society around it (corrupt-
ing them in the process) in order to sur-
vive. In seeing slavery this way, Lincoln 
has in mind not only the primary vio-
lence against the slave needed to keep the 
slave in line, but also the ways in which 
slaveholders demand and are given a 
kind of veto power vastly out of propor-
tion to their numbers. By whipping up 
loyalty politics and holding the knife to 
the throat of the union somehow about 
100,000 slaveholding families were able 
to project 30 million people into a war 
that killed 623,000 of them.

Burt admires how lincoln, despite 
the closed hearts and minds with which 
he dealt, nevertheless held on to “an 

imagined construct” of “the respectable oppo-
nent.” As he said in the opening of the Peo-
ria Address: “I do not propose to question 
the patriotism, or to assail the motives of any 
man, or class of men.” Lincoln never assumed 
that dialogue was futile, because he never de-
monized his opponents or sanctified his side. 
While this combination of charity and humil-
ity is most stunningly visible in the Second In-
augural, it is present throughout his speeches. 
At Peoria, Lincoln said sympathetically of the 
Southerners that “They are just what we would 
be in their situation.” At Cooper Union during 
the lead-up to his election, speaking directly to 
the Southerners, Lincoln said, “I consider that 
in the general qualities of reason and justice 
you are not inferior to any other people.” This 
generous assumption of the good will of his 
opponents was matched by Lincoln’s regular 
declarations of his own fallibility, beginning 
when he first ran for office at age 23: “upon the 
subjects of which I have treated, I have spoken 
as I thought. I may be wrong in regard to any 
or all of them; but holding it a sound maxim, 
that it is better to be only sometimes right, 
than at all times wrong, so soon as I discover 
my opinions to be erroneous, I shall be ready 
to renounce them.” Having from the first been 
open to second thoughts, Lincoln was able to 
discover the deeper thought that all shared 
in the national sin of slavery—a thought that 
disallowed retribution. Burt, in discussing the 
Second Inaugural, explains that

When Lincoln said “let us judge not, 
that we be not judged,” he did not mean, 
as Douglas meant when he quoted 
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the same passage during the Lincoln-
Douglas debates, that nobody is in a 
position to question the morality of 
slavery. What Lincoln restrained here 
was not his sense that slavery is wrong, 
but his sense of moral privilege over 
slaveholders, his sense that he was dif-
ferent in kind from them. Douglas had 
assumed that no actual human being is 
capable of making a moral distinction 
without transforming it into a club to 
wield against his enemies, and that no 
moral claim ever gets made without 
self-congratulation. But Lincoln’s stric-
tures against “ judging” did not mean 
that nobody should judge slavery, only 
that nobody has a right to imagine that 
they are morally pure relative to their 
enemies.

The lesson burt draws, with obvi-
ous applicability to the conduct of our 
political life today—marked as it is by 

the opposed errors of non-judgmentalism and 
self-righteousness—is that: 

Good and evil matter intensely, but we 
are never allowed to know whether we 
are completely on the side of the angels 
or not, and we are bound by that recog-

nition not to a craven surrender of our 
moral claims but to a magnanimous and 
pragmatic development of those claims.

We must act “with firmness in the right, as 
God gives us to see the right,” but we must not 
claim that the vision God allows us is iden-
tical to God’s own omniscience. At the close 
of the Cooper Union Address, as he faced 
not the vast work of reconstruction but the 

“menaces of destruction to the Government” 
from secessionists, Lincoln expressed a simi-
lar thought. There he spoke not of firmness 
but of daring: we must “dare to do our duty 
as we understand it.” Burt calls the necessary 
attitude, arising from an awareness of hu-
man fallenness and moral complicity, “tragic 
pragmatism,” or as he puts it in his final para-
graphs, “a leap of faith.” 

It must be noted that, on Burt’s reading, 
the content of this faith remains a bit obscure: 

When Lincoln spoke of God’s claiming 
the outcome of the struggle on slavery, 
what he meant by “God” here seems to 
be the inner logic of violence as an agent 
of implicitness and becoming, which 
transforms the moral personalities of 
human beings in unpredictable but in 
retrospect comprehensible ways.

I’m quite prepared to believe that Lincoln’s re-
ligiosity was not altogether orthodox; however, 
he does suggest in the Second Inaugural that 
the interpretation he is forwarding—namely 
that God is exacting a blood price for the na-
tion’s transgressions—does not entail “any 
departure from those divine attributes which 
the believers in a Living God always ascribe 
to Him.” Whatever the status of Lincoln’s 
personal faith, I doubt that “the believers in a 
Living God” would accept Burt’s naturalistic 
definition of the divine as “the inner logic of 
violence as an agent of implicitness.” 

This word “implicitness” is a key 
one for Burt; it does a large part of 
the work in his appropriation of Lin-

coln for progressivism. As he explains it, “the 
implicitness of a value means that our under-
standing of it is never fully adequate, and that 
it has entailments we cannot anticipate and 
that only experience forces us to confront.” 
Take equality, for instance: Burt grants that 
the founders regarded slavery as unjust (at the 
same time that they could not see their way 
free of it, at least not immediately); however, 
they did not anticipate that the full extension 
of the founding principle of equality would 
entail black citizenship. “Only concrete po-
litical exigencies force these entailments out 
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of the shadows of latency, where they prepare 
the way for yet further entailments, unantici-
pated until they become urgent but inevitable 
once they do.”

Burt uses this Hegelian, historicist no-
tion of how ideas manifest themselves in the 
world to explore Lincoln’s views on race and 
the status of blacks in America. During the 
debates with Douglas, Lincoln denied he had 
any intention to forward political or social 
equality for blacks. He also, like Thomas Jef-
ferson and Henry Clay before him, endorsed 
colonization as a way to achieve black free-
dom without black citizenship. (Burt has 
a good section on the anti-slavery and anti-
racist character of Clay’s sponsorship of colo-
nization.) By war’s end, however, Lincoln had 
dropped all mention of colonization and was 
calling, cautiously and qualifiedly, for black 
suffrage. Is this a shift that demonstrates 
Lincoln’s ability to grow and mature, or at 
least his ability to adapt? Alternatively, did 
he all along hold more advanced views on 
race that he judiciously concealed until cir-
cumstances, which themselves bore the mark 
of his influence, allowed for their expression? 
Did Lincoln shift with the times or did the 
times come into better alignment with Lin-
coln? Burt, in effect, splits the difference, 
claiming that 

Despite repeated denials that he fa-
vored racial equality, Lincoln consis-
tently chose the arguments that would 
lay the groundwork for racial equal-
ity later, and rejected arguments that 
would have supported preventing the 
spread of slavery into the territories 
but that would have ruled racial equal-
ity out…. Lincoln’s final views were in 
a way implicit in his earlier ones, and 
in coming out in favor of black suffrage 
after years of explicit denial of a com-
mitment to such a thing, he was still 
not completely reversing field, since the 
commitment had precedents as deep as 
the denials did.

“Implicitness” allows Burt to waffle as to 
whether Lincoln was quite aware of what his 
choices meant. “Racial equality was within 
the penumbra of his intentions,” he writes, 

“in the shadows of his own willing…acknowl-
edged and unacknowledged,” obscure even to 
himself. 

Although “implicitness” is a source 
of some insights, Burt overdoes 
it—both in his frequent appeals to 

it (repetition and reformulation render this 
book at least a hundred pages bigger than it 

needs to be) and in his questionable applica-
tions of it. As an all-purpose explanation, it 
strikes me as both flaccid and overwrought. 
Case in point: 

“The better angels of our nature” is an-
other name for what I have been calling 
the public mind, that zone of implicit-
ness in which values take on all the 
complexity (and all the opacity) of liv-
ing things, those identity-forming intu-
itions that always elude complete artic-
ulation but that inform and drive what 
we do articulate. To invoke the better 
angels of our nature is to invoke that 
intense but indescribable gravitational 
field that holds together the scraps of 
our acts and arguments and makes 
something whole and human of them, 
that ever-changing ground of becoming 
and belonging by which we are trans-
formed into what we did not know we 
already were, and to which we are called 
back, by a shadowy kind of force, when 
we have bewildered ourselves.

and revered by all; constantly looked to, 
constantly labored for, and even though 
never perfectly attained, constantly ap-
proximated, and thereby constantly 
spreading and deepening its influence, 
and augmenting the happiness and 
value of life to all people of all colors 
everywhere.

There certainly is a progressive element in 
this hope for the worldwide success of self-
government. At the same time, however, the 
fixed standard sets limits. Lincoln says clearly 
that equality means equality with respect to 
rights—inalienable rights, that is. The Dec-
laration commits the nation to natural rights 
and limited government, and not implicitly 
to plural marriage or Obamacare or what-
ever is next on the progressive agenda of ever-
shifting becoming. 

The public mind needs to be sharp-
ened rather than fuzzed over with 

“penumbras” and “imbrications.” Lin-
coln, from his first public statement to his 
last, sought to clarify and enlighten the public 
mind. In 1832, in his first run for office, he 
called education “the most important subject 
which we as a people can be engaged in.” Six 
years later, in his Lyceum Address, he called 
for “sober reason” to be molded into “general 
intelligence, sound morality, and, in particu-
lar, a reverence for the constitution and laws.” 
Four years later, in the Temperance Address, 
he panegyrized “mind, all conquering mind.” 
Throughout the decade leading to the Civil 
War, Lincoln patiently taught “the definitions 
and axioms of free society,” reminding Ameri-
cans of the “understanding” of the Fathers. In 
the First Inaugural, he pleaded with his coun-
trymen to “think calmly and well.” Finally, 
four days before his assassination, in almost 
the last sentence of his last public address, 
Lincoln said that “Important principles may, 
and must, be inflexible.”

Burt’s deficiency as a guide shows up most 
clearly in his misunderstanding of Lincoln’s 
constitutionalism. Indeed, he does not even 
use the word, instead speaking of “consti-
tutionalization”: “Constitutionalizing each 
question is not merely a way to raise the 
stakes, to enlist a truly trumping authority 
on one’s own side. It was, and is, at bottom, 
an attempt to silence one’s opponents com-
pletely.” Yes, it can be. The slaveocrats, for 
instance, tried to claim constitutional war-
rant for the permanence and continued ex-
pansion of slavery and, thus, to brand the 
Republican Party as unconstitutional in 
its very aims. Lincoln, by contrast, tried to 
de-constitutionalize the issue, arguing that 

The tenor of Burt’s analysis, here and in 
general, seems to me false to the spirit of 
Lincoln’s rhetoric and statesmanship. Lin-
coln did worry that the public mind had be-
come bewildered, but the solution was not “a 
shadowy kind of force” calling us back intui-
tively to an “ever-changing ground of becom-
ing.” Lincoln favored explicitness, not implic-
itness. As Lord Charnwood put it, he had 

“a passion for what the Greeks sometimes 
called ‘dialectic’; his rare capacity for solitary 
thought, the most marked and the greatest 
of his powers, went absolutely hand in hand 
with the desire to reduce his thoughts to a 
form which would carry logical conviction 
to others.” With Euclidean rigor, he sought 
to bring the nation back to its essential self, 
to its principled being as set forth in the in-
terlocking truths of the Declaration. In a 
famous passage from his Dred Scott speech, 
Lincoln describes how the assertion of hu-
man equality served 

to set up a standard maxim for free 
society, which could be familiar to all, 

Lincoln, from his first
public statement to his
last, sought to clarify

the public mind.
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whether slavery would exist in the territories 
was not a matter settled by the Constitution, 
but was instead a policy matter to be settled 
by political disputation at all levels of gov-
ernment (including the voters) and among all 
branches. Moral objections to slavery might 
then inform one’s policy choices since there 
was no constitutional obligation to suppress 
them (as there was, say, with respect to the 
rendition of fugitive slaves). However, Lin-
coln’s de-constitutionalization was itself 
based on his reading of the Constitution. In 
a regime like ours, “constitutionalization” is 
inevitable; it is the mark of a people who re-
vere their founding charter and seek consti-
tutional warrant for their mode of life. What 
matters is one’s fidelity to the text and the ac-
curacy (always contestable of course) of one’s 
interpretation. 

Lincoln’s criticism of douglas’s 
Freeport doctrine reveals just how 
serious Lincoln was about living by 

the Constitution. (Note: living by the Con-
stitution is the very opposite of “the living 
Constitution”—a notion whereby liberal 
judges pump fresh infusions of rights into 
a document that would otherwise, in their 
view, be moribund.) In the second debate 
at Freeport, Lincoln asked Douglas how he 
could square his endorsement of Chief Jus-
tice Roger Taney’s opinion in the Dred Scott 
case, which asserted, in part, that the Consti-
tution “expressly affirmed” the right to hold 
slaves in the territories, with his doctrine of 
popular sovereignty which allowed local ma-
jorities to decide for or against slavery. In re-
sponse, Douglas devised another doctrine, a 
patch of sorts now referred to as the Freeport 
Doctrine. He suggested that localities and 

state legislatures could effectually undercut 
the Court’s decision to guarantee property in 
man by passing “unfriendly legislation,” re-
fusing to provide the legal support necessary 
for the functioning of a slave system. Lincoln, 
who did not believe that there was a constitu-
tional right to slavery in the territories, lam-
basted Douglas for so blithely countenancing 
a form of nullification. Having acknowledged 
a constitutional right, Douglas then allowed 
it to be gutted in practice. Lincoln showed 
how Douglas’s doctrine could just as readily 
be employed by Northerners unwilling to re-
turn fugitive slaves, despite the existence of 
a federal law and constitutional language re-
quiring their return. Lincoln’s final sentence 
of the debates skewers Douglas: “Why, there 
is not such an Abolitionist in the nation as 
Douglas, after all.” Burt sees this remark as 

“only a flash of wit” and the full passage as hy-
perbolic—a “sign not only of partisan excite-
ment but also of a slippery argument.” The 
passage is indeed witty and dramatic (mod-
eled I suspect on the passage from Daniel 
Webster’s “Second Reply to Hayne” in which 
Senator Robert Hayne is pictured leading 
the army of nullification). But Lincoln, like 
Webster, is altogether serious when he says: 
“I repeat that there has never been so mon-
strous a doctrine uttered from the mouth of 
a respectable man.” Burt blurs the crucial 
distinction between Lincoln and Douglas. 
Lincoln rejected Dred Scott as binding prec-
edent and planned to challenge it in all the 
lawful ways a system based on checks and 
balances permits, such as electing a Congress 
and president pledged to overturn it (whether 
by appointing new judges, passing legislation 
that expressed a different understanding of 
the powers of Congress, or pursuing a correc-

tive constitutional amendment). By contrast, 
Douglas professed allegiance to Dred Scott 
(and denounced Lincoln as revolutionary for 
criticizing it) and yet reassured free-soil vot-
ers that they could elude its effects. Here, we 
should give the last word to Harry Jaffa, who 
lucidly explained that

Douglas’s Freeport Doctrine was noth-
ing less than a calculated indoctrina-
tion in incontinence. In so far as it was 
not sheer hypocrisy, it sanctioned the 
refusal to perform the most solemn of 
recognized constitutional obligations. 
As such, it was subversive of the entire 
process of moral education in the prin-
ciples of free republican government.

Lincoln was alert to the widening break-
down of constitutionalism, whether stem-
ming from Calhoun’s state-based nullifiers 
and secessionists, or the Garrisonian abo-
litionists’ antinomian exaltation of the in-
dividual conscience, or Douglas’s granting 
free license to the popular will. It was all of 
a piece. We have seen a version of it lately in 
a president who has sworn his oath of office 
upon the Lincoln Bible, pledged to take care 
that the laws be faithfully executed, and then 
decided not to enforce laws he personally 
dislikes. Abraham Lincoln is still our best re-
source for understanding the meaning of the 
Declaration and the constitutional obliga-
tions of citizens and statesmen. As he knew, 
the public mind needs strong fortification if 
the nation is to preserve—or recover—its 
political institutions.

Diana Schaub is professor of political science at 
Loyola University Maryland.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2013 
Page 31

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Herman Belz

Selling the Framers Short

Since its publication in 1913, charles 
Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of 
the Constitution of the United States has 

sparked controversy. Initially the book was de-
nounced as an attack on the patriotic motives 
of the framers of the Constitution. In the next 
two decades the “Beard thesis” settled into in-
tellectual orthodoxy, at least in the worlds of 
higher education and informed opinion. Dur-
ing World War II and the Cold War, scholars 
looked more critically on economic interpre-
tations of history, and beginning in the 1950s 
Beard’s account came under serious attack for 
its historical inaccuracy, forcing neo-progres-
sive historians to undertake a revisionist project, 
still going on, to save it from historical oblivion. 

Charles Austin Beard was born in 1874, the 
son of a Quaker father who in 1861 had mi-
grated from North Carolina to Indiana, where 
he found success as a farmer, banker, and real 
estate speculator. After graduation from De-
Pauw University, Beard spent four years in 
England on his father’s dime studying history 
at Oxford University and indoctrinating him-
self in trade union politics and Fabian socialist 
reformism. After marriage to fellow reformer 
Mary Ritter, he pursued studies in history at 
Columbia University. He was awarded the 
doctoral degree in 1908 for his Oxford re-
search on the office of justice of the peace in 
England and joined the political science faculty. 

Brilliantly successful and popular as a teacher, 
Beard in the graduate school and early faculty 
years increasingly supported himself through 
income from books, lectures, and investments, 
including a dairy farm that he purchased in 
Connecticut. The Beards’ lifestyle in New York 
City, biographer Ellen Nore observes, “appears 
to have been founded on the unspoken prem-
ise that social change would be neither rapid 
nor destructive of bourgeois luxuries.”

Following the inclination of his dyed-in-
the-wool Republican father, Beard fashioned 
himself into a reform-minded national pro-
gressive Republican. As a graduate student 
in the School of Political Science, he aligned 
himself with renowned Progressive scholars 
Frank J. Goodnow, E.R.A. Seligman, and 
James Harvey Robinson against the Hege-
lian-minded conservatives John W. Burgess 
and Nicholas Murray Butler, president of Co-
lumbia University. A scholar-activist, Beard 
got involved in municipal reform and became 
editor of the National Municipal Review, a new 
Progressive journal. In a review of Woodrow 
Wilson’s The New Freedom, Beard said Wil-
son addressed “the central problem of Ameri-
can democracy: the distribution of wealth and 
opportunity,” though in reality his call for a 
new freedom was a reversion to “that day of 
laissez faire, long dreamed by philosophers 
but never quite realized in any social order.” 

At the same time, Beard concluded that the 
Bull Moose Republican campaign of Theo-
dore Roosevelt, though offering appealing 
rhetoric, was politically untrustworthy. It was 
neither possible nor desirable to break up the 
trusts and restore effective competition. Nev-
ertheless, he approved the New Nationalism, 
regarding it as a socialist idea that might be 
adopted gradually without a revolution. 

Madison the Socialist

In 1912 beard published the supreme 
Court and the Constitution, arguing that 
the founders designed the Supreme Court 

and national judiciary as a bulwark to protect 
the solid, conservative, commercial and finan-
cial interests of the country. The founders’ aim 
was “to establish a government that would be 
strong enough to pay the national debt, regu-
late interstate and foreign commerce, provide 
for national defence, prevent fluctuations in 
the currency created by paper emissions, and 
control the propensities of legislative majori-
ties to attack private rights.” In taking this po-
sition Beard opposed radical critics of judicial 
review, such as Louis B. Boudin and Gilbert 
E. Roe, who wanted to strip courts of all puta-
tive legislative authority.

The situation was more complicated with 
respect to the Constitution as a system of 
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republican government in which the people 
were supposed to be the constituent consti-
tutional authority. Here the methods and 
nature of control of the organs of government 

“become the fundamental problem of prime 
importance—in fact, the fundamental prob-
lem in constitutional law.” Beard explained, 

“The social structure by which one type of 
legislation is secured and another prevented—
that is, the constitution—is a secondary or 
derivative feature arising from the nature of 
economic groups seeking positive action and 
negative restraint.”

In plain language, Beard asserted that the 
Constitution as public law was not “made out 
of some abstract stuff known as ‘ justice,’” but 
reflected “determining forces” in the social 
structure. Separated from the social and eco-
nomic fabric by which it was conditioned, law 

“has no reality.” This assumption about law was 
imported wholesale into his most famous book. 

As he put it in An Economic Interpretation 
of the Constitution, “economic elements are the 
chief factors in the development of political in-
stitutions.” Most surprisingly, Beard claimed 
that James Madison, in Federalist 10, sup-
ported a theory of economic determinism as a 
principle of constitutional construction. Mad-
ison argued that property rights, originating 
in the diversity of men’s faculties, result in dif-
ferent degrees and kinds of property; unequal 
distribution of property generates faction; and 
regulation of the various and interfering eco-
nomic interests is the principal task of modern 
legislation. The “spirit of party and faction” is 
thus involved in “the necessary and ordinary 
operations of government.” Beard comment-
ed: “Here we have a masterly statement of the 
theory of economic determinism in politics.…  
[P]arty doctrines and ‘principles’ originate in 
the sentiments and views which the posses-
sion of various kinds of property creates in 
the minds of the possessors.” Class and group 
divisions based on property lie at the base of 
modern government, “and politics and con-
stitutional law are inevitably a reflex of these 
contending interests.” Beard added that those 
who “repudiate the hypothesis of economic 
determinism as a European importation,” will 
be forced to revise their views on learning that 
one of its earliest affirmations came from “a 
profound student of politics who sat in the 
Convention that framed our fundamental law.” 

But linking Madison to socialism was 
misguided as well as anachronistic. To say 
the least, Beard’s reading of Madison as an 
economic determinist contradicted The Fed-
eralist’s central premise that Americans were 
deciding the question whether good govern-
ment could be established from “reflection 
and choice” or must forever be left to depend 
on “accident and force.” 

Force of Circumstances

The “beard thesis” argues that 
the Constitution, which contains no 
property qualifications, recognition of 

economic groups, or special privileges con-
ferred on any class, is nevertheless a docu-
ment grounded in the overpowering sway of 
economic interests. “The true inwardness of 
the Constitution,” Beard wrote, was disclosed 
not in the dry language of the text, but in 
other sources, especially The Federalist, “the 
finest study in the economic interpretation 
of politics which exists in any language.” The 
Constitution as “an economic document was 
drawn with superb skill by men whose prop-
erty interests were immediately at stake.” The 

“product of deliberate, precise, skillful, and 
rational calculation,” as Cecilia Kenyon put it 
in her review of Beard’s book, it was designed 
to appeal “directly and unerringly to identical 
interests in the country at large.” 

The framers were compelled by force of 
circumstances to persuade large economic 
groups that safety and strength lay in the 
adoption of the new system. Every fundamen-

Philadelphia?” Did they hold money at inter-
est, own public securities, speculate in west-
ern lands, or have an interest in shipping and 
manufactures? He said his purpose was “not 
of course, to show that the Constitution was 
made for the personal benefit of the members 
of the Convention.” “The only point” was to 
ascertain whether they represented “distinct 
groups whose economic interests they un-
derstood and felt in concrete, definite form 
through their own personal experience with 
identical property rights, or whether they 
were working merely under the guidance of 
abstract principles of political science?” 

In claiming they knew through personal 
experience “the precise results which the new 
government that they were setting up was 
designed to attain,” Beard attributed to the 
framers a motive of economic self-interest. 
How did he ascertain this motivation, or 
think it could be proved? Although conceding 
that the most illuminating source on “the eco-
nomic character” of the Constitution was the 
record of debate in the Convention, he did not 
analyze that debate. It was unnecessary to do 
so because in Beard’s view of the framers’ eco-
nomic motives were the assumption on which 
An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution 
was predicated, not a conclusion based on the 
delegates’ economic opinions and arguments 
in the Convention. In striking contrast, Beard 
did consult the record of debate in the Con-
vention in a chapter on the political doctrines 
of the delegates.

To supply an economic determinist social 
science research strategy, Beard conceived “an 
economic biography” of an estimated 160,000 
men connected with the framing and adop-
tion of the Constitution. If the study showed 
no line of property division between support-
ers and opponents, the Constitution would be 
shown to have no relation to economic groups 
or classes, but would be “the product of some 
abstract causes remote from the chief business 
of life—gaining a livelihood.” If it was found 
that economic groups such as money lenders, 
merchants, and capitalist financiers support-
ed the Constitution, and farmers and debtors 
opposed it, “would it not be pretty conclusively 
demonstrated that our fundamental law was 
not the product of an abstraction known as 
‘the whole people,’ but of a group of economic 
interests which must have expected beneficial 
results from its adoption?” In the famous cen-
tral chapter of the book, Beard presented his 
research findings on the property affiliations 
of members of the Convention, relative to four 
kinds of property rights that were adversely 
affected by the government under the Articles 
of Confederation.

Upon the book’s publication, Republican 
notables such as William Howard Taft and 

tal appeal was directed to some material and 
substantial interest: to the people at large, who 
sought protection against invading armies; to 
the commercial classes, whose business would 
be ruined by the follies of the Confederation; 
and to holders of depreciating federal securi-
ties, and creditors seeking relief against paper 
money. “But above all,” Beard claimed, the au-
thors of The Federalist appealed to “the own-
ers of personalty [i.e., personal property in the 
form of trading stock, money-at-interest, land 
held for speculation, war bonds] anxious to 
find a foil against the attacks of levelling de-
mocracy.” The overriding need was to create 
a government endowed with “certain positive 
powers, but so constructed as to break the 
force of majority rule and prevent invasions of 
the property rights of minorities.” The corol-
lary requirement was “restrictions on the state 
legislatures which had been so vigorous in 
their attacks on capital.” 

Beard asked bluntly whether the mem-
bers of the Federal Convention possessed 

“the kinds of property which were immedi-
ately and directly increased in value or made 
more secure by the results of their labors in 

Charles Beard denied the
legitimacy and authority

of the Constitution as
fundamental law.
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Elihu Root attacked it for unpatriotic des-
ecration of the Founding Fathers’ statesman-
ship. Several scholarly reviews questioned 
Beard’s thesis on political and economic his-
torical grounds. Beard relished the criticism 
from politicians, and was undeterred by the 
judgment of professional peers. In 1917, af-
ter a series of conflicts with the university’s 
conservative administration, he resigned 
from the Columbia faculty to go on to bigger 
things as an intellectual reformer-entrepre-
neur in the United States and abroad. In this 
period Beard wrote, with Mary Ritter Beard, 
The Rise of American Civilization (1927) a 
popular work that applied the seminal eco-
nomic interpretation to the whole course of 
American history. 

Searching for “a moral standard to which 
all mankind can repair,” Beard dabbled in the 
philosophy of history and got carried away 
with Benedetto Croce’s theory of historical 
relativism. For his presidential address to the 
American Historical Association in 1933, he 
presented a paper entitled “Written History 
as an Act of Faith.” Explaining the concept of 
relativism, he said the historian must explore 

“receding sets of times and circumstances un-
til he confronts an absolute: the totality of 
history as actuality which embraces all times 
and circumstances and all relativities.” Beard 
asserted that the historian, consciously or 
unconsciously, “performs an act of faith” as 
to the direction in which the world is mov-
ing. His own faith was placed in “the indomi-
table spirit of mankind” and in collectivist 
democracy against capitalist or proletarian 
dictatorship.

Beard wrote a new introduction to An Eco-
nomic Interpretation of the Constitution in 1935. 
Admitting his inability to “discover all-pervad-
ing determinism in history,” Beard disavowed 
the Marxian idea that American history could 
be fully explained in economic terms. He de-
nied having “accused the members of the Con-
vention of working merely for their own pock-
ets,” and said the book “does not ‘explain’ the 
Constitution” or “exclude other explanations 
deemed more satisfactory to the explainers.” 
At the same time he urged Americans, as lega-
tees of the founding heritage, “to inquire con-
stantly and persistently, when theories of na-
tional power or states’ rights are propounded: 
‘What interests are behind them and to whose 
advantage will changes or the maintenance of 
old forms accrue?’” 

 In the late 1930s Beard strongly opposed 
FDR’s foreign policy interventionism, isolat-
ing himself from liberal Democrats. He moved 
farther to the right in The Republic: Conversa-
tions on Fundamentals (1943), a popular book 
in which he extolled republican virtues and 
warned against the danger of unlimited execu-

tive power. The struggle between social classes 
now seemed less significant than the preserva-
tion of limited constitutional government. “If 
we can’t govern ourselves decently,” Beard wrote, 

“what else matters or can be accomplished?” 

The Spell Broken

Beard exercised a dominant influ-
ence on the historical profession until 
his death in 1948. “Then,” as historian 

John Higham wrote, “the spell was broken. The 
wizard became a bogeyman,” and historians 
plunged avidly into revision of the Beard thesis. 

The first systematic studies of An Economic 
Interpretation of the Constitution were writ-
ten in the 1950s by Robert E. Brown and 
Forrest McDonald. Both historians tracked 
Beard’s every word and methodological step, 
and concluded that the famous thesis was 
fundamentally erroneous. Brown faulted 
Beard’s presentism in accusing the framers of 
anti-democratic animus. He argued that the 
Constitution was relatively democratic when 
considered in historical context. McDonald 
admitted the significance of economic forces 
in constitution-making and replicated Beard’s 
research protocol. He found the thesis of mar-
ket-capitalist property interests versus farm-
er-debtor paper money interests to be lacking 
empirical support. Delegates to the ratifying 
conventions did not vote as consolidated in-
terest groups, and holders of public securities 
were almost as numerous among opponents of 
the Constitution as among supporters. 

Although liberal and radical scholars ac-
knowledged flaws in Beard’s methodology 
and conclusions, in the view of political sci-
entist Harold C. Syrett his “overall approach” 
was sound. To Beard “more than to any other 
individual, we owe the realization that the 
Constitution was not created in an econom-
ic vacuum.” Carl B. Swisher said “the rough 
treatment” Beard received did not negate his 
achievement in bringing the economic ques-
tion into play in searching for the origins of 
constitutions, in contrast to “sources in divin-
ity, racial superiority, and in other areas.” 

In the 1960s liberal historians sought to 
refurbish the Beard thesis as the interpretive 
rationale of American constitutionalism. The 
Neo-Beardians proposed an economic-geo-
graphic interpretation organized around the 
development of capitalist market relations. 
Merrill Jensen, noting that Beard’s controver-
sial book had generated more heat than light, 
posited that the essential division over the 
Constitution was between cities and nearby 
commercial farming areas on the one hand, 
and farmers in the back country on the other. 
A second front for the revisionists was a dif-
ferent economic issue entirely—paying the 
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debts and establishing the public credit of the 
United States. That the national government 
must pay the Revolutionary war debt was 
universally acknowledged. The question was 
whether the states or the national govern-
ment was better prepared to provide a con-
stitutional foundation for national economic 
development. 

From the late 1960s on, the “republican” 
ideological interpretation of the Revolution 
and Constitution superseded Beard’s eco-
nomic determinism. Bernard Bailyn, the pre-
eminent scholar of early American politics, 
rejected the Progressive interpretation of the 
Constitution as a Thermidorean reaction to 
the democratic radicalism of the Revolution, 
whether “engineered by…a capitalist junta or 
the proponents of rule by a leisured patrici-
ate.” Beard’s persistent claim that it was not 
his intent to attack the motives of the fram-
ers had never been credible. In the face of 
mounting criticism of An Economic Interpre-
tation of the Constitution, Gordon S. Wood 
came to Beard’s rescue, as it were, by shift-
ing the analysis from economic theory to the 
rhetoric of social status. In The Creation of the 
American Republic (1969), Wood argued that 
the Federalist plan for constitutional reform 
was based on an ideal of republican society in 
which a patrician class played the role of vir-
tuous and disinterested rulers. He dismissed 
Beard’s economic history research model as 
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LINCOLN “by littles” by Lewis E. Lehrman  
Available on Amazon.com in Paperback (SRP: $9.95) and on Kindle ($2.99).

www.TLIBooks.org

“Abraham Lincoln seldom got the chance to 
go to school. He went to school ‘by littles,’ he 
said, and received fewer than 12 months of 
schooling.”

“In the untrammeled interior of the mind’s 
eye, young Lincoln followed his unrestrained 
desire to explore new intellectual worlds, even 
the world of American history, of politics, 
of law. There, in the frictionless world 
of thought and fantasy, young Abraham 
Lincoln found the freedom, the vocation, the 
solace he yearned for, unshackled from the 
irremediable, unrequited, hard labor of farmer 
and village artisan.”

“Mr. Lincoln made American politics not 
only a struggle for personal power and “However, the American Founders were as able a political leadership as any in 

recorded history.  Whatever their faults and fears, they acted, in peace and war, as 
if America’s future were bright.”

“Before leaving for his inauguration in 1789, President-elect Washington wrote: 
‘My endeavours shall be unremittingly exerted...to extricate my country from the 
embarrassments in which it is entangled, through want of credit; and to establish, 
a general system of policy, which, if pursued will insure permanent felicity to the 
Commonwealth.  I think I see a path, as clear and as direct as a ray of light, which 
leads to the attainment of that object.  Nothing but harmony, honesty, industry, 
and frugality are necessary to make us a great and happy people.’”

The American Founders by Lewis E. Lehrman  
Available on Amazon.com in Paperback (SRP: $9.95) and on Kindle ($2.99)

www.TLIBooks.org

THE AMERICAN 
FOUNDERS

LEWIS E. 
LEHRMAN

“The Founders knew that their citizens and 
their government colleagues were imperfect.  
The Founders themselves were imperfect.  In 
an imperfect world of imperfect people it 
could not be otherwise.  Indeed, they could 
be petty.  With the hindsight of the historian, 
their decisions may appear questionable. 
The Founders could be pessimistic about 
democracy.  ‘Public affairs go on pretty much 
as usual: perpetual chicanery and rather more 
personal abuse than there used to be,’ wrote 
John Adams to Thomas Jefferson only weeks 
before they died.  ‘Our American Chivalry 
is the worst in the world.  It has no Laws, no 
bounds, no definitions; it seems to be all a 
Caprice.’”

“crude” and useless. Nevertheless, he believed 
Beard’s view of the Constitution as “in some 
sense an aristocratic document designed to 
curb the democratic excesses of the Revolu-
tion” was the most helpful framework for un-
derstanding the framing and ratification of 
the Constitution. 

Recent work in history and political sci-
ence focuses on the question of whether the 
founders’ America is better conceived as an 
extended federal republic or as a multiplicity 
of state republics. In post-Beardian scholar-
ship the threat to American independence 
from internal, interstate anarchy and from 
European intervention externally is taken 
seriously. In the view of David C. Hendrick-
son, “The debate over the Constitution was no 
longer a controversy between aristocrats and 
democrats but a structural discourse among 
states and sections on how best to organize 
the peace.” Similarly, David B. Robertson in 
The Constitution and America’s Destiny (2005) 
depicts pluralistic bargaining over regional, 
state, and local political and economic inter-
ests, on the basis of which a consensus formed 
in support of the new Constitution.

Progressive Relic

Should an economic interpreta-
tion of the Constitution be regarded as 
a relic of the Progressive theory of eco-

nomic determinism, or has revisionist schol-
arship saved the Beard thesis from extinction? 
Economic theory aside, it is hard to see how 
the mind and spirit of Charles Beard, who 
in his own distinctive way was a nationalist, 
nativist, and American exceptionalist, can 
be reconciled with contemporary progressive 
norms of multiculturalism and egalitarian-
ism. It remains to be seen whether, as Brian 
Balogh, a Beard admirer, puts it, “charismatic 
leaders like Barack Obama” will be able to 

“ jump-start” the cycle of continued growth 
of centralized national authority predicted 
by the “remarkably resilient interpretation 
of American political development originally 
crafted by Progressive era activist historians 
like Charles Beard.” 

But this much is clear: the Constitution 
was never intended to be an instrument of 
deterministic, progressive ratiocination. In 
thrall to the doctrine of legal realism, Beard 
denied the legitimacy and authority of the 
Constitution as fundamental law. In its origi-
nal and revised versions Beardian-style history 
misconceives both the nature and the purpose 
of the American Founding.

Herman Belz is professor of history emeritus 
at the University of Maryland and author of 
Abraham Lincoln, Constitutionalism, and 
Equal Rights in the Civil War Era (Fordham 
University Press). 
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Book Review by Sidney M. Milkis

Born on the Fourth of July
Coolidge, by Amity Shlaes.

HarperCollins, 575 pages, $35

Why Coolidge Matters: Leadership Lessons from America’s Most Underrated President, by Charles C. Johnson.
Encounter Books, 408 pages, $25.99

For three decades, ever since 
Ronald Reagan relocated Calvin 
Coolidge’s White House portrait to 

a prominent place in the Cabinet Room 
where Harry Truman’s had hung, an effort 
has been steadily underway to reassess “Si-
lent Cal.” In his own time, Theodore Roos-
evelt’s daughter Alice Longworth famously 
observed that the laconic and taciturn New 
Englander looked as if he were “weaned on 
a pickle.” The most biting barbs lampooned 
the restraint Coolidge displayed as chief ex-
ecutive, an inactivity that to many of his crit-
ics appeared retrograde in the wake of the 
Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson 
administrations. H.L. Menken mocked his 
daily naps—“Nero fiddled but Coolidge only 
snored”—and Dorothy Parker, on hearing of 
the former president’s death in 1933, asked, 

“How could they tell?”
Such caricatures have been giving way 

to more nuanced portraits of America’s 

30th president. Although not uncritical,               
David Greenberg’s elegant biography, Calvin 
Coolidge (2006), published as part of Times 
Books’s The American Presidents Series, 
credits his subject for understanding that “a 
president’s achievement does not lie merely 
in the laws and policies he implements,” but 
also in “how a president gauges, guides, and 
gives expression to the mood of the people 
he leads.” Coolidge, Greenberg argues, was a 
welcome port in the storm during the “Roar-
ing Twenties”—he was a “virtuous” leader 
who “offered sustenance and calm” during a 
highly prosperous but morally challenged de-
cade. Michael J. Gerhardt honors Coolidge in 
his new book, The Forgotten Presidents: Their 
Untold Constitutional Legacy, writing that “he 
was the first twentieth-century president to 
advance two constitutional convictions im-
portant to modern conservatives—the first 
that the Constitution restricted governmen-
tal power to regulate the economy, and the 

second that the federal government’s limited 
powers include cultivating the moral charac-
ter of Americans.” Not surprisingly, the most 
fervent and thoughtful Coolidge revivalists 
have been conservatives; and the new books 
Coolidge by Amity Shlaes and Why Coolidge 
Matters by Charles Johnson bring this re-
visionism to a new height. As the authors 
see it, Coolidge’s birth on July 4, 1872, hap-
pily foretold a political life informed by and 
dedicated to the principles of the American 
Founding.

Shlaes, a trustee of the coolidge 
Memorial Foundation and a former 
editor at the Wall Street Journal, of-

fers a glowing, well-researched biography that 
traces Coolidge’s path from a laborious but 
undistinguished childhood in the hardscrab-
ble village of Plymouth Notch, Vermont, to 
a remarkably successful political career that 
saw this seemingly sour pickle master the art 
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of mass politics. Coolidge ran for public office 
19 times, and lost only one contest that was 
placed before the voters—a 1904 contest for 
a seat on the Northampton, Massachusetts, 
school board. 

Coolidge’s political fortunes, Shlaes ar-
gues, were enhanced by his marriage to 
Grace Anna Goodhue. Although the two 
shared Vermont roots, and an ambition that 
had brought them to Massachusetts (he to 
practice law, she to teach), it was their dif-
ferences that seemed to draw them together. 
As outgoing and charming as Calvin was shy 
and awkward, Grace helped her husband 
navigate the social engagements that were a 
necessary but unwanted part of political life 
in Boston, where Coolidge served as gover-
nor from 1919 to 1921; and in Washington, 
D.C., where he first arrived as vice president 
in 1921, and then assumed the presidency 
in 1923 upon Warren Harding’s mysterious 
death. Coolidge’s wife was one of the first 
signs that he was underestimated: “Other 
men also found Grace stunning, and were 
stunned to find that she favored the quiet 
lawyer.”

Although not without its tensions—Shlaes 
tells a beguiling tale of Grace’s five-hour “hike” 
with a member of the president’s secret ser-
vice detail—their marriage, as Greenberg 
notes, was “an important anchor to Coolidge.” 
Her gaiety and poise won over many who 
found her husband insufferably dour. More 
importantly, Grace was the keeper of the 
Coolidges’ home life. Although she was an 
educated, modern woman (she graduated 
from the University of Vermont and taught 
at the respected Clarke School for the Deaf), 
Grace was kept at a distance from her hus-
band’s political career. As First Lady, some-
what to her consternation, she was not even 
privy to the president’s daily schedule. But 
Coolidge’s relationship with Grace paral-
leled his understanding of the relationship 
between government and civil society. Just 
as Grace was a source of strength and secu-
rity apart from political affairs, so too should 
family and religious life undergird public 
morality for the nation.

Shlaes’s regard for the bond be-
tween Calvin and Grace is surpassed 
only by her fastidious attention to 

Coolidge’s infatuation with economy. Indeed, 
family and thriftiness were inextricably joined 
in his mind. The president “especially cher-
ished the word economy,” writes Shlaes, “be-
cause it came from the Greek for household.” 
Just as he and Grace lived modestly, even when 
occupying the White House, so Coolidge 
closely monitored the nation’s budget. He 

worked closely with Secretary of the Trea-
sury Andrew Mellon, the Pittsburgh banker 
turned committed tax cutter. From 1924 to 
1926, the president and the Treasury head 
joined forces to greatly reduce the burden 
that had accrued during World War I, when 
rates on the wealthiest Americans reached 
70% (they eventually got the rate down to 
25%). The core of Mellon’s program, popu-
larly known as “scientific taxation,” seemed 
to anticipate contemporary “supply-side” eco-
nomics: cutting the top tax rates would lead 
the most prosperous to invest those funds and 
spur productivity, which would benefit work-
ers and consumers. As Coolidge stated in his 
1925 Inaugural Address,

The method of raising revenue ought 
not to impede the transaction of busi-
ness; it ought to encourage it. I am op-
posed to extremely high rates, because 
they produce little or no revenue, be-
cause they are bad for the country, and, 
finally, because they are wrong. We can 
not finance the country, we can not im-
prove social conditions, through any 
system of injustice, even if we attempt 
to inflict it upon the rich…. The wise 
and correct course to follow in taxa-
tion and all other economic legislation 
is not to destroy those who have already 
secured success but to create conditions 
under which every one will have a better 
chance to be successful.

Coolidge’s economic program en-
joyed great popularity; he and his 
fellow Republicans won a landslide 

victory in 1924. “Trickle down econom-
ics enjoyed popular support,” acknowledges 
Greenberg, because “the Coolidge-Mellon 
plan included not just rate cuts for the rich 
but other discounts that benefitted the mid-
dle class, such as an across-the-board income 
tax cut in 1924 and an increased exemption 
for married couples in 1926.” By the end of 
Coolidge’s presidency, most Americans paid 
no federal income taxes at all, and as Mellon 
predicted, reducing revenues contributed to 
great prosperity. “The successful business-
man,” Mencken quipped, “enjoys the public 
respect and adulation that elsewhere bathe 
only bishops and generals.”

Even as he enthusiastically proclaimed, 
“The chief business of the American people 
is business,” Coolidge insisted that tax cuts 
could not take place without deep and abid-
ing attention to government spending. Rev-
enues could only follow, his Inaugural Ad-
dress stressed, from “economy in public ex-
penditure.” Shlaes’s admiration for Coolidge 

implies criticism not just of Big Government 
Democrats—the target of her previous book, 
The Forgotten Man: A New History of the 
Great Depresssion (2007)—but also of reck-
less supply-siders whose messianic fervor for 
tax-cutting has trumped concerns about the 
national debt. “Debt takes its toll,” reads the 
first line of Coolidge, and that lesson shines 
through an otherwise disjointed narrative. 
The parsimony that Coolidge learned on his 
father’s farm in Plymouth Notch and that 
informed the frugal household he and Grace 
maintained continued to guide him as presi-
dent. My favorite example—and one I had 
hitherto thought apocryphal—recounts the 
pencil policy pursued by Coolidge’s Budget 
Bureau, the executive body created in 1921 to 
help the president ride herd on government 
departments and agencies. Only one pencil at 
a time was now issued to government workers. 
Those who did not use their pencils to the end 
were expected to return the stub. The mea-
sure apparently worked. “Our item of expense 
for pencils is materially less,” boasted a report 
issued by Budget Bureau Director Herbert 
Mayhew Lord.

The president did not restrict 
his green eyeshade to pencil stubs. 
He fought stubborn—but not always 

successful—battles to reign in government 
expenditures, even for soldiers, farmers, and 
flood control. The fight over waterways, fol-
lowing the disastrous Mississippi flood of 
1927, perhaps best displays Coolidge as the 
“great refrainer.” Not wanting to encourage 
an expansion of government responsibility 
to provide disaster relief, Coolidge refused 
the press and local officials who importuned 
him to visit the devastated flood sites in 
Louisiana and Mississippi; instead, he sent 
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, 
who had an illustrious reputation for rescu-
ing Belgium from starvation during World 
War I. Coolidge’s forbearance made George 
W. Bush’s ill-fated delegation of authority to 
“Brownie”—Director of the Federal Emergen-
cy Management Agency Michael Brown—in 
the wake of Hurricane Katrina seem bold by 
comparison. Unlike Brown, however, Hoover 
appeared to perform admirably—especially 
given the level of destruction—and further 
enhanced his resumé, leading to his own suc-
cessful presidential bid in 1928. Coolidge, 
by contrast, was excoriated by the press for 
staying away and resisting federal legisla-
tion that would aide the distressed areas. 
Even celebrated humorist Will Rogers, who 
had been relatively friendly to the Coolidge 
White House, grew testy: the president was 
postponing legislation, he wrote, in “the hope 
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that those needing relief will perhaps have 
conveniently died in the meantime.”

Coolidge did finally act, albeit defensive-
ly. As a relief bill made its way through the 
House and Senate, the president worked with 
congressional leaders to hammer out a com-
promise bill that limited federal responsibility 
to the areas flooded in 1927, circumventing 
calls for a more comprehensive flood control 
program. Refusing to play the part of the 

“modern president,” Shlaes notes with admira-
tion, Coolidge resisted the malady of govern-
mental do-somethingism that began to infect 
the White House with the arrival of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s New Deal. 

And yet, shlaes does not explain 
evidence that seems to contradict her 
portrayal of the flinty New Englander 

as a hero of frugality. For example, Coolidge’s 
celebration of Charles Lindbergh’s historic 
cross-Atlantic flight in the summer of 1927 
spared no expense in its lavish welcome for 
the new American hero. As Shlaes recounts, a 
battleship was sent to bring Lindbergh home 
from Paris, and once the navy cruiser reached 
American shores, it was greeted by a grand flo-
tilla of four destroyers, 27 fighter planes, and 
a dirigible. Next came a parade to the Wash-
ington Monument, watched by 300,000 peo-
ple who had gathered in the nation’s capital, 
where the president awarded Lindbergh the 
Distinguished Flying Cross. The celebration 
culminated with a speech broadcast by radio 
to some 30 million eager listeners in which 
Coolidge praised the all-American aviator for 
embodying individual self-reliance and the In-
dustrial Revolution. 

The celebration helped deflect attention 
from the president’s seeming indifference to 
the plight of the Mississippi flood victims. 
It showed that “rugged individualism,” as 
Hoover would later characterize conservative 
Republican values, could meet the modern 
age head on. Prosperity need not degenerate 
into the kind of craven materialism famously 
depicted in F. Scott Fizgerald’s The Great 
Gatsby (1925)—but instead could encourage 
the virtues of Coolidge’s “economy”: mod-
esty, discipline, hard work. Coolidge would 
give further expression to this hope for con-
servative greatness a few months later, when 
he dedicated the grand sculptures on Mount 
Rushmore. Like the Lindbergh festivities, 
this celebration of presidential greatness, he 
believed, justified a departure from fiscal re-
straint. Shlaes tends to treat such events as 
minor detractions in Coolidge’s grim Puri-
tan stewardship. “[T]he best monument to 
his kind of presidency,” she insists, “was no 
monument at all.”

Charles johnson’s why coolidge 
Matters does not aim to be a com-
prehensive biography along the lines 

of Shlaes’s, but is instead a focused study of 
Silent Cal’s statesmanship. In that way, it is 
reminiscent of Thomas Silver’s Coolidge and 
the Historians (1983). Johnson, a former fel-
low of the Claremont Institute, argues that 
Coolidge matters because his five and a half 
years in office first revealed how the modern 
presidency invented by Theodore Roosevelt 
and Wilson could be deployed to achieve 
conservative ends. Condemned by the Left 
and praised by the Right for being a do-noth-
ing executive, Coolidge, in Johnson’s view, 
was as an active conservative who mounted 
a successful counter-offensive against Pro-
gressivism, a “constitutional progressive” who 
displayed Hamiltonian energy in fostering 
prosperity and a balanced budget. 

In truth, “the return to normalcy” began 
with Coolidge’s predecessor, President War-
ren Harding, who coined this popular slo-
gan in the 1920 campaign. It captured the 
temper of the times, when a large part of the 
American people had grown weary not just of 
wartime hardships but also of the bold, per-
sistent activism that had roiled the country 
for the better part of two decades. Harding 
was an organization man of the old school, 
whose toleration for patronage encouraged, 
as Paul P. Van Riper has written in his His-
tory of the United States Civil Service (1958), 

“a full-scale raid” on the spoils of office. Upon 
assuming the presidency, Coolidge was faced 
with the epidemic of scandals that followed, 
most notoriously the Teapot Dome affair, 
which saw Secretary of Interior Albert Fall 
taint the administration for having leased 
Naval petroleum reserves to private develop-
ers, who, in turn, favored him with personal 
loans and gifts. Although Coolidge was re-
luctant to attack his predecessor’s record, 
especially if it might encourage more federal 
intrusion, he eventually cleaned up the mess 
Harding left.

Coolidge’s careful management of the 
scandals, Johnson argues, illustrates his gift 
for cultivating public opinion. With the help 
of some of the most talented public relations 
men of his day, Coolidge sought to elevate the 

“mind of the country.” “Those who compose 
this mind,” he wrote in his autobiography,

are unorganized, formless, and inarticu-
late. Against a compact and well-drilled 
minority they do not appear to be very 
effective. They are nevertheless the great 
power in our government. I have con-
stantly appealed to them and have sel-
dom failed to enlist their support.

William Howard Taft deplored the Pro-
gressive celebration of “pure democracy” in 
the 1912 presidential campaign—the future 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court thought 
judges to be the Constitution’s final author-
ity—and went down to political defeat. 
Coolidge’s political effectiveness followed in 
no small measure from his embrace of popu-
lism: individual men and women, not judges, 
were “the court of last resort and their deci-
sions are final.”

Johnson argues that Coolidge anticipated 
Reagan; he was the first “Great Communi-
cator.” Viewing the mass media as a critical 
intermediary in modern American democ-
racy, Coolidge was extraordinarily faithful in 
discharging what he felt was his obligation to 
reporters: he held 520 press conferences dur-
ing his five years in office, more per month 
than any other president. It was not the gre-
garious FDR, but Silent Cal who made the 
presidential press conference a Washington 
institution. What’s more, efforts to provide 
for the comfort and convenience of White 
House correspondents reached new heights 
during the Coolidge Administration. The 
president, in turn, used the considerable mea-
sure of good will these efforts earned him to 
exert legislative leadership. As Elmer Corn-
well wrote in his seminal study of presidents 
and public opinion, “In no less than eighteen 
of the conferences held between December, 
1923, and June, 1924, the subject of taxation 
was discussed by Coolidge, sometimes at con-
siderable length. On ten of these occasions 
he urged Congress to enact the legislation, in 
specific terms.” 

“It is because in their hours of ti-
midity the Congress becomes subservi-
ent to the importunities of organized 

minorities that the President comes more and 
more to stand as the champion of the rights 
of the whole country,” Coolidge wrote in his 
autobiography. Although he showed more 
respect than the Progressives for the critical 
role of political parties in American democra-
cy, Coolidge envisaged an executive-centered 
party system supplanting the decentralized, 
patronage-based organizations that Harding 
had tried to reinvigorate. His overwhelm-
ing first-ballot nomination in 1924 and the 
landslide he won over his Democratic oppo-
nent, James W. Davis, marked an important 
advance, as Coolidge himself observed, in the 
emergence of the president as “the sole reposi-
tory of party responsibility.” The stand-pat 
Republican senators who had controlled the 
GOP since the debacle of 1912 had little re-
gard for Coolidge. Unlike Harding, he was 
not one of them—his background was in 
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state politics. Yet given the personal bond that 
Coolidge had formed with the public through 
the press and bully pulpit, stand-pat Republi-
cans had little choice but to support the presi-
dent’s bid for a full term. 

Coolidge’s bond with the public was sealed 
by his mastery of public broadcasting. He was 
the first president to deliver speeches on the 
radio and, as Johnson observes, he pioneered a 
new form of mass appeal. “I am very fortunate 
that I came in with the radio,” Coolidge told 
Senator James Watson of Indiana. “I have a 
good radio voice, and now I can get my messag-
es across.” Eugene McDonald, the president 
of the National Association of Broadcasters, 
told Coolidge that his talent for radio broad-
casts would trump the rhetorical innovations 
of his progressive predecessors: “Radio will 
draw you close to the American fireside,” he 
wrote in words that anticipated FDR’s Fire-
side Chats, “for you will be speaking to the 
people as they sit in their living room.”

Coolidge’s eager embrace of popular opinion 
and presidential leadership, even if deployed in 
the service of a robust economy, suggests how 
much Progressivism had already transformed 
American politics at the turn of the century. 
Johnson argues, however, that “COOLIDGE’S 
RELIGIOUS GROUNDING [capitals in 

original!] prevented him from making Pro-
gressivism’s gravest mistake: rejecting the 
exceptional statesmanship of the American 
founding.” His 4th of July birthday no doubt 
reinforced the civic pride cultivated by his 
Puritan upbringing. Just as Abraham Lincoln 
viewed the Declaration of Independence as the 
guiding star for resolving the slavery crisis, so 
Johnson depicts Coolidge seeking refuge in its 
universal principles to refine the “pagan materi-
alism” that tainted the Roaring ’20s. 

Coolidge warned against the “barren scep-
ter” of consumerism in the address he deliv-
ered in Philadelphia on the 150th anniversary 
of the signing of the Declaration. The individ-
ual rights proclaimed in 1776 were 

not of material but of spiritual concep-
tions. Equality, liberty, popular sover-
eignty, the rights of man these are not 
elements which we can see and touch. 
They are ideals. They have their source 
and their roots in the religious convic-
tions…. Unless the faith of the Ameri-
can people in these religious convictions 
is to endure, the principles of our Dec-
laration will perish. We can not contin-
ue to enjoy the result if we neglect and 
abandon the cause.

Prosperity came to the American people, 
he had elaborated in a Memorial Day ad-
dress three years earlier, “that they might 
have the resources for more of the refine-
ments of life, more for the needs of educa-
tion and religion, more to minister to the 
things of the soul. Power came to the nation 
that it might the better serve its own citizens 
and bear its share of the burden of civiliza-
tion.” Coolidge sought to inspire the Ameri-
can people by persuading them—as he put 
it in his 1925 Inaugural Address—that his 
economic program reflected “idealism in its 
most practical form.”

According to johnson, this was 
not just rhetorical flourish. Although 
Coolidge had achieved political fame 

when, as governor of Massachusetts, he sup-
ported the police commissioner’s summary 
dismissal of Boston’s striking police officers, 
he worried about the harsh working condi-
tions and inequality that marred the flourish-
ing U.S. economy. While serving in the Mas-
sachusetts legislature, he had played a con-
structive role in resolving a 1912 conflict that 
broke out in the city of Lawrence between 
workers and the textile industry on terms that 
were favorable to labor; and as president, he 
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supported the progressive Republican gover-
nor Gifford Pinchot’s arbitration of a United 
Mine Workers strike in Pennsylvania that got 
owners to agree to full recognition of collec-
tive bargaining rights, an eight-hour workday, 
a 10% wage increase, and a compromise on 
the question of automatic dues collection by 
the union. 

Without question, as his restraint in the 
Mississippi flood crises made clear, Coolidge 
had strong reservations about the federal gov-
ernment assuming ongoing responsibility to 
protect individual men and women against 
the abuses of business and the vagaries of the 
marketplace. “Governments do not make ide-
als,” he warned in his speech on the Declara-
tion, “but ideals make government.” At the 
same time, his speech dedicating the Mount 
Rushmore memorial praised Theodore Roos-
evelt’s commitment to industrial democracy—
for striving to add “economic freedom” to “po-
litical freedom.” 

Coolidge’s hope was that public efforts to 
humanize capitalism would be constrained 
by the idea of natural rights, which preceded 
and thus limited public authority. As Johnson 
points out, Coolidge put special emphasis on 
the importance of public education, a critical 
institution in nurturing an active, informed 

citizenry. Throughout his career, he advocated 
higher wages for teachers who performed the 
critical work of refining and enlarging Ameri-
cans’ infatuation with material prosperity. 

“We compensate liberally the manufacturer 
and the merchant; but we fail to appreciate 
those who guard the minds of our youth,” he 
lamented.

Calvin coolidge, then, is neither 
the pre-modern icon that Amity         
Shlaes portrays nor the prophet of 

modern conservatism for whom Charles John-
son yearns. Rather, he was the most important 
president during a transformative moment in 
American political life. “Coolidge deployed 
twentieth-century methods to promote nine-
teenth-century values—and used nineteenth-
century values to soothe the apprehension 
caused by twentieth-century dislocations,” as 
David Greenberg observes. “Straddling the 
two eras, he spoke for a nation in flux.” John-
son argues that for a nation once again in flux, 
Coolidge’s presidency might hold lessons for 
the 21st century, and suggests that Silent Cal 

“would have found something admirable in the 
Tea Party movement.” But I think Coolidge 
would have been discomfited by our Maniche-
an politics. His presidency sought a consensus 

on venerable principles, which he believed all 
Americans shared. Viewing himself as a lead-
er during a time when both parties laid claim 
to the founding principles, he would deny—
as his respect for T.R. suggests—Johnson’s 
sweeping claim that Progressives rejected the 
founders outright. (He also granted, on hear-
ing of Wilson’s death, that America had lost 

“a great world figure.”) Theirs was a contest 
fought on the landscape of American indi-
vidualism, where both sides sought to fulfill 
the exalted, elusive hope—expressed in the 
Constitution’s preamble—that self-govern-
ment could be achieved on a grand scale. 
More to the point, although today’s progres-
sives and conservatives have been complicit in 
the alarming debt crisis Americans now face, 
both sides have expressed a desire for a “grand 
bargain” to ameliorate it. In this shared hope, 
no matter how faint, one hears echoes of Cal-
vin Coolidge’s sermons on the meaning of the 
4th of July.

Sidney M. Milkis is the White Burkett Miller 
Professor of Politics at the University of Virginia, 
and the author, most recently, of Theodore Roo-
sevelt, the Progressive Party, and the Trans-
formation of American Democracy (Univer-
sity Press of Kansas).
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Not long after el pueblo de la 
Reyna de Los Angeles, as some called 
it, was incorporated as an American 

city, Mayor Stephen C. Foster—graduate of 
Yale, physician, and member in good standing 
of the local vigilance committee—resigned 
his office to lead a lynch mob. Crooks, bandits, 
murderers, marauders, drunks, vagabonds, 
desperadoes, thugs, gangsters, pimps, and con 
men were crawling all over Los Angeles. Once 
the lynching was out of the way, the voters in 
a special election returned the mayor to office. 
He was one of the framers of the California 
Constitution and is credited with establishing 
Los Angeles’s first public school.

The City of Angels was like the cities of men 
wherever you find them. Crime and folly re-

Essay by Christopher Flannery

The City and the Man

quired that some men be authorized to wield 
power over other men. But it was dangerous 
to invest the authorities with all the power 
that must be wielded and, besides, you must 
be careful not to taint them with the wielding. 
So irregular means of seeking justice would 
always be needed. Justice may be out there, 
but it was no easy thing to get, and no one 
with sense would be surprised to see injustice, 
crime, and folly going about in broad daylight 
arm-in-arm, largely undisturbed, in high and 
low places, to the end of time. 

A few generations later, in the 1930s, now 
with over a million Angelenos rather than the 
scruffy few thousand at the beginning, the 
ways of the world, and of the city, had not 
changed. And these colorful, sad, and change-

less ways made work for a fictional private 
detective in the City of Angels—Philip Mar-
lowe, hero of Raymond Chandler’s novels, in 
whose pages one finds Marlowe conducting 
his irregular search for truth and justice while 
the city puts the best face it can on what jus-
tice it has to offer. 

Chandler wrote seven novels, in addi-
tion to a couple of dozen short stories, a few 
screenplays, several essays, a smattering of 
forgettable poetry, and lots of letters, espe-
cially in the last decade of his life. His novels 
are what make him memorable as a writer, 
and in all the novels his hero—and his nar-
rator—is Philip Marlowe and the setting is 
Los Angeles in the 1930s and ’40s (though 
his last novel is set mainly in La Jolla). The 
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novels, collected by Chandler’s first biogra-
pher, Frank MacShane, along with other 
writings, in a two-volume set for the Library 
of America, are The Big Sleep (1939), Fare-
well, My Lovely (1940), The High Window 
(1942), The Lady in the Lake (1943), The 
Little Sister (1949), The Long Goodbye (1953), 
and Playback (1958). The Big Sleep is the best 
known—director Howard Hawks turned 
it into a pretty good movie (1946), starring 
Humphrey Bogart (with Lauren Bacall), 
with a screenplay co-written by William 
Faulkner—but Chandler thought The Long 
Goodbye was his best, and he was right. Fare-
well, My Lovely is right up there. 

Chandler’s books offer us the image of a 
man who makes his world a more interest-
ing place—and the first great image of Los 
Angeles. In surprising ways (well, they sur-
prise me!), Chandler’s hero, and his hero’s 
work and dilemma, call to mind the world’s 
first great private investigator, the Athenian 
who became the hero of Plato’s dialogues, in 
whose pages one finds an image of the man 
and the city that seems likely to endure as 
long as cities and men endure. L.A. is no Ath-
ens, Marlowe is no Socrates, and Chandler 
is certainly no Plato—though he was cocky 
enough to liken his work to Shakespeare’s—
but if you’re slumming in the rougher neigh-
borhoods of American literature he’s hard to 
beat, and one reason for this is that the com-
parisons are not altogether nuts. 

Independence

The city and the man are insepara-
ble in Chandler’s novels, as they are in 
Plato’s dialogues. The city is the world 

within which the man conducts his private in-
vestigations. It makes those investigations pos-
sible and necessary. In L.A., when Marlowe 
came on the scene, there were 600 brothels and 
18,000 unlicensed bars operating. The politi-
cians, police, sheriff’s office, and Big Business 
all collaborated regularly with organized crime 
in conducting the city’s affairs. The newspapers 
were happy to sensationalize and Hollywood 
was eager to glamorize the spectacle.

In the most famous passage in Plato’s 
most famous dialogue, Socrates concludes 
that until kings philosophize or philoso-
phers become kings, there will be no end 
to injustice and turmoil in the cities of men. 
But philosophers, or wise men—the best of 
men—are hard to find, and even if you found 
one, he would have good reasons not to want 
to be king. Ignorance may have to force reluc-
tant wisdom to assume power. It is a political 
riddle that will always be with us. The hard-
nosed but straight-shooting Captain Web-
ber explains it to Marlowe in The Lady in 

the Lake, after revelations of some very nasty 
misdeeds by police officers under Webber’s 
command:

Police business is a hell of a problem. It’s 
a good deal like politics. It asks for the 
highest type of men, and there’s nothing 
in it to attract the highest type of men. 
So we have to work with what we get.

Until there are philosopher-cops, there will be 
no end to mayhem in the cities.

Athenians, he attempted to bring some justice 
to the proceedings. Each time he failed; the 
best he could do, at the risk of his life, was 
to refuse to be a part of the injustices the au-
thorities insisted on doing. He walked away 
and returned to his private inquiries. Philip 
Marlowe tried working for the Los Ange-
les district attorney for a while. But it didn’t 
work out—it could never work out. As he tells 
wealthy old General Sternwood in The Big 
Sleep, who is thinking of hiring him: “I was 
fired. For insubordination. I test very high on 
insubordination, General.” Anybody serious-
ly concerned with justice would have to test 
high on insubordination, and would have to 
pursue such justice as he could find in private.

Marlowe explains the point to a tough and 
compromised but ultimately decent Lieuten-
ant Breeze, who with a partner has been grill-
ing Marlowe in his own living room in The 
High Window. Breeze tries to steer the con-
versation back to his complaint, which is that 
the private detective is holding out on them, 
but Marlowe won’t have it. “I’m going to make 
a point,” he says, “and it’s an important point.” 
And he tells a long story about a case in which 
a wealthy family protected their wealthy son 
from getting a murder rap he deserved. 

Breeze said: “Make your point.” 
I said: “Until you guys own your 

own souls you don’t own mine. Until 
you guys can be trusted every time and 
always, in all times and conditions, to 
seek the truth out and find it and let the 
chips fall where they may—until that 
time comes, I have a right to listen to 
my conscience, and protect my client 
the best way I can. Until I’m sure you 
won’t do him more harm than you’ll do 
the truth good. Or until I’m hauled be-
fore somebody that can make me talk.” 

Breeze said: “You sound to me just a 
little like a guy who is trying to hold his 
conscience down.” 

“Hell,” I said. “Let’s have another 
drink.”

Private investigations are only possible for 
those who assert the independence to conduct 
them. Asserting this independence takes at-
titude, and Marlowe, like Socrates, had at-
titude in spades. The crooked cops or their 
bosses could rub him out like a bug, without 
breaking a sweat. The high-rolling crooks 
sneer at him and his $25-a-day-and-expenses 
life the way Callicles sneers at Socrates in 
the Gorgias. “You’re a piker, Marlowe,” L.A. 
hoodlum “Mendy” Menendez tells him in The 
Long Goodbye. “You’re a peanut grifter. You’re 
so little it takes a magnifying glass to see you.” 
Menendez, himself, boasting like Callicles, 

Because there will always be crime and 
folly, cities will always need cops and jails, 
and because the cops will never be as wise 
and good as they need to be, cities will always 
need private investigators. Governed as it is 
by ignorance, the public machinery built for 
the sake of justice and in the name of justice 
seems unable to keep from crushing justice 
in its daily work. As Socrates tells it, the best 
a serious man can hope for is to preserve the 
justice in his own private soul against the re-
lentless onslaught of the public injustice of 
this world, like a man huddling behind a wall 
as the foul winds blow. He tells of more than 
one instance in which, obliged by law to serve 
on a public council wielding power over other 
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doesn’t mind pointing out that he has “lots of 
dough to juice the guys I got to juice in order 
to make lots of dough to juice the guys I got to 
juice.” But Marlowe is “a cheapie, a guy cops 
can push around.” This doesn’t keep Menen-
dez from doubling up “mewling” when Mar-
lowe hits him in the guts with a right hook, 
just as a matter of principle. As Socrates be-
came the judge of the city that presumed to 
judge him, Marlowe becomes the measure of 
his city’s justice. 

As Socrates tells his old friend Crito, if he 
lets himself be intimidated by threats to his 
life, how can he expect to be taken seriously 
when he tells people, as he always does, that 
it is better to die than to act shamefully. But 
nothing seems more arrogant than to appear 
indifferent to death. There is no greater asser-
tion of independence. Marlowe has his own 
need to display this arrogance and indepen-
dence to cops, crooks, clients, and even beauti-
ful women. If he lets cops or crooks push him 
around, what could he offer his clients? Part 
of what he does offer them is his discretion—
you can’t beat a client’s name out of him if he 
doesn’t want you to. But he has to show his in-
dependence to his clients, too. If he was a lap 
dog he couldn’t do for them what they want 
(or ought to want) him to do. He knows that 
his clients will often have reasons to lie to him 
or keep things from him, and he treats them 
accordingly. Some of them are being black-
mailed; they don’t want the cops involved. 
Private investigations are needed precisely in 
those dark corners of the city where public in-
vestigations will not do. On his better days he 
is helping someone who deserves some sympa-
thy, some respect, someone vulnerable to the 
violation or corruption that cannot be purged 
from any city in this world. But a man has to 
make a living. As often as not his clients are 
trying to use Marlowe for their own dark pur-
poses. If he didn’t know this, he wouldn’t be 
worth hiring. As he says in The Lady in the 
Lake, “most of the clients start out either by 
weeping down my shirt or bawling me out to 
show who’s boss. But usually they end up very 
reasonable—if they’re still alive.”

It’s the same with the beautiful women, 
who seem to fall into Marlowe’s lap wherever 
he’s sitting, or standing. He has to be indepen-
dent of their charms, too, or he couldn’t do 
his job. Not that he won’t enjoy their charms, 
when business is slow. But his work requires 
him to ask embarrassing and intrusive job-re-
lated questions, even in the middle of a good 
kiss. And women, like anybody else, can take 
offense at that. 

Socrates persisted in asking important 
people in the city of Athens a lot of embar-
rassing questions. This made them angry, and 

eventually they put him to death. Marlowe’s 
persistent questioning gets him shot, beat up, 
and dragged into jail, again and again. It is in 
the nature of these private investigations that 
they are annoying to everyone concerned: to 
the powers that have responsibility for enforc-
ing justice in the city, to the forces of injustice, 
and even to the victims of injustice. Everyone 
has dark secrets they would rather not have 
dragged into the light of day. And the inno-
cent bystanders of the world, if there are any, 
will always be fascinated by the spectacle. 

The City

The best of the cops and some of 
their superiors know that they need 
Marlowe’s independence, however an-

noying it may be, and however bad it makes 
them look from time to time. Their work and 
the work of the city go better with Marlowe 
around minding his own business. Still, mind-
ing one’s own business seems to get tangled up 
with other people’s business. Minding one’s 

Marlowe’s investigations take him again 
and again down the troubled streets of the all 
too earthly City of Angels. This gives Chan-
dler’s novels their moodiness, their “smell of 
fear,” the edge of anxiety or suspicion or wor-
ry, sometimes a world-weariness, an after-
taste of lamentation. “It is not a very fragrant 
world,” wrote Chandler, “but it is the world 
you live in.” It was “a world gone wrong,” in 
which “[t]he streets were dark with some-
thing more than night.” Darker, somehow, 
for the brilliant L.A. sunshine, the palm 
trees and blue skies and shiny automobiles, 
the innocent girls from Kansas, now plati-
num blondes in Beverly Hills, and the always 
glittering Hollywood—where “anything can 
happen, anything at all.”

Returning to his flat in the Hollywood 
hills after a hard day, Marlowe reflects on the 
city below him, again in The Long Goodbye:

I mixed a stiff one and stood by the open 
window…and sipped it and listened to 
the groundswell of the traffic on Laurel 
Canyon Boulevard and looked at the 
glare of the big angry city hanging over 
the shoulder of the hills through which 
the boulevard had been cut. Far off the 
banshee wail of police or fire sirens rose 
and fell, never for very long completely 
silent. Twenty-four hours a day some-
body is running, somebody else is trying 
to catch him. Out there in the night of a 
thousand crimes people were dying, be-
ing maimed…. People were being beaten, 
robbed, strangled, raped, and murdered. 
People were hungry, sick, bored, desper-
ate with loneliness or remorse or fear…. 
A city no worse than others, a city rich 
and vigorous and full of pride, a city lost 
and beaten and full of emptiness.

But that had been a bad day. 
Chandler moved all around L.A. in the 

’30s and ’40s, living with his wife Cissy in 
more than three dozen different places, usu-
ally for a few months at a time, until he finally 
settled in La Jolla in the late ’40s. He loved 
to drive and had an eagle eye for detail that 
fills Marlowe’s narratives with vivid local 
color. From Marlowe’s office on Hollywood 
Boulevard or his rented bungalow in the hills 
above, to Santa Monica (Bay City in the nov-
els), Malibu, back to Beverly Hills, downtown, 
across the Cahuenga Pass to the San Fernan-
do Valley, and even east on lonely roads to the 
mountains beyond the orange groves around 
Claremont, Chandler created a new and last-
ing image of Los Angeles, weaving together 
with a magical style the city and the man who 
was his hero. 

business—doing one’s own proper work—is 
the best definition of justice the interlocutors 
can come up with in Plato’s Republic, but it 
is not very satisfying. Socrates did not liken 
himself to a gadfly for nothing. As Marlowe 
says to himself—in so many words—on many 
occasions, “I knew it was none of my business, 
so I went on in.” In The Long Goodbye, con-
templating washing his hands of a particularly 
dirty case, one part of him 

wanted to get out and stay out, but this 
was the part I never listened to. Because 
if I ever had I would have stayed in the 
town where I was born and worked in 
the hardware store and married the 
boss’s daughter and had five kids…
chicken every Sunday and the Reader’s 
Digest on the living room table, the wife 
with a cast iron permanent and me with 
a brain like a sack of Portland cement. 
You take it, friend. I’ll take the big sor-
did dirty crooked city.

Every time. 

Philip Marlowe is the
kind of knight who
knows that chivalry
occasionally needs
unchivalrous help.
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Frank MacShane, warming to the sub-
ject, wrote that Chandler used “the detective 
story to create the whole of Los Angeles in 
much the same way that Dickens and Balzac 
created London and Paris for future genera-
tions.’’ Maybe it is enough to say as does his 
latest biographer, Tom Williams, that Chan-
dler’s work “came to define modern Los An-
geles.” Whatever Chandler did, it was good 
enough for some local entrepreneurs to sell 
thousands of copies of the Raymond Chan-
dler Mystery Map of Los Angeles, with di-
rections to nearly a hundred locations from 
his books. 

The Life

Nothing other than his writing 
would attract the attention of biog-
raphers to Raymond Chandler, but 

as he himself asked about biographies of writ-
ers: “Who cares how a writer got his first bi-
cycle?” Still, since three biographies have been 
written of him, let it be stipulated that he was 
born in Chicago in 1888 and died in La Jolla 
in 1959. 

He was born to an Irish Quaker immi-
grant mother and a father who worked as 
an engineer on the railroads and whose own 
Irish Quaker ancestors had come to America 
a few generations before. Chandler spent 
some parts of his childhood years in Nebras-
ka and, when his father’s neglect and abuse 
caused his parents to separate, he moved 
with his mother to England. There, spon-
sored by an Irish uncle, he attended Dulwich 
College in south London between the ages of 
12 and 17, got something of a classical educa-
tion, displayed first-rate intelligence, learned 
to love London and England, and acquired 
the manner, habits, and accent of a middle-
class English gentleman. When Chandler 
was attending Dulwich, a photograph of 
G.F. Watts’s portrait, Sir Galahad, hung in 
the school library, the knight in armor stand-
ing with a white horse. The image would 
stick in Chandler’s mind for a long time. (By 
the way, his first year at Dulwich, 1900, was 
P.G. Wodehouse’s last year.) He polished his 
French and German on the continent for a 
year (still supported by his uncle), tried his 
hand unsuccessfully and under avuncular 
duress at a position with the British civil ser-
vice and then at various sorts of journalism, 
gave up, borrowed £500 from the uncle and 
returned to America first class, making his 
way to Los Angeles in 1913. 

In 1917, he went to British Columbia and 
enlisted in the Canadian Army in time to see 
action the next year in the trenches in France. 
He was training for the Royal Air Force when 

the Great War ended. Back in L.A., living with 
his mother as he did until her death in 1924, 
Chandler became a bookkeeper for an oil com-
pany, married a beautiful woman 18 years his 
senior (he didn’t know that at the time) who 
had been his friend’s wife (that he knew), and 
rose successfully in business until drinking 
and wild behavior got him fired in 1931. At 
which time he decided to do what he had al-
ways dreamed of doing, make himself a writer. 

Chandler taught himself to write the way 
Ben Franklin did: by imitation. Franklin as a 
young man read essays in the Spectator and re-
wrote them in his own words, sometimes even 
setting them to verse. Chandler in middle age 
chose to imitate the crime fiction in the “pulp” 
magazine Black Mask and such places. Among 
other things, as he later told Gardner himself, 
he studied Earl Stanley Gardner, one of the 
most successful crime writers in America (and 
creator of Perry Mason). He did “an extremely 
detailed synopsis” of a Gardner story, rewrote 
the story, compared it with the original, and 
rewrote it again until he thought it “looked 
pretty good.” Looking back, he thought some 
of his early stuff was pretty crude, but he 
took more than a year to write his first story, 

“Blackmailers Don’t Shoot,” before submitting 
it to Black Mask. It was an instant hit. Black 
Mask editor Joseph Shaw thought the author 
must be crazy or a genius. “Any writer who 
cannot teach himself, cannot be taught by 
others,” Chandler thought. “Analyze and imi-
tate. No other school is necessary.” 

Most of Chandler’s short stories were 
written for the pulps (mainly Black Mask and 
Dime Detective) between 1933 and 1939—
his apprenticeship. By the time he published 
his first novel in 1939, he was 51 years old. 
Of Chandler’s essays, “The Simple Art of 
Murder” remains a classic statement on the 
character of the detective novel. His letters, 
collected by Tom Hiney and MacShane in 
The Raymond Chandler Papers, were written 
mostly to people he did not know personal-
ly. “All of my best friends,” he wrote, “I have 
never met.” The most detailed biographical 
information about his hero Philip Marlowe 
is found in a five-page letter responding to an 
inquiry from a reader he’d never heard of. At 
least one literary scholar thinks Chandler’s 
published letters make “one of the best col-
lections in the history of American literature.”

His first experience with a screenplay—
learning by doing, late in the game—came in 
1944, in a collaboration with Billy Wilder on 
what turned out to be the great film Double 
Indemnity. A few years later, he had a pain-
ful experience earning him partial credit for, 
though little influence upon, the screenplay 
of Alfred Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train 

(1951); his last book, Playback, actually began 
as a screenplay and is published in that form, 
as well.

The saga of his writing the screenplay for 
The Blue Dahlia (1946) is a Hollywood story in 
neon. Alan Ladd, Paramount Pictures’ biggest 
star at the time, was called up for basic train-
ing in the Army in early 1945. The studio was 
desperate to make a movie with him before 
the Army got him. Casting about for material, 
they happened upon Chandler and a partially 
written story he had in a drawer. He set about 
writing the script as the film was being shot. 
Four weeks into the film, Chandler began to 
run out of gas. Among other things, he had 
gotten himself tangled up in the plot (never 
his strong suit). Panic ran through the studio 
like a naked chicken. They offered Chandler a 
$5,000 bonus to get the script done on time; 
but he was already contractually obligated to 
do this, and his English public school gentle-
man’s soul took umbrage at the offer and froze 
his creative powers to a dead stop. With ten 
days left before Ladd had to leave, Chandler 
came up with a solution—he would drink his 
way to the finish. He launched his plan with a 
lunch at Perino’s that began with three double 
martinis and ended with three double stingers. 
Eight days stumbled by in a haze—doctors on 
call, six secretaries attending in shifts, Cadil-
lac limousines ferrying pages from Chandler’s 
house to the studio almost line by line as 
shooting continued—but the screenplay was 
done, including rewrites, with time to spare. 

Each of the three biographies of Chandler 
is competent. The more recent ones, Hiney’s 
(1998) and Tom Williams’s (2013) are the au-
thors’ first books, written by young English-
men. Each energetically scours the sources, 
and Hiney offers some eye-opening sketches 
of crime in L.A. in the ’30s and of censor-
ship in Hollywood, but no great revelations 
seem to have emerged in the decades since 
the first biography appeared in 1976. Frank 
MacShane was an established American aca-
demic with some previous success writing bi-
ography when he wrote his Chandler book, 
and the quality of his writing and of his judg-
ments is a cut above the others. He does a 
good enough job that his successors are left 
often with the unenviable choice of covering 
ground that has already been well covered or 
writing about things that are less relevant or 
interesting. The English interest in Chandler 
reminds us that in his time Chandler’s novels 
had a readership in England that was even 
more admiring than his American audience. 
In England he was more likely to be treated 
as a novelist; in America he was largely re-
garded as a crime writer. In the late ’40s, Ev-
elyn Waugh, for what it’s worth, called him 
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the knightly theme. The well-dressed private 
detective enters the hallway of the wealthy cli-
ent he is calling on:

Over the entrance doors, which would 
have let in a troop of Indian elephants, 
there was a broad stained-glass panel 
showing a knight in dark armor rescu-
ing a lady who was tied to a tree and 
didn’t have any clothes on but some very 
long and convenient hair. The knight 
had pushed the vizor of his helmet back 
to be sociable, and he was fiddling with 
the knots on the ropes that tied the lady 
to the tree and not getting anywhere. I 
stood there and thought that if I lived in 
the house, I would sooner or later have 
to climb up there and help him. He 
didn’t seem to be really trying.

Further into the book, pondering with dis-
taste the naked giggling homicidal daughter 
of the client who was in his bed (the daughter, 
not the client), Marlowe toys with pieces on 
the chessboard that is a standard feature in 
his rooms and reflects that “Knights had no 
meaning in this game. It wasn’t a game for 
knights.” This was just another way of say-
ing what Marlowe would say some pages later 
when contemplating how much of a chance 
to give the cold-blooded murderer, Lash 
Canino, before pouring a few slugs into him: 
this wasn’t the time “to be a gentleman of the 
old school.” 

Terry Lennox, Marlowe’s unreliable friend 
in The Long Goodbye, now masquerading as 
a Mexican and lying to Marlowe, stands on 
his honor when called on his lies: “El honor 
no se mueve de lado como los congrejos. That 
is, honor does not move sideways like a crab,    
señor.” Marlowe’s not buying. “You guys are 
always talking about honor. Honor is the 
cloak of thieves—sometimes.” Marlowe is the 
kind of knight who knows that chivalry occa-
sionally needs unchivalrous help, a gentleman 
of the old school who knows it’s necessary in 
a pinch to relax school rules, a man of honor 
who understands that honor does sometimes 
have to move sideways, for the sake of honor 
itself, if it is not going to become empty pos-

‘’the greatest living American novelist.’’ But 
for anyone not yet familiar with Chandler, 
and wondering whether to become more fa-
miliar, it would be best, long before turning 
to any biography, to follow Chandler’s hint 
and consider his writing, starting with the 
novels, which have inspired a few readers, at 
least, to want to know how he got his first 
bicycle. 

The Man

[D]own these mean streets a man must 
go who is not himself mean, who is nei-
ther tarnished nor afraid…. He is the 
hero, he is everything. He must be a 
complete man and a common man and 
yet an unusual man. He must be, to use 
a rather weathered phrase, a man of 
honor, by instinct, by inevitability, with-
out thought of it, and certainly without 
saying it. He must be the best man in 
his world and a good enough man for 
any world…. He talks as the man of 
his age talks, that is, with rude wit, a 
lively sense of the grotesque, a disgust 
for sham, and a contempt for pettiness. 
The story is his adventure in search of a 
hidden truth, and it would be no adven-
ture if it did not happen to a man fit for 
adventure. He has a range of awareness 
that startles you, but it belongs to him 
by right, because it belongs to the world 
he lives in.

If there were enough like him, I think 
the world would be a very safe place to 
live in, and yet not too dull to be worth 
living in.

These are the lines, from his classic essay 
“The Simple Art of Murder,” that are most of-
ten quoted to convey Chandler’s general con-
ception of a detective hero, his work, and his 
relation to his city.

He presented his hero as a modern, world-
ly, vulnerable knight of the urban round table: 

“Phil Marlowe,” as a reliable character calls 
him to his face in The High Window, “The 
shop-soiled Galahad.” In the first scene of his 
first novel, The Big Sleep, Chandler introduces 

ing. And, in any case, he wouldn’t go around 
talking about it. 

And yet chivalry, and honor, and the old 
school rules matter. They are irreplaceable 
and irreducible. The world might need some 
cold-blooded killing, but the world is not re-
ducible to cold-blooded murderers gunning 
one another down. Something above these 
things is always needed and is always present 
in Chandler’s books. Toward the end of The 
Big Sleep it is recognized in a passing moment 
by the butler (who himself possesses it to a 
degree), when he sees in Marlowe a certain 
quality, also shared by an Irish bootlegger, 
that makes a man worthy of regard and hard 
to resist. He calls it “the soldier’s eye.” 

Because the hard-boiled detective story 
seems to look without blinking at a world 
of crime, folly, and injustice, some have sup-
posed the genre to be depicting the world with 

“realism,” meaning by realism the recognition 
that in this world the strong do what they will 
and the weak do what they must, and that’s 
that. In modern times, something like this is 
what people usually mean when they speak of 
a Hobbesian world—a world governed by fear, 
a war of every man against every man. 

But this is not the world of Chandler’s 
books. Like Plato’s Socrates, Chandler’s Mar-
lowe understands that this is not realism at 
all, but a blindness to the most important 
reality. It is better to suffer injustice than to 
do it, as Socrates would say. The knightly for-
mula would be—death before dishonor. Fear 
is not the ultimately governing passion in the 
real world because justice or honor is real and 
of decisive importance. Marlowe is a greater 
realist than Canino, and Chandler a greater 
realist than Thomas Hobbes—who turns out 
to be a strange kind of dystopian, who would 
build a world where fear is more real than jus-
tice or honor. Chandler is realist enough to 
recognize that that is crazy. His books endure, 
aside from their charm, because of the supe-
rior attraction of that realism. That moral re-
alism, in fact, is the most essential ingredient 
of Raymond Chandler’s charm. 

Christopher Flannery is a senior editor of the 
Claremont Review of Books.
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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

1 (800) 651-1531
www.ignatius.com
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

Heart of Plum
P.G. Wodehouse: A Life in Letters, edited by Sophie Ratcliffe.

W.W. Norton & Co., 640 pages, $35

A collection of letters is a fine 
way to test critical theories about a 
writer. Christopher Hitchens asserted, 

for example, that P.G. Wodehouse’s entire 
Bertie and Jeeves corpus was a plagiarism of 
Oscar Wilde, in particular of the repartee 
between Algernon Moncrieff and manser-
vant Lane in The Importance of Being Earnest. 
I would have thought the better comparison 
was between Bertie and Harry Wotton in The 
Picture of Dorian Gray. I once tallied the simi-
larities between Wooster and Wotton and 
noted that both are idle young aristos who 
live in Mayfair and have luncheons with aunts 
named Agatha. But the difference is that Ber-
tie is faultlessly humane and uncynical, the 
key both to the character and to his creator.

Cynical is a word that resists association 
with Pelham Grenville Wodehouse. “Listen, 
laddie,” he wrote at age 49 to his best friend 
Bill Townend, “as life goes on, don’t you find 
that all you need is about two real friends, a 
regular supply of books, and a Peke [mean-
ing, a Pekingese]?” Wodehouse marvels at his 

good health in letter after letter (“Quite the 
jolly old sylph these days, and getting sylphier 
all the time”) and only nearing age 80 does 
he begin to question his personal elasticity: 

“I note a certain stiffness of the limbs which 
causes me, when rising from my chair, to 
remind the beholder, if a man who has trav-
elled in Equatorial Africa, of a hippopotamus 
heaving itself up from the mud of a riverbank.” 
World events rarely got him down. “Do you 
know,” he told Bill, “a feeling is gradually 
stealing over me that the world has never been 
farther from a war than it is at present.” The 
letter was dated April 1939. His prognostica-
tion proving open to cavil, Wodehouse, a Brit-
ish national then living in southern France, 
would spend months in Nazi detention. This 
included transport in a crowded cattle car 
amid human excrement, sleeping on straw in 
bloodstained barracks, and witnessing miser-
able captives commit suicide—experiences, 
he confessed, “on the tough side.” His life-long 
tendency to understate, to soften life’s gory or 
complex or unpleasant aspects, is uncanny. In 

camp the peril of epidemic was a “drawback,” 
and the rations helped him develop an “admi-
ration” for the German potato. Years later, he 
shrugged off the ailment that eventually took 
his life, aged 93, as a “bit of heart trouble.”

It was this attitude—some saw non-
chalance, others a child-like simplicity—
that contributed to Wodehouse’s decision 

in 1941 to broadcast on Berlin radio what 
he called some “frivolous reminiscences” on 
captivity. “It seemed to me,” he wrote, “that I 
was doing something mildly courageous and 
praiseworthy in showing that it was possible, 
even though in a prison camp, to keep one’s 
end up and not bellyache.” Nazi propagan-
dists—in every conceivable respect the fur-
thest possible thing from the Wodehousean 
mind—made able use of the famous author’s 
voice, and the specter of treason charges 
would haunt him for decades. Everyone to-
day agrees with the contrite author that it was 
an immense “blunder,” but to me that word 
implies an erring choice, when in fact Wode-
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house was only doing the thing that had made 
him beloved. Irony, but no blunder.

The 500 or so pages of letters marvelously 
arranged by Sophie Ratcliffe, an Oxford lec-
turer who modestly withholds her name from 
the book’s spine, offer no bombshells. As a 
window onto the man, there is little that, in 
essence, hasn’t appeared in Yours, Plum: The 
Letters of P.G. Wodehouse (1990), edited by bi-
ographer Frances Donaldson, or P.G. Wode-
house: In His Own Words (2001), edited by 
Barry Day and Tony Ring. But that’s like 
saying that every Blandings Castle farce re-
sembles the other: heaven forbid it be other-
wise! Ms. Ratcliffe deserves champagne and 
peaches for recovering missives from private 
archives, for the fine introductions that gar-
nish each chronologically arranged section, 
and for her judicious footnoting.

The chief exception to wodehouse’s 
preposterous take on life was his work. 
Over 70 years his most constant themes 

are the pace of his writing (“I must have done 
over 50,000 words in a month”), remunera-
tion for it (“One has to beg for one’s money as 
if it were a loan”), and book sales and theater 
runs. Only press critics, and only late in life, 
seemed genuinely able to irritate him. “I sent 
Nancy Spain of the Daily Express a beauty,” he 
wrote, referring to one of his reciprocations. 

“No answer, so suppose it killed her.” He had 
told Spain: “I’ll give you a tip which will be 
useful to you. Always read at least some of 
a book before you review it. It makes a tre-
mendous difference, and you can always find 
someone to help you with the difficult words.”

The second and more interesting theory 
about Wodehouse that I sought to test in 
these letters comes from Roger Kimball, who 
observed that Wodehouse had no “interior 
life.” Digging into the Wodehouse psychol-
ogy, it has been said, is like “taking a spade 
to a soufflé.” Ratcliffe, by contrast, thinks that 

“[f]or Wodehouse, as for his favourite hero 
Lord Emsworth, the deepest feelings remain 
unspoken,” the result of a parentless late-
Victorian upbringing and a conviction that 
an Englishman did not allow the upper lip to 
unstiffen. But isn’t the point about Emsworth 
that, though he had few detectable emotions, 
this was only because he got his satisfactions 
comprehensively from pig-raising and garden-

pottering? So, too, with Wodehouse, if you 
replace pigs with dogs. (“Keep me supplied 
with news about the pug, in whom I am very 
interested.”)

This collection, far from suggest-
ing that Wodehouse was a man either 
of triviality or repression—for he could 

write with grace and sensitivity when needed, 
such as in consolatory letters to friends—
leads me to conclude that he was just an ex-
travagantly odd bird. There is a revealing 1938 
letter to Townend that does not appear in this 
book; in it Wodehouse confides: “I stay all the 
time in a sort of artificial world of my own cre-
ation.” Now, it is true, as Barry Day noted per-
ceptively, that one way we know Wodehouse 
was an “unworldly literary recluse” is that he 

“makes sure to constantly tell us so himself.” 
At the same time, there is just so much cor-
roboration of his essential ethereal oddness, 
and so little evidence of any masks inadver-
tently slipping, that one is overwhelmed with 
a sense that author and characters alike really 
did live in a tiny, sunlit realm of cocktails and 
camaraderie, where nothing is ever quite se-
rious. Let inferior others explore the gloomy 
dislocations of modernity. Wodehouse, re-
flecting on changing theater tastes, observed 
that instead of chorus girls, the “big moment 
in one of these musicals is where the hero-
ine—I suppose you would call her—watches 
her husband die of heart disease.” Here was a 
decent soul who lived with one foot in his own 
imaginary domain, or modeled that comic 
otherworld on his actual loopy take on life, or 
some blend of both.

His day-to-day life might have occurred at 
fictional Brinkley Court or Bumpleigh Hall. 

“Great excitement last night,” he writes his 
cherished step-daughter Leonora. “Mum-
mie came into my room at half-past two and 
woke me out of the dreamless to say that mice 
had been snootering her.” His interest in the 
existing world, in which he had more experi-
ence than most—from struggling Greenwich 
Village upstart to million-a-year Hollywood 
swell—was limited by its adaptability to his 
literature. In 1944 Paris, after gunfire broke 
out in a spot he had been standing in mo-
ments before, he watched a girl’s corpse laid 
beside him. “It was all very exciting,” he says, 
using a strangely unvaried word for a man 

who contributed hundreds of them to the 
O.E.D., “but no good to me from a writing 
point of view.” The remark would seem heart-
less but for that persistent understatement. 
Dead children have no place in Wodehouse. 
(I note, however, one departure from his cus-
tomary apoliticism: a sustained disgust with 
socialists. “A burglar,” we read in Gentleman 
of Leisure, “is only a practical socialist. People 
talk a lot about the redistribution of wealth. 
The burglar goes out and does it.” And so far 
as I know the only time Jeeves is actually per-
turbed—he reels—occurs when he is thrust 
unawares into the presence of a bearded 
Commie poseur.)

The no-interior-life account has 
one crucial limit. The two correspon-
dents to whom Wodehouse bared all 

were his wife, Ethel, and Leonora. “Mummie 
was saying such sweet things about you in the 
cab,” he wrote Leonora. “We wept in company 
on each other’s shoulders at thoughts that we 
had to leave you.” So devoted was he that when 
he learned of her death—she hemorrhaged 
after a routine operation, writes Ratcliffe, but 
a “bombing raid in the night meant that her 
call for assistance was not heard, and she was 
left to die”—Wodehouse was heartbroken. “I 
really feel that nothing matters much now,” he 
said. That year he sent Ethel a letter from a 
French hospital where he was being held, but 
it was lost in transit:

This is such a hurried letter, sweetheart, 
and I feel I’m leaving out all I really want 
to say. I think of you all the time and 
love you more than ever. Every minute! 
I can’t believe that two people who love 
each other as we do can be separated 
long.

Decades later the letter was found and mailed 
to Ethel in Long Island, finally arriving in 
1977—two years after the author’s death. 
Wodehouse did have an interior life, it turns 
out, and it consisted entirely of love.

Joseph Tartakovsky is the James Wilson Fellow 
in Constitutional Law at the Claremont Institute, 
a contributing editor of the Claremont Review 
of Books, and an attorney in the San Francisco 
office of Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP.
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Essay by Michael Anton

Land’s End

Some coincidences are so strik-
ing—Adams and Jefferson both dying 
on July 4, 1826—they make fate seem 

plausible. Others are merely felicitous but per-
haps more revealing. Exactly 500 years ago, a 
Florentine and a Spaniard set out on voyages 
of exploration, the former in search of “new 
modes and orders,” the latter of “unknown 
waters and lands.” They were connected by 
nothing but fortune, yet in hindsight, their 
momentous discoveries seem destined to col-
lide and combine on what would become the 
American shore of the Pacific.

On September 1, 1513, Vasco Núñez de 
Balboa set out from Santa María la Antigua 
del Darién, the first European settlement on 
the American continent—which Balboa him-
self had founded only three years before—in 
search of “the other sea” spoken of with rev-
erence by the natives. It had to be—he just 
knew—the gateway to the many fabled lands 
shot through with gold that—he just knew—
peppered the New World. 

The fabulistic literature of Spain’s nascent 
imperial age fired the conquistadors’ lust for 
lucre. “Know ye that on the right hand of the 
Indies there is an island called California, 
very near the Terrestrial Paradise,” wrote 
Garci Rodríguez Ordóñez de Montalvo in 
an adventure tale published in 1510—an is-
land on which, we learn as the story unfolds, 
every flake, every nugget, every vein of metal 
is gold.

Twenty-five days later, Balboa and the rem-
nant of his party reached the summit of the 
mountains that divide the Isthmus of Pana-
ma and there it was, sparkling and blue, be-
fore their eyes. Moved by the sight, chaplain 
Andrés de Vera sang the Ambrosian Hymn. 
Other men erected stone pyramids and, with 
their swords, engraved crosses on the barks of 
trees to mark the spot of the second greatest 
discovery of the age.

Because the western coast of the Isthmus 
faces south, Balboa called the waters “the 
South Sea.” Magellan would provide the en-
during name, inspired by the preternatural 
calm he encountered six years later on his 
passage from Tierra del Fuego to the Mari-
anas. When Cortés discovered the mouth of 
the gulf that as late as 1940 John Steinbeck 
still called by that explorer’s name, either tak-
ing Montalvo literally or merely inspired by 
his myth, he assumed he had found an island 
and called it California. His lieutenants Ulloa 
and Alarcón proved that Baja was a peninsula 
but the misperception would persist on maps 
for another two centuries, until Europeans fi-
nally started coming to stay, to build the last 
outpost of a rising West.

Back across the first sea, on the old con-
tinent, Niccolò Machiavelli was living under 
house arrest in his family villa in Sant’Andrea 
in Percussina, a small village about five miles 
south of Florence, then as now the heart of 
the Tuscan wine country. The Florentine 

republic he had ably served for 14 years had 
been overthrown the year before. The return-
ing Medici summarily fired Florence’s most 
brilliant public servant, accused him of sedi-
tion, conspiracy, and treason, then hung him 
from the ceiling of his prison cell and dislo-
cated his shoulders. Satisfied that he posed no 
danger to their rule, they allowed him to live, 
but in a kind of half-exile, forbidden to pass 
the city walls.

Niccolò’s subsequent life combined low rap-
scallionism and high seriousness in the most 
improbable way. By day he drank, whored, 
and gambled. By night he read the Greek and 
Latin classics, pondered the wisdom of the 
ancients, and wrote. He produced a number 
of lasting works, including several poems, two 
plays, a history of his native city, a dialogue on 
war, and the two great philosophic treatises 
into which he packed everything he knew.

In 1513 Machiavelli finished The Prince, 
the shorter and by far more famous of the two. 
Though not published until 1532, five years af-
ter his death, the manuscript was privately cir-
culated among his friends and fellow travelers. 
The other volume, the Discourses on the First 
Ten Books of Titus Livy (published in 1531), 
was probably finished later, though the bulk of 
the writing occurred during the fertile year of 
1513. Machiavelli chose not to publish these 
books during his lifetime partly to avoid the 
persecution that would surely have followed, 
but also so that he could polish them until his 
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last breath to ensure that he transmitted his 
ideas to the ages exactly as he wanted. He ex-
pected great things from these books.

Niccolò’s Ire

And Nicholas Machiavel so loved the world, 
that he sought to rid it once and for all of 
the influence of God’s son, so that men—
no longer believing in Him—might enjoy 
this life, the only one they are going to get.

Machiavelli’s ambition was 
nothing less than to destroy Chris-
tianity and replace it with the rule 

of reason, in the service of men’s needs and 
wants in the here and now. If he didn’t quite 
pull it off, the sight of empty pews across 
the highway from jam-packed strip malls is 
enough to inspire a grudging respect for his 
audacity and abilities.

Machiavelli’s “anti-theological ire,” as Leo 
Strauss called it, had both a practical and a 
theoretical basis. He saw the institutional 
Church of his time as corrupt and meddle-
some, keeping Italy divided and weak, inter-
fering everywhere it had influence, and look-
ing out for its earthly interests above all else. 
Worse, he believed, it promoted and exploited 
the inherent disconnect between men’s yearn-
ing for salvation and their patriotism by stok-
ing the former and tamping the latter. Niccolò 
half expected invasion and conquest by Slavic 
or Islamic hoards, whom he considered far 
more formidable than the Christian masses. 
In the Muslim case, his prediction almost 
came to pass.

Doctrinally, the faith’s emphasis on men’s 
private beliefs as opposed to outward behav-
ior gave the prelates a particularly insidious 
weapon, which they used with alacrity. It ter-
rified the people with the possibility of eter-
nal torment not merely for what they did or 
did not do but for what they thought. And it 
sapped men’s initiative by setting their highest 
aspirations beyond this world and encourag-
ing strength in suffering but not in doing, so 
that men, “to go to paradise, think more of en-
during their beatings than of avenging them.”

In Machiavelli’s indictment, Christianity 
induces an even deeper, more insidious com-
placency than this. Through natural brilliance, 
rare inclination, and intense effort, the ancient 
philosophers were able to achieve serenity and 
independence of mind that set them above—
not to say indifferent to, but unperturbed 
by—the ordinary and even the extraordinary 
fears and anxieties of mankind. Christianity 
offered a dumbed-down version of this qual-
ity, stripped of its inherent strength, complex-
ity, and difficulty of achievement, reduced as 

it were to the lowest common denominator. 
This produced a toxic mixture of complacency, 
self-satisfaction, and resignation. To the ex-
tent that men could rouse themselves to do 
anything at all, it was to pray. The most bril-
liant became not philosophers or princes but 
monks. Christendom was afflicted with “ambi-
tious leisure.” Machiavelli scooped Nietzsche’s 
quip that Christianity is Platonism for the 
masses by 400 years. 

How did Christianity triumph? In a nut-
shell, the Romans were so virtuous (and 
lucky) that they managed to conquer the en-
tire ancient world, in the process sapping the 
strength of every civilization in the Mediter-
ranean and—eventually—their own. Lack-
ing threats to hone their virtue, and with all 
the world’s wealth pouring into the capital, 
the Roman people became corrupt, insouci-
ant about the virtues necessary to maintain 
their superpower status, and susceptible to 
fads. Structurally, the conquests—coupled 
with Rome’s liberal admission of outsiders to 
citizenship and incorporation of foreign gods 
into the Roman pantheon—knocked down 
the firewalls that would, in all earlier times, 
have prevented the viral spread of an innova-
tive, universalist religion.

But the crucial factor was the nature of 
Christianity’s appeal. Poverty and abjectness 
were endemic throughout the ancient world; 
one might say they appeared to be the natural 
condition of mankind. The Roman conquests 
supplied an admixture of political humilia-
tion to that already depressing combination. 
Those living under the Roman yoke had no 
means of retaliation—except the invention of 
a religion that makes a virtue of weakness by 
turning weakness into a virtue. Christianity, 
Machiavelli insinuates, was founded by the 
weak to weaken the strong.

And, in his judgment, it worked. Spectacu-
larly. Many axes felled the mighty Roman 
Empire but in Machiavelli’s account, the en-
feebling doctrines of Christianity earn pride 
of place. A millennium of stagnation and ig-
norance followed, which Machiavelli set him-
self the task of overcoming.

Back at the Rancho

It is one of history’s ironies that a 
society which would eventually become 
one of the world’s most hypermodern was 

born from an attempt to spread the very faith 
that Old Nick himself labored so hard to kill. 

In 1542, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo—in 
search of gold, native civilizations, and the 

“Strait of Anián” which supposedly linked the 
Pacific Ocean to the St. Lawrence River—be-
came the first European to reach California 

proper. He didn’t find what he was looking 
for but only relentless southbound winds and 
currents that made—and still make—beat-
ing northward an endless misery. He reached 
as far as the mouth of the Russian River, 60 
miles past San Francisco Bay—the entrance 
to which, like every other mariner who passed 
it for two centuries, Cabrillo missed behind 
the fog—before turning back in despair. His 
little armada put in for repairs on San Miguel 
Island where Cabrillo slipped on some rocks, 
broke his leg, contracted gangrene, and died.

That island still looks today as all of Cali-
fornia did then: harsh, remote, forbidding, 
beautiful but barren, unpopulated, hostile to 
human habitation. Spanish colonial officials 
declined to waste more resources on missions 
to nowhere. For 200 years they maintained a 
brisk trade between their New World posses-
sions and the Far East, using California as a 
backstop. Favorable winds carried the Manila 
Galleons eastbound across the Pacific to Cape 
Mendocino, and then down, down, down to 
Mexico along the gentle California Current, 
never touching the shore. There was no point 
because there were no ports.

When Spaniards finally tried to make 
something of their discovery, they dispatched 
a party of Franciscan friars who walked the 
1,500 miles from Mexico City to what is now 
San Diego where, over the next half century, 
they built a religious colony so medieval it 
would have seemed hopelessly backward even 
in Machiavelli’s time. Progress—the aim of 
Machiavelli’s intellectual revolution and by 
the mid-18th century a seemingly unstop-
pable wave throughout the rest of the West—
was not their purpose.

Saving souls was. Prehistoric until the ar-
rival of the friars, California haltingly entered 
the Middle Ages while the American East 
basked in the Age of Reason.

Independence from Spain ended formal 
theocracy in California in 1821, but changed 
little else. The Californios did, however, 
learn that the conquistadors’ initial impres-
sion of the land was not quite correct. Cali-
fornia, as the long experience of its small In-
dian population proved, is more than capable 
of supporting a relative few in luxurious in-
dolence. Though admittedly an outlier on a 
hostile globe, physical California stands in 
implicit contradiction to Machiavelli’s teach-
ing that nature is almost always and every-
where man’s enemy, to be opposed, defeated, 
and exploited. The Californios—with famil-
iar yet forgotten names like Castro, Figueroa, 
Pico, and Sepulveda—enjoyed the ease and 
abundance of life on their ranchos and ac-
complished next to nothing in the Zorro era: 
leisure without ambition.
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phy professor and keen student of California’s 
character, lamented that the events of 1846 
constituted the “original sin” of American 
California. 

The Americanos wanted California—very 
badly. Boston Brahmin, Harvard drop-out 
(to be fair, he eventually finished), and ordi-
nary seaman Richard Henry Dana—of Dana 
Point fame—in 1840 called San Francisco 
Bay the finest spot for human habitation on 
the planet. Two years later, the U.S. ambas-
sador to Mexico described the whole region as 

“the richest, the most beautiful and the health-
iest country in the world…with the acquisi-
tion of Upper California we should have the 
same ascendency on the Pacific” that America 
then enjoyed on the Atlantic.

John C. Frémont, America’s answer to 
Bonaparte, agreed. Frémont’s army duties had 
taken him on two exploratory expeditions to 
the West, his reports on which had made him 
a star of a magnitude only slightly behind Lew-
is and Clark. The popular press nicknamed 
him “the Pathfinder.” Frémont was unusually 
well connected. Not only was he the son-in-
law of Senator Thomas Hart “Manifest Des-
tiny” Benton of Missouri, before leaving on 
his third expedition, as war loomed between 
the United States and Mexico, he managed to 

because they feared unintended consequenc-
es, especially that practice would corrupt 
theory. That fear, Machiavelli replies, was 
tantamount not merely to cowardice but to 
unilateral disarmament.

For the classics—their third error—had 
chosen to ally with “the great” over against “the 
people.” The former, imbued with spirit and 
usually with money, were after all more natu-
rally sympathetic to high-minded, smooth-
talking wastrels. But the neglected people 
were left open to an appeal from the ultimate 
tribune of the plebs.

Machiavelli’s remedy was to break the 
taboo, to give philosophy a practical project. 
The success of Christianity proved that man 
is malleable. The people can be won over with 
tangible benefits. Philosophy can rule.

Fremont’s Follies 

In 1849, modernity abruptly smashed 
into California, hauled by the Yanquis 
over the Rockies and around Cape Horn. 

But it made a tragicomic debut three years 
earlier.

Machiavelli enjoyed insinuating that all 
societies are founded in some great crime.        
Josiah Royce, a Grass Valley-born philoso-

The Birth of the Modern

Machiavelli had in mind a fully 
formed replacement for Christian-
ity. Since few (if any) of his specific 

proposals were ever implemented exactly as 
prescribed, their precise outlines are no longer 
so important. But Machiavelli’s principles—
the principles that made modernity—remain 
all around us.

Machiavelli formulated those principles in 
response to what he judged the classics’ three 
fundamental errors, each flowing inexorably 
into the next.

First, the classics assumed the goodness of 
the world and of man. This led them to fab-
ricate “imagined republics and principalities” 
that set lofty goals which even the classics ad-
mitted were unrealizable. Machiavelli coun-
ters that man is bad, not good, and the world 
is stingy or, at most, indifferent. Yet man can 
be made good through the judicious applica-
tion of necessary force, just as chance—the 
earth’s governing principle (to the extent that 
it has one)—can be forced to be more coop-
erative if man doesn’t set his sights too high.

But first man must overcome the classics’ 
second error of placing a taboo against phi-
losophy getting too mixed up with politics 
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score an audience with President James Polk. 
Not bad for a captain in the Corps of Topo-
graphical Engineers.

The trip was ostensibly to find the source 
of the Arkansas River. But Frémont had other 
plans. Leading only 60 men, he quickly aban-
doned any interest in the river and entered 
California. Opportunities for immortal glory 
were slim: in 1846, Californios numbered 
fewer than 10,000—at most a fifth of those 
able-bodied men—scattered over more than 
100,000 square miles with only two cities of 
any significance.

Frémont made the most of the matter at 
hand. As he traversed what would shortly be-
come the 31st state—ignoring his orders and 
defying the wishes of several Mexican officials 
who demanded that he leave—he did every-
thing he could to agitate Anglo settlers to re-
volt against Mexico.

Some of them listened. In June, 33 armed 
cowboys, ranchers, farmers, and assorted 
drunks and criminals seized the small Mexi-
can garrison at Sonoma, raised a hand-paint-
ed flag and declared the “California Republic.” 
Hearing the news, Frémont raced south to 
take charge. But not before his troops mas-
sacred every man, woman, and child in a 
Klamath Indian fishing village whose inhab-

itants may—or may not—have participated 
in a prior attack on the company. Frémont 
also ordered the shooting of three unarmed, 
distinguished Californios on the ground that 

“I have got no room for prisoners.” Perhaps 
Royce had a point.

Frémont began the conquest of California 
before the outbreak of the Mexican-Ameri-
can War and completed it—with a little help 
from the Navy—before news of hostilities 
reached him or any other American official 
in the West. Though comparisons to Machia-
velli’s ur-founders—Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, 
and Theseus—would be risible, Frémont’s ad-
ventures do underscore Machiavelli’s teach-
ings that glory-seeking unscrupulousness 
is the prime mover of history and that “it is 
necessary to be alone if one wishes to order a 
republic anew.”

Frémont was eventually court-martialed 
and convicted of mutiny, disobedience, and 
misconduct. Not that his employer showed 
any inclination to give California back. Ma-
chiavelli is often credited—incorrectly—for 
having coined the line “the end justifies the 
means.” He did, however, say that where the 
deed accuses, the effect excuses, which is a 
better line. President Polk evidently agreed 
and commuted Frémont’s sentence.

Two years later, James Marshall found a 
gold nugget in the American River near Colo-
ma, a small settlement in the Sierra Foothills. 
The race to build a modern society began, al-
most literally, the next day.

Modernity Comes to California

In a famous passage in the discourses, 
Machiavelli pretends that the world’s 
choicest spots will always be available to 

founders looking to build anew. California 
seems almost to have been created to prove 
him right. It was, in 1849, the ultimate “mat-
ter” on which modern man could impose any 
modes and orders of his devising. Vast, empty, 
resource rich, boasting the world’s finest cli-
mate, two of its best harbors, and teeming 
with opportunity, here was a new Eden, the 
perfect home for a perfectible being. With 
one difference: Eden had not wanted im-
provement. California arguably didn’t need 
much either but got it anyway, good and hard.

There is perhaps no better symbol of form 
forced on matter than the fabled streets of 
San Francisco. Jasper O’Farrell—incidentally, 
an eyewitness to and chronicler of Frémont’s 
execution (murder?) of José de los Reyes Ber-
reyesa and Francisco and Ramon De Haro—
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was the surveyor hired to lay out the city. Gaz-
ing at the “Seven Hills” of the San Francisco 
Peninsula, he dismissed out of hand the an-
cient mode of winding roads paying deference 
to topographical contours. Instead, he seared 
a grid of iron regularity onto the land. That 
the steepness of many streets made them un-
navigable was solved by another innovation, 
Andrew Smith Hallidie’s grip cable car, which 
pulls men and machine up, up, up slopes that 
hooves can’t handle.

California began its life under American 
rule as a purely extractive economy: rape the 
Mother Lode for every fleck and speck of 
gold she would yield. To this ancient mode of 
earning bread and feathering nests, the 49ers 
applied wholly modern methods, above all 
hydraulic and dredge mining, whose scars on 
the land remain to this day. At the more hon-
orable mode of taking out of the ground not 
merely what you find but what you first put in 
yourself, Californius Americanus was no less 
ingenious. Machiavelli’s pupil and successor 
Francis Bacon described their joint project as 

“the conquest of nature for the relief of man’s 
estate.” Nowhere has nature been more thor-
oughly subdued than in California. To take 
a land that can barely supply enough water 
for a backyard herb garden and irrigate it so 
thoroughly that today it produces more food 
than all but five of the globe’s entire countries 
must be counted one of mankind’s most im-
pressive achievements—truly a Wonder of 
the Modern World.

That Californians were able to apply this 
ingenuity in infinite ways is the chief reason 
why, virtually alone, their society was able to 
overcome the economists’ infamous “resource 
curse.” Indeed, as intelligent observers intu-
ited at the time and subsequent research has 
proved, the real profiteers of the Gold Rush 
were not the miners but the merchants who 
sold them their equipment. One may be 
tempted to conclude, on apparently Machia-
vellian grounds, that this arrangement was 
purely exploitive. But that misses the essential 
nature of the California character, which has 
always been defined by Machiavelli’s “quasi-
impossible combination” of wily practicality 
with utopian fabulism.

Niccolò’s Dream

The california dream is no mere 
updating of its American parent. His-
torian H.W. Brands observes that the 

old dream “was the dream of the Puritans, of 
Benjamin Franklin’s ‘Poor Richard’…of men 
and women content to accumulate their mod-
est fortunes a little at a time, year by year by 

year. The new dream was the dream of instant 
wealth, won in a twinkling by audacity and 
good luck.” Soaring expectations were one re-
sult, a fact captured by Steinbeck in the early 
pages of East of Eden, where he wrote that “[a] 
man who might have been well-to-do on ten 
acres in Europe was rat-poor on two thousand 
in California.”

To those who have imbibed their moder-
nity and been numbed by Machiavelli’s brute 
cynicism, the suggestion of any connection 
between Machiavellian cunning and utopian 
dreaming will appear implausible. But Machi-
avelli’s project is nothing if not utopian. “Put 
not thy faith in princes” may be said to encap-
sulate the classical teaching on moderation. 
Individual men may be perfectible but man-
kind is not, nor are any of the institutions men 
build. Machiavelli would concede the wisdom 
of not putting faith in individual princes, but 
in institutions—specifically in his own new 
modes and orders—he urges men to go all-
in. Politics may not have been perfectible in 

and magistrates protected his interests. Sci-
ence and technology eased his burdens and 
enriched his life. Getting rich quick was still a 
very real possibility, but with the added benefit 
that the surest path to instant wealth was now 
through innovation that profited everyone.

There was virtue too—and not merely the 
Machiavellian virtù of cunning ferocity. The 
explorers, the friars, and the first polyglot wave 
of miners brought courage to spare. Justice, 
wisdom, and moderation had to wait for the 
more characteristically American cohort who 
followed. California virtue is, or was, Ameri-
can virtue with a twist—of citrus, sunshine, 
impetuosity, optimism, exuberance, call the 
extra ingredient what you will. Somehow it 
helped to mingle and marry the toughness of 
the miners, the fortitude of the pioneers, the 
ingenuity of the dreamers, the shrewdness of 
the merchants, and the stolidity of the farm-
ers into a harmonious whole, like the tannins, 
fruit, and acid in a fine Napa wine. But this 
bottle turned out to be corked.

The corruptive effects of plenty, Machia-
velli teaches, can be overcome by good laws. 
These California had, at least in the beginning. 
Impartial courts replaced the lynch law of the 
gold fields. The state’s first constitution was a 
fine mirror of the federal effort of 1789. An at-
tempt by the “slave power” to spread servitude 
to the Pacific and manipulate California’s rise 
to splinter the nation was defeated. On this 
indispensable foundation, a plethora of goods 
arose.

But the utopian temptation inherent in 
Machiavelli’s call to master fortune eventu-
ally gave rise to Progressivism, America’s 
home-grown brand of corruption, which 
took over Sacramento (you might say as a 
pilot program) before subjugating Washing-
ton. That was hardly the only “ism” to emerge, 
unanticipated, from his thought. One could 
also name liberalism, historicism, positivism, 
subjectivism, relativism, socialism, hedonism, 
feminism, multiculturalism, and nihilism. 
Any one of them would have been bad enough. 
Together, they proved fatal.

Niccolò’s Error

“And this too shall pass away,” 
Lincoln said, to emphasize the im-
permanence of everything human. 

California’s golden age had to end, and Machi-
avelli supplies the reason: “Virtue gives birth 
to quiet, quiet to leisure, leisure to disorder, 
disorder to ruin,” he writes, pithily restating 
the classical teaching on the cycle of regimes. 
Machiavelli causes the birth of California and 
explains its demise.

the old sense—the direct rule of philosopher 
kings—but it is perfectible in the new sense: 
through the creation of institutions that de-
liver what most men actually want and can 
achieve, above all, security and prosperity.

California in the middle decades of the 
20th century may at first glance appear to be 
the ultimate vindication of Machiavelli’s vi-
sion. In a celebrated passage in the Discourses, 
he describes the “golden times” of Rome un-
der the Antonines: a “world full of peace and 
justice…the Senate with its authority, the 
magistrates with their honors, the rich citi-
zens enjoying their riches, nobility and virtue 
exalted…all quiet and good…the world in 
triumph…the peoples full of love and secu-
rity.” Stipulate the necessary adjustments to 
certain nouns and that is not a bad descrip-
tion of American California.

Peace, security, and riches were there in 
abundance, especially among il popolo. His-
torian Kevin Starr and others have observed 
that never and nowhere in history did the 
common man have it so good. The institutions 

The “blue state model” is 
coming to an end, and with

it both Machiavelli’s
experiment and the
California Dream.
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He thought he had found the key to over-
coming the cycle. This and that regime would 
surely die but the system—or, to use his own 
language, the “sect”—would go on forever. 
This new sect would override in importance 
any individual city or state or “mixed body,” 
i.e., human institution, and would move from 
strength to strength, achievement to achieve-
ment, in an endless upward arc of progress. So 
who was the real realist: Machiavelli, or the 
classical philosophers whose supposed uto-
pianism he so mercilessly attacked?

A partisan of Machiavelli might try to ar-
gue that had his scheme been followed to the 
letter, it would have worked—the perennial 
defense of the failed ideologue. It’s certainly 
true that in post-war California, a crucial 
part of Machiavelli’s equation was miss-
ing. He was concerned about men becoming 
slack where there was not enough necessity 
to force virtue. The solution was for men to 
impose necessity on themselves, through vi-
olent institutions—bloody public executions 
and the like—and through the ever-present 
threat of war. The Cold War—for 45 years 
central to California’s character and econo-
my—supplied some of the necessary tension. 
But then it too passed away—along with 
the bases, industries, and military culture 
it sustained and that in turn helped sustain 
the state—replaced by nothing. And Cali-
fornians were able to sit, in perfect weather 
and endless comfort, under their vine and fig 
tree, with none to make them afraid. They 
did what men in such times have always done 
and what Machiavelli warns they will always 
do: they became frivolous.

Machiavelli, himself, being not an ideo-
logue but a philosopher, would not have made 
such a defense. Not only did he not expect his 
precise instructions to be carried out to the 
letter, he actively sought to cultivate successors 
who would carry his enterprise “to the des-
tined place.” Their ingenuity was part of the 
project, built into the design from the begin-
ning. Changes must be made because to live is 
to change and to stagnate is to die, “for worldly 
things are not allowed by nature to stand still.” 
The changes made to Machiavelli’s instruc-
tions by his successors were mostly sensible, or 

appeared so when compared to the “revolting 
character” (as Strauss called it) of the original. 
And they brought great good to a very great 
number. Machiavelli and his early heirs mostly 
supplied what they said they would. Modern 
man is far healthier, richer, and freer than any 
of his ancestors.

Yet it hasn’t quite worked out as intend-
ed. It’s safe to say that Machiavelli would 
be appalled by contemporary California—a 
society perhaps more characteristically mod-
ern than any on the planet today. Above all, 
he would be repulsed by the slackness and 
flatness and silliness. He might also look 
askance at the rampant hedonism unalloyed 
with any virtue, but in his honesty he would 
have to admit that his ideas led to it, in al-
most a straight line.

Machiavelli’s error was, first, to overesti-
mate the dismalness of the Middle Ages and 
underestimate their strengths. Certainly den-
tistry was not among these, but Michael Knox 
Beran has written movingly of the human 
connections formed by the “market square” 
culture of the times—connections that mo-
dernity erodes just as relentlessly as the Pa-
cific carves away at the California coastline.

His greater error is coeval with his central 
premise: he set mankind’s sights too low. He 
savages religion, discards justice as a joke, ig-
nores teleology. Philosophy he transforms 
from an end into an instrument, from a way 
of life into a servant, on whose tray is “the end 
that each has before him, that is, glories and 
riches.” He offers satisfaction as a substitute 
for sublimity. But it proves to be an unsatisfy-
ing substitute. 

Machiavelli takes for granted that among 
those satisfied will be the philosophic few, 
each of whom will not only have the freedom 
to “hold and defend the opinion he wishes,” 
but will also enjoy unprecedented status as a 
writer-captain, one of mankind’s hidden rul-
ers. Yet he failed to anticipate the inexorable 
way that putting all society’s machinery to 
work at satisfying ordinary wants and needs 
would grind everything else into irrelevance. 
He should have: he understood that “nature 
has created men so that they are able to desire 
everything.”

Land’s End

As machiavelli hoped, a legion of 
thinkers answered his clarion call to 
conquer Fortuna. But many of them 

skipped the caveat: of our actions, Machiavelli 
cautions, she leaves only “half, or close to it, for 
us to govern.” The balance she reserves for her 
capricious self to do with as she will, without 
input. To voice such skepticism today is to risk 
being called a cynic. The “charm of competence” 
induced by Machiavelli’s revolution has indeed 
bewitched whole nations—and California per-
haps more thoroughly than anywhere.

The contemporary Californian truly be-
lieves that he can have it all: fantastic innova-
tion and regulation that protects against all 
contingencies, perfect job security and sky-
high economic growth, endless energy with-
out drilling—all gain, no pain, all the time. 
Californians believe unconsciously that His-
tory has an end state and they are It. That the 
idea is disproved on their own soil every day, 
in every way, never dims their implicit faith 
in the writer-captains who’ve promised them 
everything but proved unable to deliver.

What Walter Russell Mead calls “the blue 
state model” is coming to an end, and with it 
both Machiavelli’s experiment and the Cali-
fornia Dream. What comes next is hard to 
foresee and foolhardy to try. It won’t be better 
than California at its best. Catching lightning 
in a bottle is hard enough once; twice depends 
less on chance than providence. The natural 
beauty and much of what was built will still 
be there, to be enjoyed by coming generations, 
including—I hope—my own. That there is a 
future is some comfort, even if the achieve-
ments of the past will always cast an unflat-
tering shadow.

There are two famous spots on earth called 
Land’s End, where a country gives way to the 
great beyond. The English one is at the west-
ern tip of Cornwall, past which—at the height 
of Britain’s glory—lay empire, adventure, op-
portunity, and risk.

In San Francisco it is a nude beach.

Michael Anton is a Californian living in New 
York.
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Book Review by Douglas A. Jeffrey

Monument Valley
The Searchers: The Making of an American Legend, by Glenn Frankel.

Bloomsbury, 416 pages, $28

Glenn frankel interprets john 
Ford’s The Searchers as a film about 
race, missing what makes the film 

bookworthy. His interpretation is typical of 
contemporary criticism and dismissive of the 
older sort. Explaining why reviewers in 1956, 
when the film was released, didn’t mention 
race, Frankel cites Ford biographer Joseph 
McBride’s view that Americans then were en-
demically racist, thus blind to the obvious. He 
should look to the beam in his own eye.

Frankel’s book begins with a disproportion-
ately long account of the historical event behind 
the novel behind the film: In 1836, a band of 
Comanche attacked a stockade in Texas, mas-
sacring five settlers and taking five captives, in-
cluding nine-year-old Cynthia Parker. Cynthia 
spent 24 years in captivity and bore three chil-
dren before being returned to the world of her 
family and enduring, understandably sadly, the 
short time left her. More relevant to the novel 
and to the film is Cynthia’s uncle, James Parker, 
who spent eight years searching for the captives. 

Alan LeMay’s novel The Searchers, pub-
lished in 1954, set the massacre and kidnap-
ping in 1868 and chronicled an eight-year 
search for a girl named Debbie by her uncle, 

a Confederate war veteran named Amos 
Edwards, and a wholly imagined character 
named Martin Pawley. Frankel characterizes 
the uncle in the novel as motivated solely by 
hate, which is inexplicable given that Amos 
articulates the theme of the novel—pioneer 
virtue and stoic endurance—in a speech re-
peated almost verbatim in the film, but by a 
settler woman: 

This is a rough country. It’s a country 
know how to scour a human man right 
off the face of itself. A Texan is noth-
ing but a human man way out on a limb. 
This year, and next year, and maybe for a 
hundred more. But I don’t think it’ll be 
forever. Some day this country will be 
a fine good place to be. Maybe it needs 
our bones in the ground before that 
time can come.

Frankel suggests that Ford reassigned these 
words in the film because the uncle, renamed 
Ethan Edwards, is played by John Wayne, for 
whom the sentiment was “too philosophical.” 
The more plausible explanation is that Ford 
altered the uncle’s character in the film, mak-

ing it considerably darker to suit the story and 
theme Ford aimed to convey, so the speech no 
longer fit him.

For frankel and other contempo-
rary critics, Ethan’s dark and vengeful 
anger in The Searchers is reducible to 

racism. Indeed, Frankel views Ford and all his 
westerns through the prism of race: there is 
something “malign,” he writes, in Ford’s treat-
ment of Indians in his 1924 silent film The 
Iron Horse; in Stagecoach in 1939, Apaches are 
unduly depicted as “murderers and rapists”; 
Two Rode Together in 1961 endorses “racist 
sentiments.” At best, Ford is inconsistently 
racist: biographer McBride is cited as approv-
ing of Fort Apache, made in 1948, as “pro-In-
dian,” but aghast that two years later, with Rio 
Grande, Ford was back to making “a racist hate 
movie about Indians.” And Frankel asserts, of-
fering no proof, that scriptwriter Frank Nu-
gent “tempered some of Ford’s patriotic bom-
bast and latent racism.” (More below on the 
implied link between patriotism and racism.)

One wonders why Frankel doesn’t join 
Quentin Tarantino—who said of Ford in an 
interview last year: “To say the least, I hate 
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him”—and simply wash his hands of Ford. 
Perhaps, since Ford is so widely recognized 
as the greatest American filmmaker, it is for 
art’s sake that Frankel and others feel they 
must bend over backwards to defend him 
from critics like John Tuska, for whom The 
Searchers is “one of the most viciously anti-
Indian films ever made,” comprising noth-
ing less than an “argument in favor of killing 
Indians.” In any case, the critical consensus 
today, adopted by Frankel, is that Ethan Ed-
wards embodies America’s racist heritage; 
thus The Searchers forces moviegoers—who 
identify with Wayne—to confront their own 
racism.

Oddly, ford himself seems to have 
bent over backwards to make it clear 
that The Searchers was not about 

race. The practical effect of how he altered 
Ethan’s character, for instance, is to draw 
obvious parallels between Ethan and the Co-
manche chief Scar. Scar kills Debbie’s family, 
and Ethan for much of the film intends to 
kill rather than rescue Debbie herself; Ethan 
shows disrespect for the settlers’ Christianity 
when he interrupts a funeral, but respect for 
Indian beliefs when he shoots out the eyes of 
a corpse to deny him rest; when Ethan meets 
Scar, their faces appear as mirror images, and 
their exchange reveals that they act from iden-
tical motives. Ethan takes Scar’s scalp, even 
though he didn’t kill Scar—something not 
even an Indian would do; and in the famous 
final scene, Ethan is excluded from the com-
munity to go on wandering like Scar’s band, 
the Nawyecka—a Comanche word Ethan 
translates as “goes about.”

And what of Martin Pawley, the adopted 
son of Ethan’s murdered brother and Ethan’s 
companion on the search? As the years go by 
he grows into manhood; he stands ready to 
defend Debbie from Ethan; he is ultimately 
responsible for Debbie’s rescue; he kills Scar; 
and he is readopted into the community. 
Ethan dominates the film and is the charac-
ter we most remember; but from the point of 
view of the settler community within the film, 
Martin Pawley is the hero. And whereas in 
LeMay’s novel Martin was white, Ford makes 
him part Indian. How could he have made it 
clearer that race is not the point?

So what is the film about? Frankel cites 
Jean-Luc Godard as comparing its finale to 

“Ulysses being reunited with Telemachus,” 
but doesn’t follow up. He could have profited 
by reading a couple of splendid essays in Print 
the Legend: Politics, Culture, and Civic Virtue 
in the Films of John Ford edited by Sidney 
A. Pearson, Jr. (2009). Paul Cantor’s “The 
Western and Western Drama: John Ford’s 

The Searchers and the Oresteia,” discusses the 
film as a classic revenge story in which the 

“revenge ethic is characteristic of pre-political 
situations” at a moment of transition to civi-
lization. “Cowboys versus Indians in Ford,” 
Cantor writes, “turns out to be a reprise of 
Greeks versus barbarians in ancient epic and 
tragedy and involves a similar degree of com-
plexity.” He cautions critics to “pause and 
reflect before condemning either Homer or 
Ford as racist,” pointing out that neither con-
structs a simple opposition between Greek/
cowboy and barbarian/Indian. Indeed, both 
Homer and Ford suggest that something 
grand is lost in the transition to civilization, 
represented in the savage heroes—Achil-
les and Ethan Edwards—who alone possess 
the virtues to make the transition possible 
but who are left behind. “The critics who in-
sist on referring to Ethan as a villain,” Can-
tor writes, “have evidently forgotten what a 
tragic hero is.”

John Marini’s “Defending the West: John 
Ford and the Creation of the Epic Western,” 
expands on Jorge Luis Borges’s claim that the 
epic tradition, neglected by modern “literary 
men” of Europe and the Americas, was saved 
in the 20th century by the Hollywood west-
ern. That tradition, Marini argues, had been 
dealt a near deathblow by Progressivism, 
which in its focus on the future denied the ex-
istence of the eternal things—“whether God, 
the gods, the ideas, or nature”—on which the 
epic depends. Westerns, on the other hand, 

“understood the past…in an unhistorical way,” 
probing “the antinomy between nature and 
convention, savagery and civilization, law 
and justice, the individual and the commu-
nity.” Films like The Searchers address human 
situations and problems that are always with 
us. It was only after the 1970s that western 
films “lost sight of the universal human prob-
lems,” by trying “to understand the past in 
light of contemporary opinions and prevail-
ing prejudices.”

It makes sense in this light that in 
misreading The Searchers as a critique of 
racism, Frankel characterizes it as “the 

forerunner of the postmodern wave of intro-
spective westerns” that culminated in films 
like Unforgiven in 1992—films that “dissect 
the values and assumptions of the genre.” On 
its face, however, this is an extraordinary claim, 
given that John Ford himself, by all accounts, 
created the classic American western and de-
fined its so-called values and assumptions.

Frankel describes the pre-postmodern 
western as offering “a comforting pseudohis-
torical narrative of America as an exceptional 
and triumphant nation, built on a foundation 

of frontier values of rugged independence, 
rough justice, and moral certitude.” And try 
as he and others might to identify Ford with 
such a view, there is not a jot or a tittle of any-
thing pseudo about the virtues, about hero-
ism, or about the exceptionalism of civiliza-
tion in The Searchers or any other Ford film. 
This is why Quentin Tarantino hates Ford 
and not Clint Eastwood, and why Eastwood’s 
Unforgiven is customarily praised as a reac-
tion against the John Ford western. This reac-
tion is commonly described as one of realism 
against myth, understanding myth as pseudo 
history. But is the postmodern view of a world 
with only anti-heroes, a world beyond good 
and evil, truly closer to reality than the old-
er view reflected in the epic tradition drawn 
upon by Ford?

The disturbing quality of the 
Searchers is felt most jarringly in a 
scene where the lovely and innocent 

Laurie Jorgensen, Martin Pawley’s love in-
terest who is played by Vera Miles, echoes 
Ethan’s view that it would be best to kill 
Debbie, since she has been defiled by her cap-
tors and has “savage brats of her own.” This 
uncharacteristic outburst is no more about 
racism than is Ethan’s characteristic anger—
Laurie is wild to marry Martin, part Indian 
or not—and even more than Ethan’s anger 
it is meant to show the fragility of civiliza-
tion, which is always under threat. In this re-
gard, Marini has suggested that all of Ford’s 
films following World War II—when Ford, 
reporting to Bill Donovan in the Office of 
Strategic Services, filmed not only the ma-
jor battles but the German death camps—
contain an element of pessimism about the 
endurance of the virtues required to defend 
civilization.

Frankel relates an apropos story that Ford, 
a keen student of history, likely knew and 
absorbed: Charles Goodnight, the legend-
ary cattleman who had served in the Texas 
Rangers in his youth, came upon a man in 
1860 whose daughter and son-in-law had just 
been slaughtered by a band of Comanche and 
Kiowa. The man was sitting before a fireplace, 
roasting an Indian scalp on a dogwood stick. 

“As I entered he looked back over his shoulder,” 
Goodnight recalled, “and bid me good morn-
ing, and then turned to his work of roasting 
the scalp. I don’t think I ever looked at so sad 
a face.”

We miss the point of The Searchers at our 
peril.

Douglas A. Jeffrey is vice president for external 
affairs at Hillsdale College and a senior fellow of 
the Claremont Institute.
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Book Review by Larry Arnhart

Natural Right and Natural History
The Social Conquest of Earth, by Edward O. Wilson.

Liveright Publishing, 352 pages, $27.95 (cloth), $17.95 (paper)

Paul gauguin’s most famous paint-
ing shows several human figures set in 
a Tahitian landscape. They display the 

human life cycle from infancy to adulthood to 
old age. One corner of the painting has three 
questions: Where do we come from? What 
are we? Where are we going? 

To answer these fundamental questions, 
Edward O. Wilson’s new book suggests, we 
need to unify all our knowledge of nature by 
combining the natural sciences, the social sci-
ences, and the humanities. Traditionally, we 
have looked to religion, philosophy, or the cre-
ative arts to answer these great questions. Wil-
son, a Pulitzer Prize-winning biologist and 
Harvard professor emeritus, argues that these 
three ways to understand the human condi-
tion have failed. This leaves science—in its 
quest for a complete knowledge of nature—as 
the only way to understand the human story. 

Wilson separates philosophy from science, 
because he assumes that philosophy must rely 
purely on introspection and logic without 
scientists’ empirical research. In doing so he 
turns away from the position he took in an 
earlier book, Consilience: The Unity of Knowl-
edge (1998), which argued that the search for 

the unification of all knowledge of nature be-
gan in Greek antiquity with Thales of Mile-
tus and Aristotle. Aristotle saw moral and po-
litical philosophy as a biological science, and 
what we call “natural science” was for centu-
ries described as “natural philosophy.” Wilson 
acknowledged the force of this disposition in 
Consilience, identifying his biological science 
of ethics and politics as an extension of the 
empiricism of Aristotle, David Hume, and 
Charles Darwin, as opposed to the transcen-
dentalist tradition of Plato, Immanuel Kant, 
and John Rawls.

If Wilson’s project for a Darwinian uni-
fication of knowledge is to succeed, it must 
revive that Aristotelian tradition of natural 
philosophy. Darwin himself adopted ideas 
from David Hume and Adam Smith about 
the natural moral sentiments. Even the con-
cept of the evolutionary emergence of life as 
an unintended order was derived from Smith 
and other Scottish philosophers. 

Recently, evolutionary moral psy-
chologists, such as Jonathan Haidt, 
have recognized they are reviving the 

empiricist moral philosophy of Aristotle and 

Hume. Some contemporary philosophers 
have embraced “experimental philosophy” 
as a way of putting their ideas to the test of 
empirical scientific research. A few political 
scientists have begun to argue that their sci-
ence needs to become a biopolitical science 
of political animals. All of this contributes 
to a modern renewal of the ancient quest for 
a philosophical science of nature through 
a Darwinian natural philosophy. We must 
wonder, however, whether such a Darwin-
ian natural philosophy is inherently—and 
fatally—reductionist and nihilist.

Wilson’s reductionism is suggested by his 
statement in Consilience about reducing all 
knowledge to physics: “all tangible phenom-
ena, from the birth of stars to the working 
of social institutions, are based on material 
processes that are ultimately reducible, how-
ever long and tortuous the sequences, to the 
laws of physics.” This strong reductionism is 
so implausible that even Wilson cannot con-
sistently embrace it. In most of Consilience, 
he actually rejected “physics envy,” and he 
insisted that biologists must “inevitably en-
counter emergence, the appearance of com-
plex phenomena not predictable from the ba-
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University Press of Kansas

Republicans and Race 
The GOP’s Frayed Relationship with 
African Americans, 1945–1974 
Timothy N. Thurber

“A monumental work. For decades to come, this will 
be the definitive study of the Republican Party and 
race in the years following World War II. It is 
exhaustively researched, meticulously written, and 
slays a bucketful of myths.”—David Nichols, 
author of A Matter of Justice: Eisenhower and the 
Beginning of the Civil Rights Revolution

512 pages, 18 photos, Cloth $39.95

New from KANSAS

The People’s Martyr 
Thomas Wilson Dorr and His 1842 
Rhode Island Rebellion
Erik J. Chaput

“Deeply researched and clearly written, Chaput’s 
book presents the fullest and most balanced 
account of Dorr and his extraordinary 1842 Rhode 
Island rebellion.”—Gordon S. Wood, Pulitzer 
Prize-winning author of The Radicalism of the 
American Revolution

336 pages, 30 photos, Cloth $34.95

Writing the Gettysburg Address 
Martin P. Johnson

“With Sherlock Holmes-like ingenuity and sophisti-
cation, Johnson solves a number of mysteries sur-
rounding the composition, delivery, and reception 
of the Gettysburg Address. His strikingly original 
conclusions rest on exhaustive research and subtle 
analysis. . . . A major contribution to the Lincoln 
literature, shedding bright light on the evolution 
of Lincoln’s thinking about the significance of 
the Civil War.”—Michael Burlingame, author of 
Abraham Lincoln: A Life  

336 pages, 12 photos, Cloth $34.95

The Contested Removal 
Power, 1789–2010
J. David Alvis, Jeremy D. Bailey, and  
F. Flagg Taylor IV

“This book is important not merely for what it says 
about the ability of presidents to fire bureaucrats 
but also for its probing account of broader theories 
of constitutionalism and executive power that 
undergird and fortify claims about removal powers. 
. . . Deserves a privileged place in the conversation 
about the proper scope of presidential power.” 
—William Howell, author of Power without 
Persuasion: The Politics of Direct Presidential Action 

American Political Thought 
272 pages, Cloth $34.95

very well be the basis of such distinctions.” 
And thus in contrast to the disappointed 
Platonists, the satisfied Darwinians are not 
nihilists.

Satisfied darwinians like wilson 
see at least four mechanisms for the 
evolution of social cooperation and hu-

man morality: kin selection (cooperating with 
relatives), direct reciprocity (tit-for-tat ex-
changes), indirect reciprocity (having a good 
or bad reputation), and multilevel selection 
(individual selection and group selection). The 
most controversial part of Wilson’s new book 
is that while he had previously embraced kin 
selection theory, he now argues against it. Kin 
selection is the idea that animals have evolved 
to serve not only their personal fitness (the 
number of their surviving offspring) but also 

Thus do these disappointed Platonists be-
come nihilists.

But if you do not have Platonic expecta-
tions, you will not be disappointed by the 
Darwinian conclusion that everything has 
evolved, and therefore human beings have 
evolved. Without the Platonic assumption 
that morality must be grounded in a moral 
cosmology, you will be satisfied with a Dar-
winian explanation of morality grounded in 
a moral anthropology. Even if morality has no 
eternal grounding in a cosmic God, a cosmic 
Nature, or a cosmic Reason, human morality 
still has an evolutionary grounding in human 
nature, human culture, and human judgment. 
You can say, with Leo Strauss, that “however 
indifferent to moral distinctions the cosmic 
order may be thought to be, human nature, 
as distinguished from nature in general, may 

sic elements and processes alone.” He iden-
tified human beings as “emergent animals” 
who have capacities that are constrained, 
but not specifically determined by the laws 
of physics. In The Social Conquest of Earth, 
Wilson never argues for reducing everything 
to the laws of physics, and he implicitly en-
dorses the idea of the irreducibly emergent 
traits of life.

Biologists recognize emergent phenomena 
as those complex wholes with properties we 
could not explain or predict from our knowl-
edge of the parts. The emergence of novelty 
occurs throughout the evolution of the uni-
verse. Passing through levels of complexity, 
new properties emerge at higher levels not 
fully reducible to lower ones. When chemi-
cals in the early universe formed the first liv-
ing cells, that was emergence. When the first 
multi-cellular organism arose, that was emer-
gence. When the human mind arose from the 
evolution of the primate brain passing over a 
critical threshold of size and complexity, that 
was emergence.

Although the human mind is constrained 
by the laws of physics and chemistry, we 
cannot fully explain or precisely predict the 
workings of that mind through the laws of 
physics and chemistry. One ground for emer-
gent complexity in Wilson’s science is genetic 
plasticity, the idea that genes allow for a wide 
but still constrained flexibility in response to 
the cultural and individual contingencies of 
life. Our human genetic nature constrains 
but does not determine our cultural tradi-
tions and individual judgments.

How does the coevolution of 
genes, culture, and judgment ex-
plain human morality and politics? 

Some critics of Wilson’s project worry that 
any evolutionary account of morality and pol-
itics must deny that there can be any objective 
or fixed standards of right and wrong, which 
is tantamount to nihilism.

Is Darwinism nihilism? If you are a Pla-
tonist, yes. If you are not a Platonist, no. 
Most Platonists today are disappointed Pla-
tonists—people with unfulfilled Platonic 
expectations. Accepting Darwinian evolu-
tion as true, they believe all living forms 
have evolved, which means they cannot pos-
sibly conform to Plato’s intelligible realm of 
eternal Ideas. If everything has evolved, this 
must include moral and political order, and 
thus there is no eternally unchanging Idea 
of the Good by which we can see absolute 
standards of right and wrong. Consequently, 
there are no moral absolutes, and we must 
accept moral relativism or nihilism. Darwin-
ism is “true but deadly,” as Nietzsche said. 
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cooperation. But with sexually reproducing 
organisms, no two individuals are genetically 
identical, which creates conflicts of interest 
even among related individuals.

In The Social Conquest of Earth, Wilson 
moves from four pinnacles of social evolution 
to two. He identifies two paths to the social 
conquest of the earth—the insect path and 
the human path. The social insects rule the 
invertebrate land environment. Humans rule 
the vertebrate land environment. Like the 
social insects, humans are “eusocial” in the 
technical sense that multiple generations of 
individuals live together, caring for dependent 
offspring and cooperating in a social division 
of labor. Social insects organize their colonies 
largely through pure instinct, with the insect 
queen producing robotic offspring. Humans, 
however, must organize the cooperation of 
individuals through personal relationships 
based on social intelligence, which requires 
a constantly readjusted balance between the 
selfish interests of individuals and the social 
interests of groups. Wilson explains this 
tense balance in human social life as exhibit-
ing the countervailing evolutionary forces of 
individual selection and group selection.

The unsteady balance between the 
individual and the group in human so-
cieties constitutes what Wilson iden-

tifies as the “iron rule” of social and moral 
evolution: 

selfish individuals beat altruistic indi-
viduals, while groups of altruists beat 
groups of selfish individuals. The vic-
tory can never be complete; the balance 
of selection pressures cannot move to 
either extreme. If individual selection 

were to dominate, societies would dis-
solve. If group selection were to domi-
nate, human groups would come to re-
semble ant colonies.

So if we ask whether human beings are in-
nately good or innately evil, we should an-
swer that they are both. And for that reason, 

“[h]uman beings and their social orders are 
intrinsically imperfectible.” Here is the sci-
entific basis for the tragic realism of evolu-
tionary ethics.

The ultimate mechanisms of moral evo-
lution are enforced through the proximate 
mechanisms of moral emotions. For example, 
Wilson identifies the human sense of honor 
as crucial for moral experience. This sense 
of honor includes the moral emotions of in-
dignation and resentment in response to in-
justice. This sense of injustice might express 
what Strauss called “those simple experi-
ences regarding right and wrong which are 
at the bottom of the philosophic contention 
that there is a natural right.” It is this that 
allows us to derive rights from wrongs: our 
moral history is a history of resistance to in-
justice from which we derive standards of fair 
treatment.

But if those “simple experiences regarding 
right and wrong” are the purely human expe-
riences of an animal species shaped by evo-
lutionary history, and if that evolved human 
species is enduring but not eternal, do those 
experiences support the philosophic claim 
that there is a natural right? The Darwinian 
natural philosopher says yes.

Larry Arnhart is Presidential Research Pro-
fessor of Political Science at Northern Illinois 
University.

their inclusive fitness (including the fitness of 
their collateral relatives), and consequently 
animals tend to be altruistic towards closely 
related kin with whom they share genes. Wil-
son argues that as long as multilevel natural 
selection works generally to explain social 
evolution, there is no need for a theory of kin 
selection.

But multilevel selection theory is not an al-
ternative to kin selection theory. Rather, they 
complement one another. Kin selection can-
not be the whole story, because we need to ex-
plain how unrelated individuals can cooper-
ate. But kin selection must be part of the story, 
because we need to explain why individuals 
tend to cooperate with close relatives more 
reliably and productively than with distant 
relatives or strangers. This idea was developed 
by Aristotle: the natural sociality of animals 
originates as an extension of parental care and 
membership in ever wider groups. Aristotle 
also saw that this natural sociality reached 
its peak among the social insects and human 
beings, and thus again Aristotle anticipated 
Wilson.

In Sociobiology (1975), the book that 
brought him fame, Wilson identified four 
pinnacles of social evolution: the colonial 
invertebrates (such as the corals, the Portu-
guese man-of-war, and sponges), the eusocial 
insects (ants, bees, wasps, and termites), non-
human mammals, and humans. Although 
this sequence seems to move from more 
primitive to more complex forms of life, it 
also moves from more cohesive or cooperative 
societies to more discordant or competitive 
societies. Colonial invertebrates can be seen 
as “perfect societies,” because colonies con-
sist of genetically identical individuals, and 
consequently they show absolutely altruistic 
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Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney

Suicide Pact
The Crisis of the European Union: A Response, by Jürgen Habermas, translated by Ciaran Cronin.

Polity Press, 140 pages, $19.95 (cloth), $12.95 (paper)

The influential german philoso-
pher Jürgen Habermas is, in many ways, 
the perfect embodiment of the spirit of 

contemporary Europe. He defends a notion of 
politics that is remarkably devoid of political 
content, even as he talks endlessly about “public 
space” and the imperatives of “communicative 
rationality.” For all his appeals to democratic 
participation, his is a world where “progressive” 
intellectuals and “social movements” play—or 
should play—key roles in what he calls the 

“will formation” of democratic peoples. He is 
deeply skeptical of ordinary public opinion 
that is too estranged from the cosmopolitan-
ism and transnational impulses of those who 
are committed to the triumph of a “world soci-
ety.” He is more or less contemptuous of those 
immersed in the parochial affairs of the nation.

Habermas has no time for traditional pa-
triotism, the kind that consists of concrete at-
tachments (what French poet Charles Péguy 
so suggestively called “carnal” attachments) to 
a particular people shaped by history, shared 
experiences, the sacrifices of generations past, 
and the memories that make a people cohere 
as a people. For him, the only legitimate patri-
otism is “constitutional patriotism,” a strictly 
formal patriotism that credits the nation-state 

only to the extent that it performs its constitu-
tional role as a guarantor of law and freedom. 
This is no doubt part of an authentically liberal 
patriotism. But on its own it remains abstract, 
bloodless, and unlikely to inspire a spirit of 
sacrifice on the part of democratic citizens.

But i do not want to treat haber-
mas too harshly. He is undoubtedly a 
decent man committed to “reason” as he 

understands it. No friend of metaphysics, he 
nonetheless refuses to join the postmodernists 
in affirming the completely contingent charac-
ter of human nature and human reason. Un-
like many contemporary intellectuals, he ac-
knowledges the dependence of secular notions 
of human dignity on a Christian heritage that 
affirmed the dignity and value of every human 
person. He has even engaged in a friendly dia-
logue with Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger—Pope 
Benedict XVI—on secularization in modern 
Europe. One is tempted to say that he is one 
of the voices of an honorable Left in Europe. 
At the same time, his writings reveal the limits 
of a conception of politics that is exceedingly 
formal and insufficiently sensitive to what Im-
manuel Kant called the “crooked timber of 
humanity.” Habermas remains enamored of 

an ideology of progress that sees an emerging 
European “transnational democracy” as the 
avant garde of a pacified humanity. For him, 
the dream of world citizenship is a “realistic 
utopia” grounded in the ongoing “democratic 
legal domestication and civilization of state 
power.” This domestication of power at the na-
tional and international levels must go beyond 
an “international community of states” rooted 
in global solidarity. It “must develop into a cos-
mopolitan community of states and world citi-
zens.” There are good reasons to question both 
the realism and the desirability of Habermas’s 
global cosmopolitanism.

The first part of The Crisis of the European 
Union consists of a substantial essay on the 
“constitution” for an emerging transnational 
Europe (Habermas understands “constitution” 
in an extremely broad, almost ethereal way). 
He wants to show “that the European Union 
of the Lisbon Treaty is not as far removed 
from the form of a transnational democracy 
as many of its critics assume.” In his view, the 

“citizens” of the new Europe are the true “con-
stitution-founding subjects of the European 
Union” as much—even maybe more than—
the collective peoples who initially embarked 
on the European project in the 1950s. As 

Drawing after the painting by Salvador Dalí, Geopoliticus Child Watching the Birth of the New Man
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Winston Churchill put it in a famous speech in 
Zurich in September 1946, only the reconcili-
ation between a “spiritually great France” and 
a “spiritually great Germany” would make a 
new Europe possible. But Habermas is willing 
to dispense with everything that is spiritually 
and historically substantial about the nation, 
except for the abstraction of constitutional 
patriotism itself. Finding European “citizens” 
where they do not exist, he trumpets the “su-
pranational but nevertheless democratic polit-
ical community” that is already implicit in ex-
isting European institutions. His project is to 
remove existing “mental blocks” that “continue 
to hinder a trans-nationalization of democra-
cy.” His imagined constitution for Europe is in 
truth a call for nothing less than the collapse of 
meaningful political and national distinctions. 
And Habermas doesn’t rest content with the 
creation of a transnational Europe: the Euro-
pean Union itself is only a provisional if vital 

“stage” on the road to “a politically constituted 
world society.” 

For habermas, politics is insepara-
ble from a process of “ juridification” that 
rationalizes and civilizes it “and thereby 

transforms the character of the political as such.” 
History, at least modern history, is the story of 
progress and progress entails nothing less than 
the unfolding of what Habermas rather inelo-
quently calls “democratic legal domestication.” 
One might say that politics becomes law and 
nothing but law. But the sad if inescapable exi-
gencies of foreign policy—a world of clashing 
interests, principles, and sovereignties—have 
for too long escaped “the normative fetters” of 
this transformed and “domesticated” political 
world. Habermas wishes to free “the concept 
of the ‘political’” from “the fog of a mystified 
counter-enlightenment” and restrict it to “the 
core meaning of a democratically juridified de-
cision-making and administrative power.” One 
does not have to be enamored of Carl Schmitt’s 
arbitrary reduction of “the political” to the 
friend-enemy distinction, to appreciate that 
this radical confusion of politics and law has 
no place for the prudence of the statesman who 
is obliged to address international realities that 
remain far from domesticated. But Habermas 
sees in the Lisbon Treaty of 2007, the patched-
together substitute for a European constitution 
that had been rejected by voters in France and 
in Netherlands in 2005, a triumph of transna-
tional law over an antiquated commitment to 
national sovereignty. “The longest stage of the 
journey has already been completed,” especially 
if the “civilizing role of European unification” is 
interpreted “in the light of a more far-reaching 
cosmopolitanism.”

Habermas has limited expectations for the 
United Nations in the short run. If it is to do 

good, it should limit its focus to “the core tasks 
of peacekeeping and of the implementation of 
human rights.” (One is right to ask how mod-
est these goals really are.) But if the Lisbon 
Treaty contains the intimations of a world so-
ciety, the U.N. is in principle the institutional 
framework of a world society that is already 
in the process of formation. It, too, is more 
than a community of states. At the deepest 
level, it is constituted by and aims to create a 

“community of world citizens.” Cooperation be-
tween states who are no longer jealous of their 
sovereignty and transnational citizens who 
care about global solidarity above all promises 
to culminate in a true cosmopolitan commu-
nity that has left international politics behind 
for all intents and purposes. Habermas suc-
cumbs to what Catholic moralists used to call 

“angelism.” The human beings who inhabit his 
world do not have the passions of men or citi-
zens. He imagines a U.N. in which member 
states no longer see themselves as sovereign 
powers but “as members of the international 
community united by bonds of solidarity.” 
The process of the domestication of political 
authority is destined to exist on ever-higher 
levels. For Habermas, this is both a historical 
necessity and a moral imperative. 

There is no attention in Habermas’s work 
to what the French political thinker Pierre 
Manent calls “political forms”—the rich ar-
ray of cities, nations, and empires that have 
historically been the home of collective life 
and human aspirations. Nor does he exam-
ine whether democratic self-government can 
survive the endless extension of the sphere of 
human hopes and commitments. Concrete 
cooperation between self-governing nations, a 
reasonable and desirable goal, is replaced by a 
quasi-utopian hope in a reconciled humanity.

There are no limits, in principle, to Haber-
mas’s egalitarianism. The world society of his 
dreams depends on “‘uniform living condi-
tions’ throughout the world.” And Habermas 
is confident that in the long run this unifor-
mity can be achieved by the collective action 
of the world community. But it is hard to 
see how such politically-imposed uniformity 
could avoid becoming stifling collectivism 
and an obtrusive bureaucratic despotism that 
would make one nostalgic for the world that 
preceded the world society. 

The second part of the crisis of the 
European Union consists of a lengthy 
academic article entitled “The Concept 

of Human Dignity and The Realistic Utopia 
of Human Rights.” Habermas here explores 
the intimate relationship between human dig-
nity and human rights. His is a decidedly an-
ti-metaphysical conception of human dignity. 
Human rights arose historically from “the out-
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rage of the humiliated at the violation of their 
human dignity.” Human dignity is the “portal” 
that allows an egalitarian conception of moral-
ity to be “imported into law.” There are no tran-
scendental standards to ground human dignity 
or by which to judge the claims of the humili-
ated and outraged or the abuses of the power-
ful. Nor is there any emphasis on spiritual in-
wardness or moral self-command as essential 
elements of human dignity. Human dignity is 
an egalitarian ideal that connects “the morality 
of equal respect for everyone with positive law 
and democratic lawmaking,” thus making pos-
sible a political order founded on human rights. 
In such an order, respect is deserved, not earned, 
and is nothing less than a fundamental human 
right. Rights in principle are open-ended and 
the struggle for “recognition” knows no end. 
There are no limits to the new rights that can 
be discovered and fought for in the name of 
egalitarian justice.

Human rights are, for Habermas, a “real-
istic utopia” that anchors the idea of the just 
society first in constitutional states and then 
in the world society as such. Yet, he is deeply 
suspicious when an “imperialist” power such 
as the United States promotes human rights 
and political freedom in the name of univer-
sal values. Such promotion of human rights 
springs from “the false, centralized universal-
ism” of empire, while true modernity consists 
of “the decentralized universalism of equal 
respect for everyone.” In one of the interviews 
that accompanies the book, Habermas allows 
himself to be carried away about the “transfor-
mative” consequences of the election of Barak 
Obama. He imagines a United States that 
abandons its “counterproductive stance” to-
ward the United Nations and that places itself 
at the head of the “reform movement” dedi-
cated to the establishment of world citizen-
ship. A “liberal and visionary” president and a 

“political culture in which normative impulses 
find an impressive resonance” give Habermas 
hope, however briefly, that the United States 
might even buy into the Habermasian project. 
To say the least, he woefully understates the 
depth of the American consensus that iden-
tifies democratic self-government with the 
persistence of national independence and self-
government in the international sphere.

As recent events have shown, global and 
domestic financial markets require prudent 
regulation. But instead of an equitable analy-
sis of the place and limits of government and 
the market in a free society, Habermas sub-
jects his readers to a one-sided polemic against 
everything associated with “neo-liberalism.” 
In Habermas’s world, markets are always as-
sociated with injustice, inequality, corruption, 
and environmental degradation; conversely, 
government intervention is always presumed 

to be at the service of solidarity, fairness, and 
the expansion of human dignity. 

But for all his criticisms of “global-
ization,” Habermas wants to promote 
globalism on a truly untenable scale. 

He is impatient with democratic citizens in 
Europe who remain preoccupied with nation-
al issues and who still look for national solu-
tions to economic problems. He is disturbed 
by the fact that “to date there has not been a 
single European election or referendum in any 
country that wasn’t ultimately about national 
issues and tickets.” He laments the fact that a 
serious “social movement,” comparable to the 
clamorous movement that led to the phasing 
out of atomic energy in Germany, has not de-
veloped on behalf of “Europe.” He is particu-
larly critical of those Germans who would like 
Germany to become a “normal” nation-state. 
He acknowledges Germany’s “long path to the 
West” and her undeniably democratic creden-
tials. But in light of the terrible experiences of 
Hitler and the Holocaust, he wants Germans 
to remain a “morally defeated people” who are 
compelled to endless self-criticism and who 
can only find their moral bearing “in the post-
national constellation.” An honest, anti-total-
itarian German patriotism that draws on the 
best traditions of Germany and the West is 
not an option for Habermas. He is committed 
to democracy in the specifically Habermasian 
sense of the term but not to the German na-
tion as an essential vehicle of a German ver-
sion of liberty and self-government. It angers 
him that the German Constitutional Court 
would even raise questions of national sover-
eignty when it ruled on the constitutionality 
of the Maastricht and Lisbon Treaties.

Europe is undoubtedly at a crossroads. 
One path leads to the further weakening of 
the democratic nation-state in the name of 
transnationalism and “global governance.” 
The other path points to the renewal of the 
European project on the solid foundation of 
self-respecting and self-governing nations 
who remain pillars of whatever is noble and 
durable in the European adventure. Haber-
mas is the theorist par excellence of the first 
path, the thinker who advises Europeans to 
sever the final connection between democracy 
and the nation. For this reason, despite its 
limits, The Crisis of the European Union ought 
to be consulted by anyone who wants to un-
derstand the nature of this ill-advised project. 

Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair 
in Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption Col-
lege and is the author, most recently, of The Con-
servative Foundations of the Liberal Order: 
Defending Democracy Against Its Modern 
Enemies and Immoderate Friends (ISI Books). 
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Essay by Gerard V. Bradley

Roe v. Wade at 40

Under the leadership of chief 
Justice Warren Burger, who joined it 
in 1969, the Supreme Court depart-

ed from the course taken during the 16-year 
tenure of his predecessor, Earl Warren. The 
Burger Court rolled back precedents in crimi-
nal procedure and obscenity, while stopping 
the drive to universalize welfare rights and 
equalize public schooling expenditures. Roe v. 
Wade (1973), on the other hand, extended the 
Warren Court’s deepest commitments: sexual 
liberation, obviously; equality, with respect 
to both race and class; and even church-state 
separation, insofar as the Roe Justices iden-
tified opposition to abortion with Catholic 
dogma. These more or less “progressive” val-
ues were concisely expressed by retired Justice 
Tom Clark, in a law review article the Roe 
Court cited and upon which the Justices re-
lied, according to their inter-chambers memo-
randa. Clark wrote, “We are in the midst of 
a worldwide movement to make ‘the pill’ and 
abortion available in the slums as well as on 
Fifth Avenue.”

Clark highlighted a recurring Warren 
Court theme scholars have often neglected: 

“morals laws” were one means by which the 
hypocrites on Fifth Avenue keep poor folks 
down—especially poor black folks. This was 
thought to be true of gambling prohibitions 
(elites traded with respectable bookies while 
ghetto numbers-runners got busted), some 
sex offenses, and vagrancy laws. In 1968’s 
Levy v. Louisiana, which established “ille-
gitimacy” as a quasi-suspect class, dissenting 

Justice John Harlan sympathized with rea-
sonable state efforts to promote marriage and 
stable family life by requiring, for example, 
that a biological father acknowledge and thus 

“legitimate” a “bastard” child to trigger cer-
tain inheritance rules. The majority Justices 
brusquely denounced these laws as nonethe-
less punishing innocent babies for the “sins” 
of their parents. 

Warren Court holdovers—William Doug-
las, nominated to the Court by Franklin Roo-
sevelt; William Brennan and Potter Stewart, 
nominated by Dwight Eisenhower; and Thur-
good Marshall, nominated by Lyndon John-
son—constituted a majority of the seven Jus-
tices who rewrote abortion law in Roe. Among 
them, Justices Brennan and Douglas were es-
pecially active in shaping the Court’s opinion. 
Nixon appointees were nonetheless crucial to 
the outcome: Harry Blackmun wrote the ma-
jority opinion; Burger joined in the outcome; 
and Lewis Powell, along with Potter Stew-
art, was an unwavering supporter of the final, 
sweeping Blackmun opinion.

Liability and Viability

Indeed, one can only account for 
that sweep—effectively, it was abortion-
on-demand until birth, when the compan-

ion Doe v. Bolton’s expansive definition of the 
“health” exception is taken into account—by a 
commitment upon which Earl Warren could 
stake no special claim: the perilous place of 
physicians in Tom Clark’s Upstairs/Down-

stairs metropolis. Before 1973, as Clark and 
some on the Roe Court saw things, it teemed 
with tolerated—though legally prohibited—
abortions, almost all of them performed by 
licensed doctors who were exposed to arrest. 
By 1973 several states’ abortion law included 
exceptions for maternal health and fetal de-
formity, which depended upon medical judg-
ments that could be second-guessed any time 
by a malpractice jury, or punished by an in-
censed local prosecutor. 

Former counsel to the Mayo Clinic Harry 
Blackmun felt this worry most keenly. The 
Court’s internal correspondence shows it 
spreading to other chambers. Fretting over 
doctors’ potential liability, more than any 
concern for women’s privacy rights or gender 
equality, led the Court to mandate abortion-
on-demand. 

How? Clarke Forsyth’s superb new history 
of the Roe decision, Abuse of Discretion: The 
Inside Story of Roe v. Wade, shows convinc-
ingly that the Court easily concluded that 
abortion should be legal during the first three 
months of pregnancy for the reason given by 
Tom Clark: women downtown should have 
the sort of easy access that uptown folks did. 
The Court moved beyond three months, For-
sythe shows, because the Justices came to be-
lieve that a more educated, well-off woman 
would typically understand that she was preg-
nant, take stock of her situations, and decide 
for or against abortion, all within 90 days. 
Poorer, less-schooled women with limited ac-
cess to good medical advice, the jurists further 
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thought, would often need more time. And so 
“viability”—the term Roe made famous but 
which before 1973 had almost no standing 
in either law or medicine—became the crite-
rion determining the legal status of abortion, 
decisions regarding which were to be the sole 
province of the expectant mother and her con-
sulting physician. Its appeal to the Roe Court 
was thus not principally that a six-month-old 
unborn child was “viable” outside the womb. 
That was a rhetorical bonus: “viability” was a 
convenient way to describe the judgment that 
six months was enough time for any woman 
to make up her mind. 

Except for when there was some “health” 
urgency: the Roe/Doe Court never seems 
to have seriously doubted that “therapeu-
tic” abortions would be legally available until 
birth. But how should this “health” exception 
be defined? The only sure way to eliminate 
liability was to eliminate legal criteria which 
distinguished between lawful and unlawful 
abortions, or—the same thing, effectively—
list sundry criteria for “lawful” abortions, but 
then declare them all to be aspects of agent-
specified “health” and “well-being,” and thus 
matters lying entirely within the doctor-pa-
tient relationship. 

There is nothing compassionate, liberal, or 
even edifying about these stipulations. And 
nothing prophetic: the worry about doctor-
patient relationships subsided soon after Roe, 
when abortion became the specialty of a tiny 
number of doctors, operating at the margins 
of the profession.

Roe might also seem to exemplify the “idea 
of progress,” the Warren Court’s defining 
characteristic according to the 1960s’ most 
eminent constitutional scholar, Alexander 
Bickel, the author of The Supreme Court and 
the Idea of Progress (1970). Those Justices bet 
on the future, Bickel maintained, “in the be-
lief that progress, called history, would vali-
date their course, and that another generation, 
remembering its own future, would imagine 
them favorably.” They gambled that a grate-
ful populace would forgive their undisciplined 
opinions, often remotely connected to the 
Constitution. The Justices’ flaccid reason-
ing would soon be forgotten, as would be the 
law dons who criticized the Court, the moral 
conservatives who denounced it, and the un-
reconstructed politicians who vowed to over-
turn its errant holdings. 

Scarcely Law

This was lewis powell’s wager on 
Roe, according to University of Vir-
ginia law professor John Jeffries, who 

clerked for Powell and who later wrote the 
authorized biography, Justice Lewis F. Powell, 

Jr. (1994). Jeffries asserts that Powell forgave 
the manifest defects of Blackmun’s Roe opin-
ion, betting that “the idea of progress” would 
shortly erase them from memory. There was 
a lot to erase: John Hart Ely declared the Roe 
opinion “is not constitutional law and gives al-
most no sense of an obligation to try to be.” He 
compared Roe to Lochner v. New York (1905), 
which was then runner-up to Dred Scott v. 
Sanford (1857) as the bête noire of American 
constitutional history. This really stung: Ely 
was the nation’s leading young constitutional 
scholar (he was 34 when he wrote “The Wag-
es of Crying Wolf,” the most influential law 
review article on Roe); he identified himself as 

“pro-choice”; and he had clerked for Earl War-
ren, the personification of analytical laxity.

Ely’s criticism was basically the same as 
that of today’s judicial conservatives: Roe is 
scarcely law at all; it amounts to a because-
we-say-so policy pronouncement. Like Bickel, 
who criticized Roe as a scandalously results-
oriented decision, conservatives say it is an 
expansive exercise in judicial philosophizing, 
one that created a constitutional right out of 
whole cloth, for which the antidote is a heavy 
dose of more workmanlike legal reasoning. In 
this conservative critique, the basic problem 
with Roe is that the Justices imagined them-
selves to be Platonic Guardians, who would 
rule the people justly and wisely while disre-
garding the plebeian task of merely interpret-
ing the Constitution. The problem with Roe is 
that the Justices engaged in legislative policy-
making, backed up by moral philosophy that 
was scarcely camouflaged by scraps of legal 
reasoning cluttering up the opinion.

Jeffries writes that Powell’s “colleagues” 
shared his “vision and confidence in their own 
foresight.” He provides little evidence for that 
doubtful claim, however. Some Roe Justices 
might have felt a cultural tailwind, and fig-
ured that Roe anticipated the future. But it is 
more certain that they all sensed the momen-
tousness and fragility of the present occasion, 
due precisely to a political climate hostile to 
abortion. They knew they were being put to 
the test on this one. The opinion in Roe had to  
be especially convincing. 

It is also true that Chief Justice Burger 
opined in the Justices’ conference that the 
Texas law struck down in Roe was “archaic 
and obsolete.” But that does not mean that 
Burger thought he was kicking in a rotten 
door, as the entire Court did with the “un-
commonly silly” law struck down in Griswold 
v. Connecticut (1965), a phrase which Justice 
Potter Stewart used to describe a statute pro-
hibiting contraception, even by married cou-
ples. (Stewart dissented in Griswold, believing 
that even a silly law can be constitutional, but 
was full-throttle for abortion liberty in 1973.) 
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Even the Catholic hierarchy did not mourn 
the Connecticut law’s demise. Griswold is 
most remembered now for Justice Douglas’s 
notorious reflections on “emanations” from 
the Bill of Rights’ “penumbras.” What’s miss-
ing from Jeffries’s claim is an essential premise 
of Bickelian “progress”: that Roe was under-
stood by the Justices to be a lax and forgetta-
ble excuse for judicial legislation, which insti-
tutional etiquette required to be accompanied 
by an “opinion” steeped in law, precedent, and 
legal reasoning. 

Legal Reasoning

The roe opinion was actually a 
maximum legal effort. The case mari-
nated in the Court for almost two 

years, during which it was fully argued twice. 
Blackmun worked feverishly for nearly a year 
on what became the majority opinion. Other 

chambers were engaged and helpful, espe-
cially those of Brennan and Douglas. The 
Justices that term were blessed with several 
clerks who went on to become distinguished 
law professors, including Mark Tushnet, 
Randy Bezanson, and Louis Michael Seid-
man. Blackmun relied heavily upon his clerk 
George Frampton, later a very accomplished 
government lawyer. 

The published opinion could scarcely have 
been vetted more thoroughly. No desultory 
essay in political or moral theory, it is a seri-
ous (though flawed) work of (mostly, in the 
important respects) legal scholarship, remark-
ably free of bombast. The Roe Justices con-
sidered it a triumph of legal reasoning over 
emotion and moralism, and believed it some-
how fulfilled precedents, including Griswold, 
which they recognized did not compel Roe’s 
result. The opinion was meant to illuminate, 
persuade, and to settle. It was meant to be 

what the New York Times called it the very 
next day: a “historic resolution” of an intrac-
table social and political issue.

The Roe Court provided the interpretive 
key when it announced: “We need not re-
solve the difficult question of when life begins. 
When those trained in the respective disci-
plines of medicine, philosophy, and theology 
are unable to arrive at any consensus, the ju-
diciary, at this point in the development of 
man’s knowledge, is not in a position to specu-
late as to the answer.” This “resolve” signaled 
Roe meant to be law all the way down, the sort 
of legal reasoning that skirted all the disputed 
questions in other disciplines. 

In the event, Roe flopped. Like so many 
flops, its producers were surprised and dis-
appointed. But, pace Jeffries, Ely, and today’s 
judicial conservatives, the Roe opinion failed 
precisely as law. It was an earnest attempt to 
resolve the abortion question according to a 
distinctively legal way of reasoning.

In fact, the strongest criticism of the deci-
sion is that at the two key points of the opin-
ion Roe is too legal and not nearly philosophi-
cal enough. Both have to do with how the Roe 
Court handled the question of whether un-
born human beings counted as “persons.” The 
first point was about “person” as used in the 
14th Amendment—more specifically, wheth-
er the unborn count as “persons” with a right 
to the “equal protection” of the laws. (The Roe 
Court spoke of the Due Process Clause, but 
the concept which they evoked was equal pro-
tection.) The second had to do with whether, 
apart from the 14th Amendment, states could 
recognize the unborn as “persons” within the 
meaning of their homicide laws. 

These two points overlap in some ways. But 
they are conceptually distinct, and Roe treat-
ed them separately. The Roe Court concluded 
that “person” as used in the 14th Amendment 
did not include the unborn. This conclusion 
was important because, as the Court plainly 
stated, the case for abortion liberty would 
otherwise “collapse.” Blackmun wrote that 
the “fetus’ right to life would…be guaranteed 
specifically by the Amendment.” The Court 
said that if the unborn were recognized as 
constitutional persons, then only abortions 
to save a pregnant woman’s life could be con-
sistent with equal respect for the life of the 
unborn. 

Forsythe tells us that at the second oral 
argument of Roe, Potter Stewart “ jumped on” 
the attorney for Texas when he raised this 
point. Stewart asked,

Now how should that question be de-
cided? Is it a legal question? A constitu-
tional question? A medical question? A 
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philosophical question? Or, a religious 
question? Or what is it?

The state’s lawyer had just answered that ques-
tion: it was all of them, save “religious.” He had 
just asserted that “upon conception, we have a 
human being, a person within the concept of 
the Constitution.” That is, “we have” a scientific 
event (“conception”) constituting a new meta-
physical entity (“human being”), which was 
perforce a philosophical being (“person”) and 
therefore a person for legal and constitutional 
purposes. Simply put, “we have” a situation 
where the law was transparent for the non-legal 
(philosophical, scientific) truth of the matter. 

The Court handled this problem quite dif-
ferently. Blackmun took readers through a le-
gal maze walled off from the outside worlds 
of science and philosophy. “The Constitution 
does not define ‘person’ in so many words,” he 
wrote. Indeed it does not, and so the “defini-
tion” of “person” would seem to depend upon 
the reality of the matter. Blackmun instead 
sought a definition of “person,” or an answer 
to the question about when persons begin, by 
scanning the Constitution for references to 

“persons.” 
Blackmun found many such references. All 

of them predicated certain duties, advantages, 
eligibilities, or penalties of “persons.” Black-
mun’s inquiry yielded such data as that slaves 
are “persons” in the Fugitive Slave Clause and 
in the infamous three-fifths apportionment 
compromise, and that age qualifications for 
president and members of Congress specified 
that only older “persons” could hold those of-
fices. These stipulations have no tendency to 
define who or what is a person, however, any 
more than a law saying that “no person may 
obtain a driver’s license before attaining eigh-
teen years of age” establishes that the term 

“person” does not include pedestrians, or chil-
dren. Blackmun nonetheless concluded that 
the constitutional term “person” had no pre-
natal application. 

Defining Persons

Potter stewart anticipated this 
conclusion during the October oral ar-
gument. He challenged the Texas law-

yer, saying that the 14th Amendment “defines 
‘person’ as somebody who’s born.” But it does no 
such thing. Neither it nor any other provision 
of the Constitution defines “person.” Section I 
of that amendment defines “citizen” as a “per-
son born or naturalized in the United States.” 
But this has no tendency to define “person,” or 
how such an entity is to be distinguished from 
other sentient creatures, or when “persons” 
begin, or end—save that “persons” are beings 

who can become “citizens.” A law stipulating 
that “all persons who step foot on Ellis Island 
are thereby citizens of the United States” does 
not imply that living human individuals swim-
ming nearby are not (or are not yet) “persons.” 
So too a constitutional clause conferring “citi-
zen” status according to the location of a “per-
son’s” birth does not imply that babies in the 
womb are not, or not yet, persons. 

When the 14th Amendment refers to “per-
sons” it points to and incorporates a moral 
reality. That is the most natural reading of 
the term “any person.” It was the obvious 
sense of the Texas attorney’s assertion at 
which Stewart “ jumped.” The only way to 
make sense of the amendment is to under-
stand “person” as an exhaustive reference to 
a natural kind, because anyone can see that 
the 14th Amendment’s guarantee of “equal 
protection” for all “persons” could be nulli-
fied if a public authority “defined” some hu-
man individuals as non-persons. 

The historical record confirms these more 
general considerations. Ohio’s John Bing-
ham sponsored the 14th Amendment in the 

for the sacredness of human life and the 
personal safety of every human being.” The 
court wrote that “[t]his protecting, paternal 
care, envelop[s] every individual like the air 
he breathes,” and it “not only extends to per-
sons actually born, but, for some purposes, 
to infants in ventre sa mere [in a mother’s 
womb].” 

Moral Predilections

The roe court nonetheless made it 
as clear as it could that the philosophi-
cal truth of the matter—whether the 

unborn are really persons—was irrelevant 
to whether they had an equal constitutional 
right as “persons” not to be killed. The Court 
similarly walled off the second controlling 
point—about whether states could legislate 
against abortion, even if the Constitution 
did not itself prohibit it—from the relevant 
philosophical truth. The Roe opinion explic-
itly justified abortion liberty in the pregnant 
woman’s concrete experiences, the “distressful 
life” the state would, according to the major-
ity, impose upon her by denying the choice to 
abort. Roe listed seven types of “detriment”:

Specific and direct harm medically di-
agnosable even in early pregnancy may 
be involved. Maternity, or additional 
offspring, may force upon the woman 
a distressful life and future. Psycho-
logical harm may be imminent. Men-
tal and physical health may be taxed 
by child care. There is also the distress, 
for all concerned, associated with the 
unwanted child, and there is the prob-
lem of bringing a child into a family al-
ready unable, psychologically and oth-
erwise, to care for it. In other cases, as 
in this one, the additional difficulties 
and continuing stigma of unwed moth-
erhood may be involved. All these are 
factors the woman and her responsible 
physician necessarily will consider in 
consultation.

Only one of these “detriments” (the first) 
surely pertained to carrying a child in the 
womb. Another was ambiguous. (Was the 

“imminent” “psychological harm” pre- or post-
partum, or both?) So, we could say that five 
and a half of the seven detriments had to do, 
not with carrying a child to term, but with the 
challenges of raising him or her. As Justice 
Douglas said, in his concurring opinion, it is 
childbirth, not pregnancy, which might “de-
prive a woman of her preferred lifestyle and 
force upon her a radically different and unde-
sired future.” 

House of Representatives. During debate 
over what is now Section I he said that its cov-
erage was “universal.” It applied, Bingham de-
clared, to “any human being.” Bingham’s coun-
terpart in the Senate, Senator Jacob Howard, 
emphasized that the amendment applied to 
every member of the human family. Typical 
of the relevant phrases reported in newspaper 
coverage of the congressional debate and state 
ratifications were “all men,” “all persons,” and 

“all men as equals before the law of God and 
man.” Indiana Governor Oliver Morton, ad-
dressing a large crowd in July 1866, declared 
that Section I “intended to throw the equal 
personal and proprietary protection of the law 
around every person who may be within the 
jurisdiction of any state.” Two weeks later the 
New York Times said: “The equal protection 
of the laws is guaranteed to all, without any 
exception.” 

This prevailing spirit of inclusion is cap-
tured in an Iowa judicial opinion, handed 
down in 1868, the year the 14th Amendment 
was ratified. This state Supreme Court said 
that the common law is “to be commended, 
for its all-embracing and salutary solicitude 

For what reason could
the undeniable challenges
of parenting now justify

legalizing abortion?
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Of course these “detriments” resolved 
nothing in Roe by themselves. If they could, 
not only abortion but infanticide would be le-
gally justified. Roe never suggested the listed 
detriments were new, and they weren’t. For 
what reason, then, could these undeniable 
challenges of parenting now justify legalizing 
abortion? Besides, what is the sense of saying, 
as Roe did, that the state would “impose” them 
upon a woman? After all, the psychological 
and emotional stress of raising a child arises 
naturally, not by dint of government action. 

The Roe Court nonetheless pivoted upon 
the catalogued trials of parenting. Against 
these common experiences stood—as some 
Justices said in internal correspondence—an 
abstract, speculative possibility, some concept 
of “potential” or inchoate life about which 
there was no consensus of opinion in society. 
In the face of such disagreement, “the judicia-
ry, at this point in the development of man’s 
knowledge, is not in a position to speculate as 
to the answer.” 

Jeffries observes that, for Powell, the

idea that a fertilized embryo was a fully 
recognized human life would always 
seem to him unacceptably remote from 
ordinary experience. That this belief 
was closely associated with the Catholic 
Church only made it easier for him to 
dismiss. No argument would have per-
suaded Powell that the disturbing reali-
ties of unwanted pregnancy and back-
alley abortion should be subordinated 
to religious dogma.

Others on the Roe Court might have shared 
Powell’s identification of anti-abortion senti-
ment with the Church’s “dogma.” William 
O. Douglas’s crude anti-Catholicism, viv-
idly displayed in several of his church-state 
opinions, suggests he did. (The Times front-
page report of the Roe decision was flanked 
by another about “reaction” to it. The title 
of that story was “Cardinals Shocked”—and 
it was not an item escaped from the sports 

pages.) The important point is that the whole 
Court bought into the same epistemological 
diagram: the hard “reality” of unwanted par-
enting, versus an idea, theory, or doctrine—
all matters of unverifiable opinion—about 
when people begin. 

The Justices’ notion of the properly legal 
way to think about this situation led them 
straightaway to abortion rights. While Roe 
was being considered Brennan wrote in a 
memorandum to Douglas that “moral predi-
lections must not be allowed to influence our 
minds in setting legal distinctions,” here quot-
ing Tom Clark who quoted Oliver Wendell 
Holmes. “The law deals in reality not obscu-
rity—the known rather than the unknown. 
The law does not deal in speculation.” Clark 
opined that, because the fetus “cannot inter-
act with other human beings…there is no 
proof of life in the sense that the law contem-
plates proof of fact.” Roe concluded that the 
state may not “by adopting one theory of life…
override the rights of the pregnant women 
that are at stake.” 

On this second controlling point, then, a 
state’s latitude to protect the unborn, the phil-
osophical truth about persons was rendered 
invisible, just as it was on the first about con-
stitutional persons. On the first, the Court 
treated “person” as a legal term of art to which 
the truth was utterly irrelevant. The legal lexi-
con and not the truth about reality would be 
the judge’s exclusive guide. On the second, the 
truth makes an appearance. It debuts, though, 
not as a term transparent for a flesh-and-
blood reality—namely, an unborn human 
being—but rather as a ghost-like apparition, 
as an unmoored speculation or unverifiable 
hypothesis, practically weightless when com-
pared by the Court to the grim “realities” of 
unwanted parenting—as if the truth about 

“person” was a brooding presence in the sky. In 
Roe the truth about the unborn is not a claim 
about reality. It is just a claim. That people 
begin at fertilization is not a proposition—ei-
ther true or false. It is a report about some-
one’s opinions. 

Stuck in Time

Once the supreme court burrowed 
this far into solipsistic legalism, they 
slipped easily into agreement with 

District Judge Jon Newman’s analysis in Abele 
v. Markle, a 1972 abortion-rights decision cit-
ed by Roe as instructive. Newman invalidated 
an abortion-restrictive statute as an impermis-
sible “state regimentation of thought,” akin to 
making schoolchildren salute the flag. How 
could the Roe Justices say that the “state” must 
not visit so many “detriments” upon expectant 
mothers? Newman answered the question for 
them: “To uphold such a statute would permit 
the state to impose its view of the nature of a 
fetus upon those who have the constitutional 
right to base an important decision in their 
personal lives upon a different view.” 

The Roe Court’s long slog through the legal 
weeds yielded up a proposition equivalent to 
that asserted by Judge Newman: restrictive 
abortion laws are a sort of government mind-
control. Texas would foist its own (unverifi-
able) opinion about when people begin upon 
hapless women possessed of a different opin-
ion and who would bear the “detriment[al]” 
consequences. Or maybe not. The Roe Court 
now appears to be stuck in time. Those Jus-
tices strove mightily to convince Americans 
that they misconceived the question present-
ed. The Court maintained that abortion laws 
were not really about the ethics of killing (as 
all the state laws struck down in Roe implicitly 
affirmed), but about the injustice of imposing 
a state orthodoxy. 

Sonograms (more than anything else) have 
since 1973 confirmed that the people were 
right. Now the argument about abortion laws 
is about whether women are justified by the 
projected “detriments” of being a mother in 
terminating what almost everyone now recog-
nizes to be a human being with a prima facie 
right to life. 

Gerard V. Bradley is professor of law at the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame. 
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

To Rule and Be Ruled
Aristotle’s Teaching in the Politics, by Thomas Pangle.

University of Chicago Press, 368 pages, $35

Aristotle’s Politics: Second Edition, by Aristotle, translated by Carnes Lord.
University of Chicago Press, 320 pages, $35 (cloth), $15 (paper)

Thomas pangle’s aristotle’s teach-
ing in the Politics is a welcome addition 
to the literature. He is guided by Aris-

totle’s teaching in the twofold sense of what he 
conveys and how (and to whom) he conveys it. 
Although not strictly a commentary, Pangle’s 
work blends summary and analysis, and seri-
ous students of the Politics will want to con-
sult each of its discussions.

Pangle, who teaches political philosophy 
at the University of Texas at Austin, follows 
the Politics from beginning to end, with some-
thing to say about each of its sections. He 
makes good use of earlier discussions, ancient 
and modern, with special attention to the 
work of students of Leo Strauss. Although he 
does not engage contemporary analyses from 
the analytic, phenomenological, or historical 
schools, he does swiftly dispatch Hannah Ar-
endt and, by extension, those who are exces-
sively influenced by her. 

One virtue of Pangle’s attention to Aristot-
le’s modes of educating is that he tries to make, 
and succeeds in making, a good case for the 
order and completeness of the Politics’ books 

and sentences as they come down to us in 
the manuscript tradition. Anything that one 
thinks to be misplaced or a later interpolation 
can be well explained. The possible exception 
is the apparently truncated Book 8, and here 
Pangle wonders whether Aristotle believed 
he could conclude early because his discus-
sion has little to add to Plato’s Laws. In gen-
eral, Pangle presents Aristotle’s arguments as 
much closer to Plato’s than is often claimed.

In this fidelity to the text as we have it, 
Pangle differs somewhat from Carnes Lord, 
Professor of Strategic Leadership at the Naval 
War College, who offers us a revised version of 
his already fine translation of the Politics. His 

“revisions have not been extensive, but neither 
are they insubstantial,” he writes in the Intro-
duction. Lord presents Books 1-8 in the usual 
order, but finds it “difficult to dismiss” the 
evidence that the seventh and eighth books 
were meant to appear after the third book and 
that other changes were made “at some time 
during the early third century.” Lord’s trans-
lation is a good one, and it is aided by useful 
notes and thoughtful discussions. It is still the 

best version to assign to students, although its 
leading rivals, translations by Joe Sachs and 
by Peter Simpson, should also be consulted. 
The difficulty of translating Aristotle becomes 
evident if we reflect on the fact that despite 
Lord’s and Pangle’s similarity in training and 
outlook, their translations of the same pas-
sage are never identical, and the differences 
are sometimes significant.

Pangle’s attention to aristotle’s 
ways of teaching leads him to follow with 
special care the injunction to analyze the 

context of a serious author’s quotations from, 
or references to, poetry. While doing so he 
discovers ambiguities about virtue and nobility 
that modify Aristotle’s ostensible message. He 
also attends carefully to Aristotle’s mentions 
of philosophy and political philosophy, and 
he is assiduous in following Aristotle’s raising 
of perplexities, and his proceeding, notably in 
Book 3, by temporarily resolving and then re-
turning to these perplexities. This care enables 
him to follow Aristotle where he leads, even if 
it is not where Pangle originally intended to go. 
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His exemplary attention to Aristotle’s rhet-
oric does not prevent him from making dubi-
ous rhetorical choices of his own. Throughout 
his book, Pangle regularly refers to Aristotle 
as our elusive tutor; impish instructor; wry 
docent; challenging preceptor; lecturer; wry 
or thought-provoking mentor; wry or playful 
pedagogue; playful, prankster, or provocative 
professor; philosophic teacher; philosophic 
guide; conductor; maestro; master; supple 
political philosopher; philosopher; sportive 
or pagan sage; teacher of lawgivers; and, the 
lowest blow of all, our political scientist. I half 
expected to see on this Rabelaisian stage our 
tendentious teaching assistant, sublime sec-
tion man, or jocular proctor. Even the Peripa-
tetic and the Stagirite make appearances. At 
one point Aristotle is “ jocoserious,” and he 
engages in u-turns, judo throws, and “holding 
his nose.” I suppose—or, as we Straussians 
now say—I am inclined to believe, that Pangle 
deploys each of these terms with intent, and 
that as a group they are meant to remind us of 
our inferior station and Aristotle’s unusually 
well-disguised levity. Their cumulative effect, 
however, is to irritate or, indeed, to encourage 
dismissive familiarity. They detract from an 
uncommonly thoughtful and serious book.

Much of what pangle says sub-
stantively about the Politics will be 
familiar: one hardly expects to dis-

cover that Aristotle is Nietzsche in disguise. 
This familiarity does not detract from the 
virtue of Pangle’s work, or occlude altogether 
its novel elements. Several themes and proce-
dures orient the discussion, and differentiate 
it from others. I will emphasize these, togeth-
er with those of his analyses that are especially 
useful and clear.

Pangle’s discussion of the Politics’ first book 
pays special attention to the issue of slavery 
and despotism. Aristotle differentiates kingly, 
political, tyrannical, despotic, and household 
rule, and criticizes those who do not, but as 
his work proceeds the similarities and differ-
ences among these modes become difficult to 
untangle. Pangle’s discussion features exten-
sive analyses of Aristotle’s accounts of slavery 
and of the place of acquisition in household 
management. His conclusion that only those 
so unintelligent that they would be useless 
could qualify as Aristotle’s natural slaves is 
familiar, but his precise path through the ar-
gument is not.

Pangle’s discussion of Book 3 is exemplary. 
He traces each of the perplexities that Aristot-
le presents, clarifying what Aristotle means by 
a citizen, the priority of the regime in political 
life and analysis of it, and the relative justice in 
claims to rule—or to share in ruling—of the 
wealthy, the virtuous, and the free. He is es-
pecially attentive to the “fraught” questions of 

the connection between the serious citizen and 
the virtuous man and to the issue of whether 
rule by the one best man is the best rule simply. 

Pangle is also effective in analyzing elements 
of Aristotle’s discussion in Books 4-6 and else-
where of varieties of the “best” regime in dif-
ferent circumstances. He shows that our wry 
pedagogue is even more subtle and prudent 
than he seems. Polity has not one but several 
varieties, including those close to aristocracy. 
It is connected but not identical to the middle 
class regime. A middle class can be advanced 
or encouraged; maintaining one is not merely a 
matter of circumstance. Moreover, it is not only 
gentlemen farmers who are at the heart of de-
cent democracies or democratic polities; hop-
lites (the citizen-soldiers of ancient Greece) are 
central too. Pangle brings out complexities in 
Aristotle’s discussion that are often overlooked, 
especially by those who focus too much on his 
analyses of how to manipulate offices.

Pangle’s discussions are guided by 
the questions of the limits or contra-
dictions of political or moral virtue, the 

natural and political status of the philosophic 
way of life and of philosophers, and the mu-
tual challenge of philosophy and revelation. 
Aristotle brings these themes to the surface in 
various ways, so they can be noticed and pon-
dered at different levels by different audiences. 
Given the author’s concerns, it would have 
been useful had he discussed more directly or 
completely Aristotle’s consideration in Books 
1, 6, and 10 of the Nicomachean Ethics of the 
priority of intellectual virtue, and its connec-
tion to ethical virtue and to the divine. An ex-
amination of the difference between the phil-
osophic search for wisdom and the achieved 
wisdom that might seem to be required for 
scientific rule would also have been useful. 

Pangle’s most sustained attention is to the 
limits of political excellence, especially as we 
see them developed in Book 3. Noble or virtu-
ous rule allows and expresses the full flourish-
ing—the beautiful life—of the most able. It 
also is praised because it serves the common 
good, as the artisan serves the customer, not 
himself. So, noble rule is “self-sacrificial,” not 
merely “self-fulfilling”: there is a tension at its 
core. We see another problem with the pos-
sible rule of the virtuous, when we consider 
that, although it is unfair and ignoble for the 
best to be under the control of the inferior, it 
is insufficiently honorable, noble, and free for 
the inferior never to participate in rule.

Although the tensions Pangle has in mind 
are not arbitrary, I wonder whether possibili-
ties for resolution and, perhaps, for still further 
perplexity might have been worked through 
had he discussed the following issues more 
systematically: 1) the question of founding 
and constitution-making, as opposed to ruling 

directly (founding allows both significant hon-
or for active statesmen, if not all honor, and a 
retiring rule for some, whose founding science 
helps themselves, and not only others, because 
they too belong to the common good); 2) the 
connections and differences among philoso-
phy, political science, legislative science, and 
prudence (these relations allow us to consider 
more concretely just what the rare knowledge 
might be that merits singular or almost singu-
lar rule, and the difference between seeking to 
deal with matters that change and those that 
do not); and, 3) the goods that ethical virtue 
enjoys in a measured way (these goods allow 
us to consider more concretely the limits, at-
traction, and dependency of the search for 
wisdom itself). Had such discussions been 
conducted systematically, more light would 
have been shed on the complex questions with 
which the author is concerned.

Pangle also sometimes refers to 
matters anachronistically, and this 
may have affected his analysis or pre-

sentation of the issues we just discussed, and 
others too. Aristotle engages in “thought 
experiments,” deals with “conceptual prob-
lematics,” “problematizes,” and worries about 

“conscience.” He encourages in one of his re-
gimes “start-up entrepreneurs.” Perhaps these 
terms are meant to suggest that Aristotle can 
meet any later thinker or divine on his own 
ground. The difficulty, however, is that such 
terms obscure important questions. The dif-
ferences are occluded among what is actual, 
possible, imaginable, desirable, and “to be 
prayed for”; between what is willfully or ag-
gressively yoked “conceptually” and what is 
discovered in its natural composition and 
form; and between prudent efforts, and ex-
periments that take their meaning from 
previous theoretical expectations. Pangle is 
doubtless aware of these issues, and one hard-
ly expects in his book a comprehensive discus-
sion of what Aristotle intends by means, ends, 
forms, wholes, and the like. But perhaps more 
directness about these questions would help 
us see more clearly the source, presence, and 
extent of some of the limits or contradictions 
within and among nobility, virtue, citizenship, 
justice, knowledge, monarchy, empire, and re-
publicanism that Pangle so skillfully points 
out. In any event, Aristotle’s Teaching in the 
Politics is a significant and accomplished work 
that, along with Carnes Lord’s revised trans-
lation, deserves our careful reflection. 

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Po-
litical Philosophy and director of the Salvatori 
Center for the Study of Individual Freedom in 
the Modern World  at Claremont McKenna 
College, and author of Plato’s Political Philoso-
phy (Johns Hopkins University Press).
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Book Review by Paul O. Carrese

Retracing Our Steps
Natural Rights Individualism and Progressivism in American Political Philosophy, edited by Ellen Frankel Paul, Jeffrey Paul,

and Fred D. Miller, Jr. Cambridge University Press, 389 pages, $36.99

In the middle of this collection of 
fine essays on the intellectual roots of our 
current political contests, James Ceaser 

distills what is at stake in the fundamental 
American debates of the past century and 
more:

Political communities gravitate to a 
central principle of right. If, as Progres-
sives asserted, the doctrine of natural 
rights was the reigning idea among the 
public [at the American Founding and 
through the 19th century], its elimina-
tion would create a vacuum. It is im-
portant therefore to ask what Progres-
sives thought would take its place, and 
whether their answer (if they had one) 
has proven to be viable. An inquiry into 
this question is of more than merely 
historical interest.

The insolvency of our national government 
and several liberal Democratic states, De-
troit’s bankruptcy, and the continuing strug-
gles of European welfare states suggest that 

the Progressive answer, whatever it may be, 
is not as viable as our dominant intellectual 
culture has thought. Indeed, several essays in 
Natural Rights Individualism and Progressivism 
in American Political Thought turn the Pro-
gressive tactic of crisis-invocation on its head. 
The inadequacy of liberal Progressivism to ad-
dress today’s critical problems provides a ripe 
opportunity for conservatives and constitu-
tionalists to press for renewed consideration 
of the philosophy underpinning the Decla-
ration, Constitution, Bill of Rights, and the 
Civil War amendments. 

Americans also deserve full and rigorous 
debate about our broader insolvency, which 
goes beyond fiscal and economic imbalanc-
es. The American Founders’ philosophy of 
natural rights and liberal constitutionalism, 
broadly and properly understood, can help 
us understand our cultural deficit-spending. 
It can help us understand, in particular, the 
moral importance of liberty, both individual 
and associational, in contrast to state-cen-
tered authority and the soft, and not-so-soft, 
despotism of administrative experts. One 

of several strengths in this collection is Paul 
Rahe’s splendid essay on Montesquieu as a 
natural rights thinker. Montesquieu’s The 
Spirit of Laws shows how commitment to in-
dividual natural rights can be combined with 
appreciation for civilized mores, religion, and 
other fundaments of decent social order be-
yond Lockean egoism and the social contract. 
That said, Thomas West’s chapter argues for 
rediscovery of the more-than-individualist 
elements of John Locke’s philosophy; indeed, 
West boldly weaves together threads from 
several Locke texts to find a neo-Aristotelian 
philosopher concerned with human happi-
ness, and with a common good. 

This diversity of views on locke, 
Montesquieu, and their importance to 
the American Founding in the open-

ing chapters of the volume, by two scholars 
who agree in endorsing traditional American 
constitutionalism against its Progressive crit-
ics, signals that the editors—all professors 
at Bowling Green State University—sought 
a range of conservative or constitutionalist 
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viewpoints. They even include one admirer of 
Progressive ideals, Eldon Eisenach, who dis-
tinguishes original Progressives from later Big 
Government liberals, and defends Progressive 
appeals to a moral narrative of populism and 
national cohesion. The essays present scholar-
ship from a range of disciplines, including in-
tellectual history, political science, American 
history, philosophy, and law. 

The book divides roughly into 
three parts. The first series of essays 
explicates natural rights philosophy and 

traditional liberal constitutionalism. The open-
ing studies of Locke and Montesquieu by West 
and Rahe are followed by Craig Yirush’s essay 
on the American revolutionaries’ invocation 
of both natural rights and common-law rights, 
C. Bradley Thompson on the deeper meaning 
of the laws and rights of nature invoked in the 
Declaration of Independence, and Eric Mack 
on the 19th-century radical Lysander Spooner, 
a distinctive natural-rights libertarian. 

The second series of essays examines and 
largely criticizes the Progressive repudiation 
of the founders’ natural rights philosophy and 
constitutionalism, assessing the ultimate con-
sequences of this turn for American politics 
and public policy. Ceaser opens by dissect-
ing John Dewey’s anti-foundationalist prag-
matism and the adequacy of his repudiation 
of natural truths and rights. This is followed 
by Eisenach’s qualified defense of Progressiv-
ism’s democratic and nationalist ideals. Tif-
fany Jones Miller brilliantly explains the or-
ganic link between the historicist repudiation 
of natural rights by Progressives and their 
advocacy of racial discrimination and eugen-
ics; James W. Ely analyzes the consequences 
for constitutional law and especially property 
rights of the Progressive critique of individu-
alism in the name of organic cooperation and 
social responsibility; and Adam Mossoff of-
fers a philosophical defense of Locke’s labor 
theory of value, distinguishing it from Karl 
Marx’s materialist account.

The final part of the volume features a de-
bate between Ronald J. Pestritto and Michael 
Zuckert on the degree to which Theodore 

Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson repudiate 
the founders’ constitutionalism and how these 
Progressive presidents reconciled their avowed 
populism with advocacy of increased national 
administrative authority over economics and 
politics. Pestritto gives credit to Wilson more 
than to Roosevelt for at least seeing the ten-
sion between populism and the administrative 
state, but thinks neither leader resolved the 
problem, let alone in a way that abides by the 
founders’ principles of liberty and dispersed 
political authority. Zuckert strives to defend 
Wilson from his most severe conservative crit-
ics, but in the end admits that Wilson did not 
understand the Lockean constitutionalism of 
separated powers and thus hardly proved the 
superiority of his new-fangled replacement. 
The volume thus moves from first principles, 
to policy consequences, and finally to new con-
ceptions of the presidential or administrative 
state. It leaves the reader with a deeper under-
standing of the Progressive project and with 
deeper doubts about the sunny confidence of 
Progressives and their liberal heirs in replac-
ing America’s natural rights constitutionalism. 
Liberal-Progressives no less than conservative-
constitutionalists should welcome this kind of 
focus on first principles in our national politi-
cal and intellectual debates.

The chapters by rahe, yirush, and 
Ceaser, which explore or at least men-
tion the Montesquieuan and common-

law elements of America’s founding principles 
and constitutionalism, provide balance to 
what is otherwise a Locke-centric discussion. 
Six of the twelve essays, including both West’s 
opening and Zuckert’s closing, select Locke 
as the single most important locus for un-
derstanding rights and constitutionalism in 
America. If Progressives are rightly criticized 
for distorting or taking to extremes some 
worthy principles of America’s political cul-
ture—the Social Gospel variant of Christian-
ity and civil-service reform, among others—
then defenders of natural rights and constitu-
tional liberty might be asked to consider that 
Locke is not our only star and compass. West 
labors mightily to reconstruct Locke into an 

Aristotelian eudaemonist, and Mossoff fol-
lows suit—each of them surpassing Nathan 
Tarcov’s plea (in a 1983 article) for recalling 
the “non-Lockean” elements in Locke. These 
efforts, painstaking and highly intelligent as 
they are, perhaps do not quite explain the 
materialism, hedonism, and individualism of 
Locke’s revolutionary philosophy. The Rand-
ian, objectivist account of Lockean rights by 
Thompson and the radical libertarian view of 
Lockean philosophy by Mack highlight ele-
ments not accounted for in the eudaemonist 
portraits. 

James Stoner raised these kinds of con-
cerns in a 2004 journal debate with Mi-
chael Zuckert, wondering whether re-mod-
eled conceptions of Locke overlooked Leo 
Strauss’s trenchant concerns. This kind of 
query in no way endorses the Progressive 
caricature of Lockean individualism, since 
elements of Locke’s philosophy of rights and 
constitutionalism are indispensable for the 
achievements of liberty and the rule of law in 
America, and beyond, in recent centuries. But 
the American Founding—indeed the Decla-
ration itself—is a more capacious phenom-
enon than Lockeanism can explain. Grant-
ing Locke his proper due should not entail 
exclusion of equally important resources and 
principles, whether Montesquieu’s spirit of 
moderation, the Bible’s providential moral-
ity, or George Washington’s own example of 

“sacred honor.” 
Praise is due to The Liberty Fund for 

sponsoring the conference that commissioned 
these chapters and to the Social Philosophy 
& Policy Center at Bowling Green State Uni-
versity for initially publishing these essays in 
their journal Social Philosophy & Policy. Such 
collaborations help to redress the imbalance 
of views in higher education and our elite cul-
ture, which is an element of our worsening 
cultural insolvency. 

Paul O. Carrese is professor of political science 
at the U.S. Air Force Academy, and author of 
Cloaking of Power: Montesquieu, Blackstone, 
and the Rise of Judicial Activism (University 
of Chicago Press).
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Book Review by Thomas J. Main

The Disobedient Professor
On Constitutional Disobedience, by Louis Michael Seidman.

Oxford University Press, 176 pages, $21.95

At first glance, on constitutional 
Disobedience by Georgetown law pro-
fessor Louis Michael Seidman is the 

latest in a series of recent books that criticize 
the American Constitution severely, calling 
for its replacement by a more modern magna 
carta. Seidman’s argument was summarized, 
and received considerable attention, in a New 
York Times op-ed article with the striking title, 
“Let’s Give Up on the Constitution.” But actu-
ally, his argument is directed against not just 
the American Constitution as it now stands 
or might stand, but all constitutions. Thus, 
one section of the book is entitled “What 
Constitutions Are For, and Why We Do Not 
Need Them.”

One of Seidman’s arguments goes like 
this: suppose a bloody civil war is ended 
when both sides agree to a truce. The truce is 
the best agreement either side can get, both 
sides agree to it, and it results in peace. Are 
the parties involved obligated to obey the 
truce? The answer, according to Seidman, is 

“no.”

The parties “agreed” only because this 
was the sole means available to staunch 
the flow of blood. Of course, so long as 

the alternative to abiding by the agree-
ment is continued or renewed civil war, 
both sides have a prudential reason to 
follow its terms. But if the balance of 
power shifts, or if the agreement proves 
too burdensome, there is no principled 
reason that a party should subordinate 
its conception of justice to a truce that 
was forced upon it.

He allows, of course, that “[i]f the terms 
of the agreement are just, then they should 
be obeyed because they are just.” But in that 
case, he claims, we are not really obeying the 
agreement at all. We are acting consistently 
with the agreement “because our all-things-
considered judgment is that this is the best 
way to proceed.” Obedience has nothing to do 
with it because “[a]n obligation to obey takes 
hold only when one has a duty to do some-
thing one would otherwise not want to do.” If 
we have a good reason to act consistently with 
the agreement we don’t need an obligation to 
obey to tell us to do so. And if we don’t have 
such a good reason, then we shouldn’t follow 
the agreement at all.

What are we to make of this argument? 
First, Seidman is confused about what, ex-

actly, a constitution is. For example, he notes 
that there is obvious utility in establishing 
exactly how long a president’s term will be. 
Don’t we need a constitutional provision—a 
provision we will obey obviously—to estab-
lish that term? No we don’t, writes Seidman, 
who notes that “[i]n the United Kingdom, 
there is no written constitutional agreement 
that requires fresh parliamentary elections 
every five years, but the length of parliamen-
tary sessions is nonetheless not a subject for 
debate.” Later, he defends constitutional dis-
obedience against the charge that it would 
endanger civil liberties by pointing to coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom and New 
Zealand, where such freedoms are secure 
despite lacking written constitutions. Later, 
Seidman drops the qualifying word “written” 
and asserts that the U.K. and Australia “until 
recently lacked constitutional protection for 
civil liberties.”

These examples are telling only 
if these countries lack not just writ-
ten constitutions but constitutional 

obedience. Clearly, however, they don’t. The 
U.K. may lack a written document, but has 
a constitution that is unwritten and informal 
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precisely because obedience to it is so taken 
for granted. The same is true of Australia and 
New Zealand, which have weak written con-
stitutions bestowed on them by the British 
parliament, but are obedient to a wider amal-
gam of laws, treaties, and conventions. 

Seidman’s assumption that an unwritten 
constitution is no constitution at all is ex-
pressed even more plainly in his critique of 
what he calls associative theories of obliga-
tion. Such theories argue that members of a 
political community are obliged to obey the 
law because obeying the law is a necessary 
part of what it means to be part of a politi-
cal community. Associative theories have, 
Seidman admits, “some superficial plausibil-
ity” concerning the obligation to obey the 
law, but none with regard to an obligation 
to obey a constitution. He writes that “for 
several millennia, constitutions were the ex-
ception rather than the rule. Many political 
communities have existed and functioned 
perfectly adequately without constitutional 
obligation for the simple reason that they 
have functioned perfectly adequately with-
out constitutions.”

But the political communities of 
the ancient world did have constitu-
tions. True, for the most part those 

constitutions were unwritten and informal 
but they were nevertheless formative. Thus 
Aristotle could write meaningfully of The 
Constitution of Athens and develop a library 
(now lost) documenting the constitutions of 
scores of Greek city-states even though these 
polities had no written or formal constitu-
tions. Any political community that has some 
way, more or less settled, of making collec-
tive decisions has a constitution, and any po-
litical community that does not have such a 
constitution is hardly a community at all. “It 
is impossible,” Seidman acknowledges, “to 
imagine a political community without laws, 
so it makes some sense to say that obliga-
tion to obey those laws is built into the idea 
of such a community.” But if it is impossible 
to have a political community without a con-
stitution—that is, a settled way of making 
public decisions—constitutional obedience 
is a necessary part of belonging to a political 
community. 

A work extolling constitutional disobe-
dience raises an obvious question: it might 
be convenient to ignore the provisions for, 
say, the Electoral College, but are the First 
Amendment and the equal protection clause 
to be disobeyed too? Not to worry, Seidman 
tells us. “There is simply no good reason why 
we cannot continue to abide by constitutional 

provisions that now seem to us sensible while 
jettisoning those that do not.” So only “sen-
sible” provisions are to be obeyed. Seidman 
expands on this criterion a bit when he writes 
we should base decisions on “all-things-con-
sidered judgments instead of constitutional 
commands.” So the question might be re-
stated: how does a polity go about reaching 
an all-things-considered judgment, how is 
such a judgment to be recognized when it is 
achieved, and how is this to be done without 
reference to a constitution, either written or 
unwritten? 

 To his credit, Seidman recognizes at this 
point that he has dug himself a hole. He 
writes, “Without a constitution, how are ‘we’ 
to express our decision to, say, have or not 
have a Supreme Court? How would ‘we’ de-
cide which institutions were authoritative?” 
These are excellent questions to which Seid-
man has no answers. He notes that during 
the American ratification process the nation 
transitioned from one written constitution 
to another and expresses the hope that, “In 
the same mysterious fashion, contemporary 
Americans can decide on the shape and power 
of their institutions.”

Clearly we need a better account 
of public decision-making than as-
cribing the whole process to mystery. 

A situation in which absolutely everything is, 
as Seidman writes, “up for grabs,” will never 
produce any decisions or any action. Every 
debate starts where the polity already is, with 
a set of assumptions and procedures that it 
temporarily and conditionally chooses to ac-
cept or obey. That set of assumptions and pro-
cedures is in fact the constitution of a polity, 
and every polity has such a constitution. 

What, one wonders in following Seidman’s 
argument, would a society look like in which 
its history and traditions are so unclear, so 
contested, that massive and complete con-
stitutional disobedience obtains? In a highly 
illuminating passage he invites us to envy 

“emerging democracies like those in the Arab 
world.” 

In countries with no tradition of con-
stitutional protection for civil liberties, 
constitutional obligation obviously 
plays no role. Yet, precisely because of 
this absence of prior obligation, there 
is vibrant debate and mass mobiliza-
tion about the nature of and protec-
tion for rights. The very contingency 
of the rights—the very fact that they 
are not established and are up for 
grabs—leads ordinary people to value 

For a full book description and to order 
visit potomacbooksinc.com 

or call 800-775-2518.

Righting the Balance
How You Can Help Protect America

daniel serwer

$26.95 hardcover

“Serwer brings a smart, fresh view-
point to these issues, and he does it 
in an accessible and stylish way.”

—Tom Daschle, former U.S. Senator 
from South Dakota and former 

U.S. Senate Majority Leader

“The national investment over de-
cades that has given our country 
the world’s greatest military has 
largely neglected the needs of the 
civilian sector. Policy pundits and 
the general public alike would be 
wise to ponder Serwer’s thought-
provoking suggestions for devel-
oping and institutionalizing the 
civilian elements that U.S. foreign 
policy will need in the age ahead.”

—Stephen Hadley, former National 
Security Advisor to President 

George W. Bush
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and fight for them…. What true civil 
liberties amount to is the embrace of 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and un-
programmed argument, debate, and 
dissent—the kind of wide-open discus-
sion that accompanied the Arab Spring 
or our own revolution.

Ah, the lucky citizens of Egypt, Lybia, and 
other countries experiencing the Arab Spring. 
There, without the First Amendment or any 
similar constitutional provision to restrain 
them, they are free to have “wide open discus-
sion”—with “unpredictable” results!—over 
such matters as whether Jews are, as the re-
cent former president of Egypt had it, the “de-
scendants of apes and pigs” who must be the 
targets of holy jihad. Because of the “absence 
of prior obligation” to any 8th Amendment it 
is also “up for grabs” whether thieves should 
have their hands cut off.

The point is that there must be a constitu-
tion and consequently there must be consti-
tutional obedience. The only question is the 
sort of a constitution a particular polity has. If 
a people are lucky enough to have a constitu-
tion that shuts down discussion of obnoxious 
alternatives they should cling to it, as Orwell 
said, like a life preserver. Therefore Seidman’s 
preference for “a culture that values argument 
and disagreement more than obedience” is 
quite arbitrary. Obviously it is the substance 
of what one chooses to obey or contest that 
is decisive.

In some passages seidman seems to 
argue that constitutions are futile en-
deavors in any case. He writes, “it is quite 

mysterious why anyone would think that 
words written on a piece of paper could pos-
sibly stand in the way of abusive exercise of 
government power. As many of the framers 
themselves recognized, the Constitution pro-
vided nothing more substantial than ‘parch-
ment barriers.’” There are two confusions 
here. First, James Madison’s objection to 
parchment barriers was not meant to apply 
to constitutional language as a whole. Parch-
ment barriers were the kind of toothless pro-
hibitions against one branch of government 
encroaching on another that were contained 
in some state constitutions. The alternative 
to parchment barriers was the system of sep-
aration of powers—still words on a piece of 
paper but ones that created a governmental 
process conducive to maintaining a salutary 
separation. Second, if words on a piece of 
paper are so ineffectual, what is the point of 
Seidman’s whole book? Words on a piece of 
paper stand for ideas, ideas upon which one 

is prepared to act are beliefs, and beliefs di-
rect human behavior.

So, just how do constitutions manage to 
have any power over us at all? “The test for 
constitutional obligation arises when one 
thinks that, all-things-considered, the right 
thing to do is X, but the constitution tells us 
to do not-X,” Seidman writes. “If we are con-
vinced after taking everything into account 
that one course of action is right, why should 
we take another course of action just because 
of words written down on a piece of paper 
more than two hundred years ago?”

But our thinking about politics 
is shaped by history, context, and cul-
ture—by the way our political world is 

constituted. That constitution includes insti-
tutions and practices, certainly, but also ideas, 
assumptions, arguments, rules, a whole set of 
mental habits without which political think-
ing or “taking everything into account” would 
not be possible. A constitution is, above all, a 
way of thinking about the political world. For 
convenience we sometimes sketch out part 
of those thought patterns in words, making 
those aspects of the constitution more formal, 
less malleable than others. We may in time 
come to question some parts of a constitu-
tion, but when we do so it is in terms of other 
parts of the constitution that we temporar-
ily and provisionally choose to accept. When 
the constitution tells us to do X and we think 
about whether to do not-X, our thinking is 
already shaped by that constitution, broadly 
understood. 

At one point Seidman states that “consti-
tutional disobedience is not only permissible; 
it is built into the fabric of our country.” But 
here is something else built into the fabric of 
our country, which might even be said to be 
its fabric: its constitution, broadly understood. 
The disobedience Seidman calls for never re-
ally tears loose from that fabric. In that sense, 
On Constitutional Disobedience is less of a break 
with traditional constitutional criticism than 
it seems to be. It presumes that disobedience 
will not affect any of the “sensible” provisions 
of the Constitution that sensible Americans 
rightly esteem. The author wants to have it 
both ways, which is disappointing but all too 
predictable for a professor lucky enough to 
live in a republic with a strong, wise, and ven-
erable Constitution.

Thomas J. Main is associate professor at the Ba-
ruch College School of Public Affairs at the City 
University of New York, and editor of Is the 
American Constitution Obsolete? (Carolina 
Academic Press). 
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William J. Bennett

When law enforcement finally 
captured the Boston marathon 
bomber Dzhokhar Tsarnaev after 

a 20-hour manhunt, he was lying in a boat 
stored in a backyard, near death after massive 
blood loss. On the inside of the boat, authori-
ties found the words “F--- America” scrawled 
in blood. The infamous issue of Rolling Stone 
featuring Dzhokhar on the cover quoted a 
high school friend reiterating Dzhokhar’s 
views on Islamic terror: “he said he felt some 
of those acts were justified because of what 
the U.S. does in other countries.” Dzhokhar’s 
brother, Tamerlan, killed hours earlier, had 
harbored a similar rejection of his country 

and Western mores. Near the peak of his rad-
icalization, Tamerlan told those close to him 
to stop listening to music because, “it is not 
supported by Islam.” 

Despite being a citizen of the United States 
(Tamerlan’s application had been delayed), 
Dzhokhar harbored deeply anti-American 
views and despised the land that graciously 
granted him and his family asylum. The con-
tradiction, between the welcome America ex-
tended to the Tsarnaevs and the savage rejec-
tion of the nation by two of their sons, raises 
the question: should we extend the generous 
offer of citizenship, or even some form of le-
galization, to those who do not want to iden-
tify themselves as Americans? The answer is 
no. Wanting to be an American and wanting 

to identify as one should be a necessary condi-
tion of citizenship. 

This question has special signifi-
cance for the current immigration 
debate. In particular, Latinos, by far 

the largest group of immigrants, do not seem 
eager to identify themselves as Americans. 
As Chris Cillizza of the Washington Post has    
reported: 

A 2011 Pew Research Center survey 
of Latinos showed just one in four (24 
percent) think of themselves as Latinos 
while a majority (51 percent) prefer to 
identify themselves with the country of 
their origin. (One in five describe them-
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selves as Americans.) Asked whether all 
Latinos living in America share a “com-
mon culture”, nearly seven in ten His-
panics said they did not.

The Tsarnaev brothers’ hatred of the Unit-
ed States, and these troubling statistics, high-
light a neglected facet of the immigration de-
bate: the increasing inability, or unwillingness, 
of new immigrants to assimilate to American 
values and beliefs. Referencing a new paper 
(“America’s Patriotic Assimilation System 
Is Broken”) co-authored by John Fonte and 
Althea Nagai, National Review Online noted, 
“By roughly 31 points (81.2% to 49.5%), the 
native-born are more likely than naturalized 
citizens to believe that ‘our schools’ should 
focus on the ‘rights and responsibilities of citi-
zenship and pride in being part of America’ 
rather than on ‘each student’s ethnic identity’ 
and their ‘pride in their own heritage and eth-
nic group.’”

The problem is clear: immigrants aren’t 
identifying as Americans in ways they used to. 
But, at the same time, America also isn’t turn-
ing immigrants into Americans. This story by 
one college professor illustrates the problem: 

only six of the twenty students in my 
undergraduate World View seminar 
could provide the name of the current 
vice president on the 100-question U.S. 
Citizenship Exam. A sophomore, who 
incidentally gave the answer “Vince 
Carter…peanut farmer???”, quickly pro-
vided me fodder for a month’s worth of 
classes when he exclaimed, “Good thing 

I’m not a history major…. I only need to 
know business stuff.”

The founders had the right ideas 
about what citizenship means—it is not 
just a birthright, or personal attribute, 

but a commitment to the nation and her ideals. 
So how to recover them? First, the nation must 
do a better job teaching the American story—
not just to those born elsewhere, but to young 
people who were born in the U.S., and whose 
grandparents were born here. According to 
the 2010 National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, only 12% of high school seniors were 
proficient in American history, and 24% were 
proficient in civics. U.S. history is our worst 
subject. True assimilation into the American 
system begins with teaching American his-
tory and the founding documents to all ap-
prentice citizens, young and immigrant alike. 

The embrace of self-betterment through 
work was also essential throughout the long 
decades when we successfully turned a nation 
of immigrants into a nation of Americans. 
Ben Franklin believed that “industry and 
constant employment are great preservatives 
of the morals and virtue of a nation.” While 
Tamerlan Tsarnaev brooded in his house, 
reading jihadist material instead of holding or 
seeking a job, his wife worked up to 80 hours 
a week as a home health aid.

Franklin also understood the importance of 
a shared language. At one point, he complained 
that Pennsylvania “will in a few Years become a 
German Colony. Instead of their Learning our 
Language, we must learn their’s (sic), or live as 
in a foreign country.” Similar complaints can 

be heard today in the cities and border areas of 
California, Arizona, and Texas. Pennsylvania 
did not become a German colony, of course, be-
cause German immigrants became assimilated 
Americans. Such successes, though impres-
sive, were not inevitable then, and are far from 
assured today. Without the transmission of 
Americanism to immigrants and native-born 
citizens, we imperil the whole American ex-
periment. A college professor (a friend of How-
ard Zinn’s, no less) describes trenchantly the 
age demographic that the Tsarnaevs belong to:

The problem with this demographic is 
that they do not know the basic nar-
ratives of their histories—or really any 
narratives. They’re blazed on pot and 
searching the Internet for any “factoids” 
that they believe fit their highly de-his-
toricized and decontextualized ideolo-
gies. And the adult world totally misun-
derstands them and dismisses them—
and does so at our collective peril.

We cannot afford to misunderstand or 
dismiss these young people. We must engage 
them and teach them what it means to be an 
American. To paraphrase William Wordsworth, 
what we have loved, others will love, but we 
must teach them how. And we ought not to 
grant citizenship to, or make legal, immigrants 
who do not want to embrace America’s virtues 
and ideals. If we do, we do so at our own peril. 

William J. Bennett is the Washington Fellow of 
the Claremont Institute and host of the “Bill Ben-
nett’s Morning in America” radio show.

Linda Chavez

As one who believes strongly in 
American exceptionalism, I am sur-
prised and disheartened by the cur-

rent fear of immigrants that grips much of the 
conservative movement. One of the chief char-
acteristics that makes America exceptional is 
that we have been able to forge a common na-
tional identity among one of the most hetero-
geneous populations on the globe. While our 
political and civil institutions are grounded 

firmly in our Anglo-Protestant roots, we’ve 
managed within a generation or two to turn 
everyone from German farmers to Chinese 
laborers to Jewish peasants into Americans. 
Yet conservatives worry that today’s immi-
grants—especially those who come, legally or 
illegally, from Mexico and elsewhere in Latin 
America—will fail to do what countless oth-
ers have done before them. The fear is that 
these latest newcomers will change America 
far more fundamentally than America will 
change them. 

I have written extensively over the last 
30 years to try to dispel this fear, compiling 
mountains of statistical evidence to show the 
quick and successful assimilation of Hispan-
ics into the American mainstream. From 
English acquisition to high school completion 
rates—and, more recently, college attendance 
figures that show Hispanic high school gradu-
ates continuing their education at higher rates 
than whites—to intermarriage, virtually all 
indices show Hispanic immigrants becoming 
largely indistinguishable from other Ameri-
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cans within a generation. But of late, the mes-
sage has fallen on deaf ears. 

This symposium poses the problem some-
what differently: how do we conservatives ad-
dress immigration in a principled way and still 
win elections? On that score, too, the evidence 
is not nearly so dire as some seem to believe. 
Hispanics usually vote for the more liberal 
candidate, but not monolithically or consis-
tently so. In presidential elections going back to 
1972, Republicans have garnered from 30-44% 
of Hispanic votes (a higher percentage than 
among Jews or Ph.Ds) in all but four elections. 
Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George 
W. Bush did well with Hispanic voters (over 
40%), not by pandering to them in ethnic terms 
but by appealing to their patriotism, optimism, 
and work ethic. Even Bill Clinton in 1992 un-
derstood that the way to win Hispanic votes 
in New Mexico—the most Hispanic state in 
the nation then as now (47%)—was to focus 
on ending welfare, which was the theme of an 
aggressive ad campaign in the summer of 1992. 

But when Republican candidates have made 
illegal immigration a major campaign issue, 
they’ve alienated many Hispanics, as they did in 
California in 1994 by sponsoring Proposition 

187 to deny education and other service to the 
children of illegal immigrants, with spillover 
effects discernible from the 1996 presidential 
race to the national elections in 2008 and 2012. 
Conservatives are either tone-deaf or in denial 
on this issue. Hispanics don’t favor illegal im-
migration, but for many U.S.-born Hispanics, 
illegal immigration touches close to home; one 
quarter of all Hispanics know someone who 
has been deported and nearly 17 million His-
panics live in mixed-status (that is, legal-illegal) 
homes, according to a recent poll by the Pew 
Research Hispanic Center. When conservative 
candidates berate illegal immigrants as welfare 
cheats and criminals, they forget they are fre-
quently referring to Hispanic voters’ neighbors, 
friends, family, and co-workers.

A principled immigration policy 
would be one that honored conserva-
tive commitment to free market eco-

nomics and fostered assimilation. Immigrants 
come here for jobs, but our current legal immi-
gration levels do not meet employer demand 
for either high-skilled or low-skilled workers. 
Hispanic immigrants fall mainly into the lat-
ter category, taking jobs that others eschew. 

Mexican-born men have the highest labor 
force participation rates (94%) of any group; 
they are eagerly sought after by employers, 
not because employers want to exploit them 
but because they give an honest day’s work for 
pay that allows the employer to earn a profit. 
Immigrants come here seeking a better life for 
themselves and their children and when legal 
visas are unavailable, they risk their lives (and 
violate our laws) by crossing the border ille-
gally. The best way to solve the problem is to 
expand legal immigration.

Immigrants represent hope and faith in 
America; they renew and make us stronger by 
reminding us that we are a nation that rewards 
individual effort and achievement. America 
has not lost its ability to assimilate these new-
comers, despite programs like bilingual edu-
cation (which is on the wane). Conservatives 
should not lose faith in the assimilative power 
of our exceptional nation. Our duty should be 
to help foster that assimilation by promoting 
English and civics lessons for these newcomers. 

Linda Chavez is president of the Becoming 
American Institute and chairman of the Center 
for Equal Opportunity.

Angelo M. Codevilla

Abraham lincoln voiced the fun-
damental truth about immigration in 
America: “perhaps half our people…

are not descendants at all of [our founders]; 
they are men who have come from Europe—
German, Irish, French and Scandinavian—
men that have come from Europe themselves, 
or whose ancestors have come hither and set-
tled here, finding themselves our equals in all 
things.” He continued:

If they look back through this history to 
trace their connection with those days 
by blood, they find they have none, they 
cannot carry themselves back into that 
glorious epoch and make themselves 
feel that they are part of us, but when 
they look through that old Declaration 
of Independence, they find that those 

old men say that “We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all men are cre-
ated equal”; and then they feel that that 
moral sentiment taught in that day evi-
dences their relation to those men, that 
it is the father of all moral principle in 
them, and that they have a right to claim 
it as though they were blood of the blood, 
and flesh of the flesh, of the men who 
wrote that Declaration; and so they are.

That “father of all moral principle” is the 
“electric cord” that binds our diverse people 
together. We have no other. Because genera-
tion after generation of Americans tightened 
that very cord around each new wave of im-
migrants, this country made good Americans 
out of persons previously civilized as Chinese, 
Sicilians, Finns, Basques, etc. All came to 
possess similar attitudes and habits. America 
even so assimilated African slaves that the 

tribes among whom their progeny sought 
their roots looked beyond color and saw them 
simply as “Americans.” 

America’s seeming capacity to assimilate 
even a ham sandwich was not the doing of gov-
ernment. The schools helped by teaching im-
migrants—as they taught natives—to revere 

“our founders,” much as French teachers in 
deepest Africa tried to manufacture French-
men by teaching the little ones to recite “our 
ancestors the Gauls” with just the right accent. 
But here it happened mostly because Ameri-
cans lived as if that “father of moral principle” 
really is “self-evident.” If you were going to live 
here, you had to live accordingly. 

No more. the america of our day 
is an engine of dissimilation, sub-
stantially as a result of govern-

ment. Today, as a native or as an immigrant, 
you are hard put not to be at odds with the 
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gory which, having no connection with mere 
Americans, may be prevented from experienc-
ing the thrill of living as equals among equals; 
a category which, having no knowledge of and 
attachment to the principles and practices of 
a body politic founded on self-evident truths, 
may be induced never to acquire them.

That is why the current plans for “immi-
gration reform” involve admitting people as 
members of sectors and as recipients of privi-
leges, likelier to dissimilate into subjects than 
to assimilate into citizens.

Angelo M. Codevilla is professor emeritus of in-
ternational relations at Boston University, and a 
senior fellow of the Claremont Institute.

as possible on the rulers and as little in com-
mon with one another as possible. To become 
docile to management, mere Americans have 
to learn to regard America as good only be-
cause it permitted the current ruling class to 
arise; to regard those who urge self-reliance 
as threats to the government’s largesse, those 
who belong to other “demographics” as com-
petitors for it, and those who speak of moral 
principle as enemies of liberty.

Doing this requires overcoming a lot of in-
grained ideas and habits. That is why the rul-
ing class concentrates on deracinating young-
er people, whose roots are naturally shallower. 
It is why it is so eager to bring into the body 
politic as may immigrants as it can—a cate-

country’s founders, with their principles, and 
with all those around you. As government 
has grown into the people’s master, a ruling 
class has arisen intertwined with it. For that 
class, America’s founders, their works, and 
the assumptions that underlie those works, 
are objects of disdain rather than reverence. 
The schools, which belong to the rulers rather 
than the ruled, teach and enforce the moral 
principle against which the founders rebelled: 
that something special (they now call it “sci-
ence”) entitles the rulers to rule and obliges 
the rest to obey.

Self-entitled and contemptuous, the rul-
ing class tries to marshal mere Americans 
into sectors, each having as much dependence 

Edward J. Erler

Earlier this year nancy pelosi 
proffered some unsolicited political 
advice to Republicans: either support 

the Gang of Eight immigration bill or give up 
all hope of winning another national election. 
Oddly enough, the Republican leadership 
seems inclined to agree. 

In 1986, President Ronald Reagan signed 
the Immigration Reform and Control Act, 
which gave amnesty to nearly three million ille-
gal immigrants, the vast majority of them His-
panics. In 1984 Reagan had received 37% of 
the Hispanic vote, but the vote for his succes-
sor, George H.W. Bush, declined significantly 
to 30%. Granted, Bush was no Reagan, but 
such ingratitude seems to puzzle Republicans. 

The other component of the 1986 act was 
border control, although no one but the hope-
lessly naïve believed that border enforcement 
would be taken seriously. The reason was 
simple: both Republicans and Democrats 
wanted a steady supply of illegal immigrants, 
Republicans for cheap and exploitable labor 
and Democrats for future voters. The same 
dynamic is at work today.

We are told that there are 11 million ille-
gal aliens in the United States, although this 
number is almost certainly much higher. If 

current amnesty proposals are passed, illegal 
immigrants will immediately receive green 
cards. Whether they will be placed on a path 
to citizenship has not yet been settled, but 
smart money says that some form of citizen-
ship will be eventually passed, and the Dem-
ocratic Party will enroll about two-thirds 
of these new citizens—perhaps 3-4 million. 
(And in some states there are efforts to allow 
alien voting—which would be perfectly with-
in the constitutional powers of states). His-
panic loyalty to the Democratic Party does 
not weaken over time or with greater assimi-
lation; third and fourth generation Hispanics 
vote overwhelmingly Democratic. But one of 
the Gang of Eight, Senator Marco Rubio of 
Florida, says not to worry: Hispanics don’t 
vote in large percentages so the large number 
of potential voters will translate into a small 
number of actual voters. If this were not such 
a serious political issue, we might accuse the 
senator of indulging some low humor. The 
election of 2012 demonstrated that the Dem-
ocratic Party has perfected the art of voter 
turnout. President Obama won 93% of the 
African-American vote and for the first time 
African-Americans voted at a higher rate than 
whites. Obama also won 71% of the Hispanic 
vote. Does anyone doubt the Democrats’ abil-
ity and determination to turn out the His-

panic vote in future elections using the same 
techniques?

The gang of eight immigration bill 
is a thousand-page monstrosity loaded 
with exceptions, special interest bro-

kering, multi-million dollar funding for left-
wing advocacy groups (principally La Raza), 
provisions for chain migration and loopholes 
of every sort. Once illegal aliens receive green 
cards, their value to employers will decrease 
considerably, since employers will have to pay 
minimum wages and contribute to federal and 
state benefits. As the cost of green-card work-
ers increases, demand for illegal alien labor 
will also increase. And, of course, the demand 
for future voters on the part of Democrats will 
always be high. This is the reason that many 
suspect that the border control provisions in 
the Gang of Eight bill are as farcical as those 
in the 1986 act.

Most illegal aliens entering the country are 
disaffected and desperately poor, fleeing Mex-
ico with the active complicity of the Mexican 
government. On the whole, these immigrants 
are not well educated and possess fewer tech-
nical skills. Immigration policies, however, 
should focus on admitting those who can best 
contribute to American prosperity. Some 
leading Republicans, of course, say we should 
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show compassion to those who merely seek 
a better life for themselves and their fami-
lies. After all, as President George W. Bush 
said, “family values don’t stop at the border.” 
President Bush’s encomium would fit the ho-
mogeneous world state where citizenship has 
been rendered superfluous, but as long as the 
world remains a system of sovereign nation-
states, American interests should be the sole 
driving force for immigration policy. Illegal 

aliens from Latin countries are most likely 
to need the ministrations of the welfare state 
and therefore to become clients of the admin-
istrative state.

The Obama Administration has waged 
open warfare against the middle class by try-
ing to magnify the power and reach of the ad-
ministrative state. Republicans would do well 
to concentrate their political appeal on the 
middle class, a class that opposes the loss of 

political and economic freedom that attends 
the expansion of the administrative state, even 
as it becomes increasingly multi-racial and 
multi-ethnic. If the Republican Party wants 
to commit suicide, it can find no more dra-
matic method than by supporting the Gang 
of Eight immigration bill. 

Edward J. Erler is a senior fellow of the Clare-
mont Institute.

The challenge extends far beyond 
immigration. Yet this means that a re-
vitalized public battle over American 

civic education would help to re-frame issues 
now wrongly represented as questions of eth-
nicity. The argument that a comprehensive 
solution to immigration issues is impossible 
without first putting our broken assimilation 
system in order would become part of a wider, 
less ethnically-charged debate.

To be sure, ethnically-based protest groups 
will attempt to characterize a return to clas-
sic civic education as a discriminatory move. 
They will fail to persuade the public, however, 
so long as the issue is posed in the broadest 
terms, rather than as a question of immigra-
tion policy alone.

Republican politicians are not going to 
take up the battle over civic education un-
less the public returns to it in earnest. The 
growing controversy over the Common Core, 
fast becoming a de facto federal K-12 school 
curriculum (in defiance of constitutional 
principles), provides a unique opportunity 
to rekindle public interest in civic education. 
Common Core standards in history and so-
cial studies have yet to be issued. When they 
are, the battle should be joined, and tied to 
the larger struggle over the fate of America’s 
founding tradition, for immigrants, for young 
people, and for all of us.

Stanley Kurtz is a senior fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center. 

and early 1990s. William Bennett and Lynne 
Cheney, representing respectively the Rea-
gan and George H.W. Bush Administrations, 
were able to use the bully pulpit to rally the 
public against the leftward drift of America’s 
education system. Bennett and Cheney failed 
to stem the tide in the schools, but succeeded 
in convincing the public that there was a prob-
lem. This kept students open to alternative 
views and saddled the Democratic Party with 
the task of defending a sharply left-leaning 
constituency with little public support.

Since then, Republican politicians have 
largely abandoned the battle. In part, this is 
because the mainstream press, which was re-
markably open to conservative criticisms of 
the academy’s extremes in the 1980s, is now 
largely a product of the educational trends 
conservatives were fighting in those days. Re-
publican politicians fear being marginalized 
by a press now comfortably ensconced on the 
cultural left.

Yet most Americans remain far more close-
ly tied to classic American civic traditions than 
do either K-12 or college teachers (now bul-
warks of the Democratic Party, not coinciden-
tally). Turning the civic content of American 
education into a battle is still a political winner 
for Republicans, if only they can brave the in-
evitable criticism from a culturally ascendant 
left. The alternative is to cede enough immi-
grant citizens and young people to the 1960s-
based counter-tradition to tilt the country ir-
revocably away from our founding principles.

Stanley Kurtz

Generally speaking, conserva-
tives should address the impact of 
immigration on the political scene 

by crafting policies designed to appeal to all 
Americans, regardless of race or ethnicity. On 
immigration policy itself, every approach im-
poses daunting political burdens. In the ab-
sence of well-established control of our borders, 
we should not even be considering a path to 
citizenship. On adopting this stance, however, 
conservatives and Republicans will be accused 
of heartless disregard for the plight of “undocu-
mented” immigrants. We will also be charged 
with outright anti-Hispanic bias. All of this is 
nonsense, but what is to be done in response?

The terms of the debate must be broadened. 
The deeper problem with immigration policy 
is that America’s assimilation system is broken. 
Instead of being drawn into the civic tradition, 
rooted in our founding, that stands behind 
the classic American dream, immigrants are 
being pulled into a counter-tradition of griev-
ance-group protest against alleged American 
oppression. Not only immigrants, but all too 
many young Americans are being drawn into 
this counter-tradition, which has grown to 
dominate our education system over the past 
40 years. Patriotic civic education is largely 
dead now, at both the K-12 and college levels.

Conservatives need to make the collapse 
of traditional American civic education an 
issue again. We had this battle in the 1980s 
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John O’Sullivan

Irish novelist honor tracy once re-
marked of the Irish complaint that the 
English had no knowledge of Irish his-

tory: “That is true and it is greatly to the ad-
vantage of the Irish.” The same could be said 
with even greater justice about the advocates 
of the immigration bill currently before Con-
gress. They enjoy a rhetorical advantage in 
the debate because of the common myth that 
America is “a nation of immigrants.” Except in 
the trivial sense that every nation is a nation of 
immigrants—no nation having been known 
to spring from the ground—this is historically 
false. (It is considered impolite to tell these 
truths in the current debate which means that 
it is all the more necessary to tell them.)

As the late Samuel Huntington pointed 
out in his magisterial Who Are We? The Chal-
lenges to America’s National Identity (2004), 
America is a nation of settlers and assimilated 
ex-immigrants. And what the immigrants as-
similated to was the culture, institutions, lan-
guage, and public memories of the original 
settlers. To be sure, the immigrants enriched 
the national identity of these first Americans 
but not to the extent of transforming it into 
a different identity. Huntington’s metaphor 
was that of a tomato soup that became a more 
delicious concoction when you added spices, 
garlic, basil, and chopped onions but that was 
still recognizably tomato soup. 

If immigration enriches a national culture 
in this way, is there a point at which it ceases to 
enrich and begins to disturb, divide, and weak-
en the common culture? A point where it pro-
duces such unwelcome economic and political 
changes as reduced wages and job opportuni-
ties for poorer Americans? Or a more socially 
stratified society? Or the sharpening of ethnic 
conflict? Or greater social distrust in general? 
Common sense, history, and some social re-

search such as Robert Putnam’s investigation 
of the impact of “diversity” all suggest that 
these results will likely flow from continued 
high levels of immigration. Indeed, the greater 
salience of immigration as a matter of political 
controversy is in itself evidence of these trends. 

Of course, when it comes to en-
riching tomato soup, a great deal 
depends on the skill of the chef. 

America in the past was able to assimilate 
large numbers of immigrants partly because 
both public institutions and private bod-
ies devoted a great deal of moral persuasion 
and political pressure to making them good 
Americans. This “Americanization” enabled 
the Republic to assimilate more immigrants 
with fewer negative side effects for a long pe-
riod. Even so the growing social conflicts of 
post-World War I America persuaded gov-
ernments in the 1920s to limit total numbers 
coming in. And that long “pause” produced 
the united America that won World War II 
and the American middle class that won the 
long postwar prosperity. 

Today, we have had approximately 40 
years of high legal and illegal immigration. 
Legal immigration is currently running at 
around 900,000 people annually. It is occur-
ring against a background not of assimilation 
but of multiculturalism which—to continue 
Huntington’s metaphor—we might describe 
as the kitchen producing several different 
soups, each “authentic” and so unpalatable 
to some diners. The results are exactly as de-
scribed in the above hypothesis. 

Their single most important effect is fully 
outlined, however, by John Fonte of the Hud-
son Institute and Althea K. Nagai of Lerner 
and Nagai Quantitative Consulting in their 
study showing the very different social and po-
litical attitudes of native-born Americans and 
immigrant citizens. By large margins, native-

born Americans were more likely than immi-
grant citizens to be proud of being American, 
to be knowledgeable about American history, 
to believe that the U.S. Constitution is a high-
er legal authority for Americans than interna-
tional law, and much else. They conclude that 
patriotic assimilation has broken down—and, 
worse, that official America is pursuing poli-
cies that ensure this breakdown will acceler-
ate. As Huntington observed, mass immigra-
tion plus multiculturalism amounts to a pro-
gram to deconstruct America. 

That almost self-evident truth naturally in-
fluences American attitudes to immigration 
itself. Poll findings vary, but two are consistent 
over a long period. The first is that the more 
information respondents have about current 
levels of immigration, the more likely they are 
to favor less of it. The second is that the larg-
est single groups of respondents—a plurality 
in the jargon—favors less immigration, too. 
These findings partly explain why public resis-
tance to “comprehensive immigration reform” 
always increases whenever it becomes a major 
topic of political debate.

Yet the immigration bill not only legalizes 
millions of illegal immigrants already present 
in the U.S., it vastly increases the number of 
legal immigrants too. In addition, it proposes 
no serious program for reviving patriotic as-
similation (i.e., Americanization); instead it 
earmarks billions of dollars for organizations 
that promote multiculturalism. It is quite 
simply an engine of self-destruction. No one 
who loves the America that was and is can 
possibly vote for it.

But if it passes, it will have at least one in-
teresting effect. It will make America, for the 
first time, truly a nation of immigrants. That 
is to say, no nation at all.

John O’Sullivan is editor-at-large of National 
Review.
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Book Review by Paul Moreno

Desperate Impact
The Declining Importance of Race and Gender in the Labor Market: The Role of Employment Discrimination Policies,

by June E. O’Neill and David M. O’Neill. AEI Press, 312 pages, $70

Affirmative action is a classic ex-
ample of the administrative state’s pa-
thology. Congress in the Great Society 

era outlawed “discrimination based on race.” 
Rather than define “discrimination,” how-
ever, it delegated this lawmaking power to an 
independent agency, the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Its bu-
reaucrats’ definition of discrimination was far 
more sweeping than what most congressmen 
thought they had voted to outlaw, and in im-
portant respects antithetical to the standard 
of a color-blind Constitution invoked so often 
in the debates over the 1964 Civil Rights Act. 
The Supreme Court, however, deferred com-
pletely to the regulators’ understanding of 

“discrimination,” ignoring the original intent 
of Congress.

Another stream of affirmative action 
arose from executive orders that extend back 
to World War II. (Indeed, it was President 
John F. Kennedy’s executive order that intro-
duced the phrase “affirmative action” into civil 
rights policy.) These orders required any fed-

eral contractor to devise nondiscrimination 
plans, which morphed into statistical “goals 
and timetables”—quotas, in all but name. By 
the 1980s these programs had become so en-
trenched that President Ronald Reagan, who 
could have acted on his expressed desire to 
abolish them “with the stroke of a pen,” re-
frained from doing so, largely at the behest of 
his Big Business supporters who preferred the 
predictability, and reduced exposure to law-
suits over personnel practices, that came with 
the quota regime.

June and david o’neill’s new book, the 
Declining Importance of Race and Gen-
der in the Labor Market, does two useful 

things. It describes the operation of the affir-
mative action regime, and it accounts for the 
persistence of racial and gender disparities in 
the labor market. The affirmative action re-
gime affects other areas (e.g., education and 
voting) and applies to other groups, such as 
the disabled. But the O’Neills, economists 
who have worked extensively in both the 

academic and government worlds, provide 
indispensable clarity by focusing on race and 
gender as they relate to employment. June 
O’Neill was the director of the Congressio-
nal Budget Office in the late 1990s and is 
the director of the Center for the Study of 
Business and Government and the president 
of the Committee for a Responsible Federal 
Budget. David O’Neill has worked for the 
Census Bureau, New York Federal Reserve 
Bank, and the General Accounting Office. 
Both teach at Baruch College. 

The authors argue persuasively that affir-
mative action is based upon gross but memo-
rable statistical distortions about, for example, 
blacks earning only 60% as much as whites, 
or women 80% of what men are paid. In the 
prevailing “disparate impact” theory, discrim-
ination encompasses far more than conscious 
acts of unequal treatment by prejudiced em-
ployers. Rather, discrimination exists when-
ever ostensibly race- or gender-neutral quali-
fications screen out more blacks than whites, 
more women than men. Disparate impact is 
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a potent reminder that statism depends on 
its etymological cousin—statistics—because 
statistics reduce individual human persons to 
homogenous entities that administrators can 
shape to their liking.

The O’Neills provide an illuminating ac-
count of how the government-contract com-
pliance program works. The acronyms of 
these agencies, originally presidential com-
mittees but now housed in the Department 
of Labor, are a wonderful sedimentary re-
cord of 20th-century bureaucracy. Franklin 
Roosevelt established the President’s Com-
mittee on Fair Employment Practice (com-
monly called the FEPC). Harry Truman 
followed with the President’s Committee 
on Government Contract Compliance (PC-
GGC). Dwight Eisenhower set up the Presi-
dent’s Committee on Government Contracts 
(PCGC—the missing “C” was said to indi-
cate a profound change in policy). Kennedy 
gave us the President’s Committee on Equal 
Employment Opportunity (PCEEO). Lyn-
don Johnson launched the Office of Federal 
Contract Compliance (OFCC). It is now the 
Office of Federal Contract Compliance Pro-
grams (OFCCP).

Suffice it to say that ofccp’s meth-
ods are highly capricious. Contractors 
face compliance review for reasons 

that appear to be, according to the O’Neills, 
“random” or “more nearly perverse,” thereby 
spawning consulting firms like the Equal Em-
ployment Advisory Council to help firms deal 
with OFCCP compliance reviews. The law it-
self offers little help since administrative law 
judges handle all disputes. “The importance 
of this restriction on the scope of judicial 
review is that the constitutional validity of 
any of OFCCP’s various procedures, such as 
affirmative action with goals and timetables, 
is never questioned.” OFCCP is a perfect ex-
ample of what The Federalist called “the accu-
mulation of all powers, legislative, executive, 
and judiciary, in the same hands.” Congress 
delegates legislative powers to it. Despite be-
ing in the Department of Labor, it escapes 
presidential control. The judiciary routinely 
accedes to it.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 should be 
the cornerstone of our civil rights policy, hav-
ing provided the element of consent missing 
from the evolving system of executive orders. 
Title VII of the Act dealt with employment 
discrimination, and also outlawed discrimi-
nation on the basis of “sex,” a category later 
added to the government contract system. 
Title VII certainly meant to avoid racial 
preferences and quotas. (Nothing could be 

clearer from the legislative history. Hubert 
Humphrey famously swore that if anyone 
could find “any language which provides that 
an employer will have to hire on the basis of 
percentage or quota related to color, race, re-
ligion, or national origin, I will start eating 
the pages one after another, because it is not 
in there.”) It also meant to avoid the admin-
istrative model of the New Deal, especially 
that of the National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB). EEOC’s powers were initially so 
limited that liberals despaired over its in-
ability to issue “cease and desist” orders, the 
main weapon wielded by NLRB. Instead, 
individual victims of discrimination could 
bring lawsuits if EEOC could not work out 
an amicable settlement with their employers. 
Republicans hoped that courts rather than 
bureaucrats would prevent a law meant to se-
cure individual rights from turning into a sys-
tem of racial group entitlements. It was a vain 
hope. By the 1970s the courts had bought 
into what EEOC affirmative action master-
mind Alfred W. Blumrosen called the “law 
transmission system”: Congress delegates 
sweeping powers to enforce a vague standard, 
bureaucrats like himself make the rules, and 
courts enforce them.

The court approved of the eeoc’s 
“disparate impact” standard in 1971 in 
Griggs v. Duke Power Co. When the 

Supreme Court began to tighten up that stan-
dard in 1989, Congress responded by writing 
it into law in the 1991 Civil Rights Act. This 
provided the first explicit statutory sanction 
to affirmative action, though it’s doubtful the 
statute conforms to either the Constitution 
or rudimentary concepts of fairness and equal 
justice before the law.

So EEOC, like OFCCP, deals with dis-
parate impact or statistical discrimination. 
The cynical abandonment of any concern 
for individual rights can be seen in EEOC’s 

“80%” rule. EEOC’s formulas divine how 
many women, blacks, Hispanics, etc., would 
be employed by a perfectly nondiscrimina-
tory employer. If an employer’s employment 
practices meet 80% of those benchmarks, the 
commission will leave him alone. Individual 
justice does not matter so long as the statis-
tical racial aggregates are close enough. We 
might call this the Four-fifths Compromise 
of affirmative action.

Accounting for current disparities in racial 
and gender outcomes requires rigorous sta-
tistical analysis, and sometimes the O’Neills 
cannot resist the social scientist’s temptation 
to “show all work.” Lay readers can, for exam-
ple, ponder this formula, which measures the 

“Statecraft and Salvation argues 
that Wilson’s political and religious 

utopianism were two sides of the same 
coin and shows how U.S. diplomatic 

and intellectual history may be 
productively examined together.”

— AKIRA IRIYE, Charles Warren Professor of 
American History, Emeritus, Harvard University
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effect of OFCCP policies on the earnings of 
black workers: Wi = a + b1(C/T) + b2(Ai) + 
b3(Ei) + b4(R) + b5(I).

But the O’Neills’ careful statistical inqui-
ries lead overwhelmingly to the same conclu-
sion: almost none of the racial and gender 
disparities are the result of unequal treatment. 
Once you control for obvious variables such 
as age, level of education, regional economic 
and demographic differences, and years of 
work experience, the disparities between de-
mographic subgroups become statistically 
insignificant. In gender terms, it is obvious 
that the choices that women make to leave the 
work force or reduce their hours for the sake 
of their children account for most of the gap 
between their compensation and men’s. And 
federal laws and policies have not done much 
to reduce unequal treatment—apart from the 
first few years after Title VII was enacted, es-
pecially in the South. Just as the Head Start 
program has failed, expensively, to give poor 
children head starts, our Equal Employment 
Opportunity apparatus has effected a net re-
duction in employment opportunities afford-
ed equally and fairly.

But even if the o’neills persuaded 
everyone that statistical disparities in 
the labor force cannot be ascribed to 

unequal treatment, few advocates of affirma-
tive action would endorse a change in policy. 
One of the most important variables is per-
formance on the Armed Forces Qualifica-
tion Test, “an achievement test of verbal and 
mathematical skills [that] reflects the quality 
and quantity of schooling received (as well as 
the effects of parents’ education, since human 
capital is acquired in the home as well as in 
school).” Affirmative action advocates would 
respond that unequal results on the AFQT 
are themselves the result of unequal treatment 
in the past—that we are still dealing with the 
effects of slavery, segregation, and historical 
discrimination. 

With regard to sex, the very fact that we 
call it “gender” gives the game away. “Gen-
der” is not “sex,” a natural, biological differ-
ence. Thus we cannot say that women really 

“choose” to leave the work force or reduce their 
hours to care for their children. This apparent 
choice, like all other apparent sex differences, 
is really a coercive trick played on them by 
men over the centuries. 

But even if true, to treat the causes of in-
equality—to correct and compensate for all 
the ways that historical legacies fall short of 
our moral standards—would be difficult and 
expensive. Likewise, to sort through individu-
al cases of discrimination, to treat individuals 

as individuals, is difficult and expensive. This 
is why many employers have made their peace 
with affirmative action—it is cheaper and 
simpler than justice.

In the old days, too, employers engaged 
in racial discrimination based on statistics, 
assuming (often plausibly) that black work-
ers were, on average, less efficient than white 
workers. Though they thus lost the services of 
those individual black workers who were more 
efficient than some white workers they hired, 
in the aggregate such discrimination made 
economic sense. The average overcomes the in-
dividual. Affirmative action simply inverts the 
incentives for statistical discrimination: em-
ployers must now take into account the costs 
of OFCCP and EEOC enforcement actions.

Although it is cheaper and easier 
to deal with the effects than with the 
causes of discrimination, the conse-

quences of concentrating solely on the effects 
are perverse. Affirmative action is a palliative 
that only reinforces the causes of inequality. 
In the old days, they said that a black worker 
had to be twice as good as a white worker in 
order to get the same job. Now, they think 
(but can’t say that) he only has to be half as 
good. So why bother to be better?

The O’Neills make a similar point with 
regard to a new frontier of affirmative ac-
tion, that of “comparable worth.” Congres-
sional Democrats introduced the “Paycheck 
Fairness Act,” which would require firms to 
raise the wage of female-dominated jobs. The 
O’Neills rightly observe that this would es-
tablish a system of “politically administered 
wages,” which “would likely impede women’s 
progress. Women have been moving into 
nontraditional occupations such as medicine, 
law, and even engineering.” This outcome-
equalizing program “would discourage wom-
en and men from investing in the skills to 
enter these higher paying fields.”

But “comparable worth” was so over-the-
top that even the Ninth Circuit Court of Ap-
peals rejected it in a 1985 decision written 
by Anthony Kennedy, who now sits on the 
Supreme Court. The Supreme Court this 
term addressed affirmative action in voting 
and education, but no serious challenge to 
affirmative action in employment is on the 
horizon. Perhaps June and David O’Neill’s 
impressive The Declining Importance of Race 
and Gender in the Labor Market will help to 
bring one about.

Paul Moreno is the William and Berniece 
Grewcock Chair in Constitutional History at 
Hillsdale College.
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Book Review by Mark A. Heberle

The Play Is the Thing
Shakespeare’s Political Wisdom: Recovering Political Philosophy, by Timothy W. Burns.

Palgrave MacMillan, 248 pages, $90

In shakespeare’s political wisdom 
Timothy Burns calls for a “naïve” reading 
of the Bard that doesn’t interpret his plays 

through the lens of modern political theory or 
contemporary social science. Instead, Burns 
attempts to recover—and uncover—the clas-
sical political thought within five plays: Julius 
Caesar, Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, King 
Lear, and The Tempest.

By reading Shakespeare as political phi-
losophy, Burns’s book recalls the innovative 
approach of Allan Bloom and Harry V. Jaffa 
in Shakesepare’s Politics (1964), which looked at 
The Merchant of Venice, Othello, Julius Caesar, 
and King Lear. Like Bloom and Jaffa, Burns 
sets out to understand the plays as Shake-
speare intended them to be read and digested, 
without modern or postmodern assumptions: 

“[p]rior to the emergence of modern political 
philosophy,” political life was “a stage on which 
virtues and vices were made manifest” and 
Shakespeare “made human beings who lived 
that full political life the subject of many of 
his plays.” Because classical forms had been re-
discovered during the Renaissance, Burns as-
sumes that Shakespeare would have read, ab-
sorbed, re-imagined, and dramatized classical 

as political actors making ethical choices and 
judgments within scenarios that are charged 
with political, moral, and personal crises. In 
the book’s first, and strongest, chapter, “The 
Problem of Classical Republicanism,” Burns 
reads Julius Caesar in light of Book 3 of Aris-
totle’s Politics, considering the difference and 
tension between monarchical and republican 
constitutions and, above all, whether devotion 
to a godlike ruler elevates or degrades justice 
and the personal and public pursuit of virtue. 
Though no literary critic would label Caesar 
Shakespeare’s “masterpiece,” as Burns does, 
his subtle and masterly analysis of Caesa-
rism’s bloody cradle showcases the play as its 
creator’s most sustained and complex critique 
of classical political philosophy.

Throughout the play, the tension 
between pre-eminence and egalitarian-
ism as standards of political virtue is 

embodied in the opposed political principles 
of devotion to Caesar and devotion to the re-
public. Even the play’s brief opening scene is 
an overture to such irresolvable conflicts. The 
people’s tribunes actually oppose the will of 
the people, and their own arguments rehearse 

political thought. Hence Burns, a professor of 
government at Skidmore College, is comfort-
able making frequent and specific references to 
Aristophanes, Plato, Aristotle, and Machiavel-
li, whether or not there’s evidence that Shake-
speare read them. We do at least know he not 
only read but also brilliantly reconceived Plu-
tarch’s Parallel Lives into the most significant 
political plays of the Elizabethan age. 

Shakespeare’s political wisdom is thus not 
simply and directly his own, but an assimila-
tion of ancient Greek and Roman thought. 
During the Renaissance, poetry had a pub-
lic purpose: to dramatize human excellence 
and weakness; and the poet was often seen as 
a more effective educator than the historian 
or the philosopher. Sir Philip Sidney’s An 
Apology for Poetry (c. 1595), for example, de-
fined the “right poet” as a quasi-Socratic able 

“to move men to take that goodness in hand, 
which without delight they would fly from as 
from a stranger; and…to make them know 
that goodness whereunto they are moved.” 

Burns’s close readings of Shakespeare—act 
by act, scene by scene, speech by speech—are 
certainly not naïve in any normal sense of the 
word. Shakespeare’s characters are presented 
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both political positions: Marullus condemns 
the people’s support for Caesar as a betrayal 
of their earlier devotion to Pompey, while Fla-
vius excoriates devotion to Caesar as a threat 
to the legal and civic equality that makes 
possible every Roman’s cultivation of virtue. 
Burns’s commentary on the rest of the play 
points to other significant contradictions and 
conflicts between and within characters and 
their principles—such as Brutus’s selfless 
devotion to Rome and his pride in his own 
virtue—as republican principles devolve into 
murder and suicide.

The remaining essays are less coherent and 
elide into more casual, though still illuminat-
ing, commentaries on their texts. The inter-
pretations of Macbeth and Lear, in particular, 
would be familiar to anyone who has spent 
much time with these plays, and too much 
space in the four later essays is taken up with 
plot details and actions. Although the Caesar 
commentary engages with other political in-
terpreters of Shakespeare’s play (e.g., Bloom, 
Jan Blits, and Robert Miola), Burns’s other 
readings do not (the chapter on The Tempest 
has no secondary references at all). Shake-
speare’s Political Wisdom seems to have grown 
out of a course by the same title that Professor 
Burns teaches, and the later chapters, at their 
weakest, read like classroom lectures.

Surprisingly, burns excludes shake-
speare’s English history plays, despite 
their manifestly political content—

conflicts over who should rule England, de-
positions, civil and international warfare. In 
his Introduction, he argues sweepingly that 
political life in these plays is distorted and 
diminished by Christian ethics, which would 
seem to be a good reason for examining them. 
Nevertheless, he claims that the English his-
tory plays point to the problem of divine jus-
tice, which he believes to be “the deepest ques-
tion explored” in the five plays he does study.

For Timothy Burns, the heroes and hero-
ines of his selected plays (Malcolm, Portia, 
Edgar, Prospero, and those of Julius Caesar) 
are either pre-Christian or non-Christian in 
their actions, and therefore regard providen-
tial or transcendent justice as a human fiction. 
Prospero is the most clear-sighted of these 
quasi-pagan figures, and his ultimate wisdom, 
according to Burns, discovers no difference 
between a stage play and the “insubstantial 
pageant” of the world that, like all of us, will 
ultimately “dissolve” and “leave not a rack be-
hind.” And yet Shakespeare endures.

Mark A. Heberle is professor of English at the 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in Honolulu.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Wagner High and Low

Richard wagner (1813–1883) was in 
his own day, and remains on the bi-
centennial of his birth, the operatic 

composer most important to philosophers, 
literary men, honest-to-goodness intellectuals, 
and the usual assortment of those impressed 
above all with the depth and gravity of their 
own minds. Whether in their praise or their 
animadversions, the intelligentsia naturally 
favor those artists who lend themselves to be-
ing talked about, and written about. Wagner 
after all was steeped in the ideas circulating 
throughout the intellectual world of his time. 
He was not just a musician but also a poet, au-
tobiographer, journalist, and aesthetic theore-
tician. He wrote the libretti, or poems as he 
preferred to call them, for his operas and for 
his music dramas, as he called those innova-
tive works of his maturity that he valued most. 
From his remarkable learning, colossal ambi-
tion, and bottomless resentment, he filled an 
immense reservoir of theoretical justification 
to feed his artistic output.

His Gesamtkunstwerk, or Total Work of 
Art, would spell an end to the inane colora-
tura twittering and Babylonian spectacle that 

had filled the opera houses with ninnies on 
both sides of the footlights. By several orders 
of magnitude, his aspirations exceeded in 
grandeur—and above all in moral seriousness 
(after his own distinctive antinomian under-
standing of morality)—the loftiest achieve-
ments of his predecessors and contemporaries, 
not only in opera but indeed in all the arts. 
Only Aeschylus, Shakespeare, and Beethoven 
met the standards of greatness that he intend-
ed to reach, and exceed. 

Operatic Colossus

From his adolescence, like most 
great composers, Wagner knew his 
calling, but he floundered longer than 

masters usually do, turning out inconse-
quential work until he was almost 30. Then 
in 1842 he premiered Rienzi, der Letzte der 
Tribunen (Rienzi, the Last of the Tribunes), a 
grand historical opera in the Parisian man-
ner of Giacomo Meyerbeer, with which he 
intended to take Paris by storm. Paris had no 
use for Wagner’s effort to seduce her, but with 
a good word from Meyerbeer a production in 

Dresden was arranged and it had a remark-
able success, though only a local one. His next 
three operas, Der fliegende Holländer (The 
Flying Dutchman, 1843), Tannhäuser (1845), 
and Lohengrin (1850), enjoy an honored sta-
tion in today’s opera houses; Wagner himself 
would see them as transitional works in his 
renegade movement away from traditional 
opera—which is to say, the Italian and French 
grand opera then in vogue—and toward an 
avant-garde art of which he would be the sole 
practitioner for a good long while.

His reputation as the 19th-century oper-
atic colossus stands mostly on the works that 
he did not consider operas at all: the music 
dramas that he labored over from 1848 un-
til 1882: Der Ring des Nibelungen, Tristan und 
Isolde, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, and 
Parsifal. They are all masterpieces of the first 
order, and each work is singular, though all 
bear the toolmarks of a unifying spiritual ob-
session and formal innovation.

The Ring of the Nibelung is a 15-hour tetral-
ogy that remains the most ambitious work 
of art ever produced. In it, Wagner creates 
a mythic world—based in Norse saga but 

Wahnfried, Wagner's villa at Bayreuth
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uniquely reimagined—of gods, giants, dwarfs, 
heroes, and even ordinary men and women; 
this world is ravaged, and the reign of the gods 
ultimately destroyed, by the evil that emanates 
from the original sin: the theft by a malignant 
Nibelung dwarf of the Rhine Gold, which is 
simply an object of beauty and joy to its pri-
mordial guardians, but from which someone 
willing to renounce love forever can forge a 
ring that gives him world-dominating power. 
Wagner originally thought he would depict 
the old order obsessed with power rightfully 
yielding to a genuinely humane dispensation 
ruled by love; but the sharp turn his general 
thinking took from political hopefulness to 
universal pessimism upset that intention.

Tristan and Isolde (1865) is widely known 
as the supreme opera of romantic love. In 
fact, the music, of chromatic complexity un-
exampled in its day—so difficult that after 
nearly 80 rehearsals Wagner despaired that 
singers and orchestra could even perform 
it—portrays the most exquisite longing that 
only extinction fulfills. The work begins with 
the famous “Tristan chord,” which contains a 
double dissonance, painful as original sin, and 
the music proceeds through partial resolu-
tions, and resolutions that only create further 
discords, until the work’s ultimate chord pro-
vides satisfaction at last, in the arms of death: 
the climax of the final aria.

The Mastersingers of Nuremberg (1868), by 
contrast, is famous for its overture in stolid 
un-Wagnerian C major, befitting the world 
of 16th-century burghers and artisans who 
are also proud composers and performers of 
song. This work is often described as Wag-
ner’s sole comedy; yet it too emphasizes the 
pain of longing that must remain unfulfilled. 
Hans Sachs, a cobbler and the city’s foremost 
Mastersinger, is a middle-aged widower, and 
as he has watched Eva Pogner, half his age, 
grow from a child to a beautiful young woman, 
he has thought that she might be meant for 
him, and she has thought that he might be her 
true love. But when a handsome young aris-
tocrat appears in town and it is evident that 
he and Eva are made for each other, Sachs re-
signs himself to the bitter truth of inevitable 
loneliness: subtly telling Eva of his renuncia-
tion, he says that he will not play King Mark, 
the older man whom Isolde betrayed, and the 
orchestra launches into music from Tristan, to 
make the point quite clear. The extraordinary 
beauty of The Mastersingers has been over-
shadowed, however—really from its first per-
formances—by Wagner’s characterization of 
Beckmesser, a poetaster and scoundrel whom 
many have seen as an anti-Semitic caricature, 
and by Hans Sachs’s stirring public exhorta-
tion to revere “Holy German Art,” which has 
more recently acquired the taint of monstrous 

German chauvinism. In the 2007 production 
of the work at Bayreuth—sanctuary of Wag-
ner’s art, which he founded and which to this 
day presents only his operas—Sachs screams 
out these words as he presides over the im-
molation of the dramatic misinterpreters who 
have defiled Wagner’s masterpieces; the ghast-
ly firelight is reflected in his glasses, and he 
could not look more like a maniac ablaze with 
a particularly German evil. The stage direc-
tor of this production was Katharina Wagner, 
the composer’s great-granddaughter. It is well 
known that the overture to The Mastersingers 
led off the annual Nazi Party rallies in Nurem-
berg. Some things are hard to get over.

Parsifal (1882) is a Wagnerian rendition 
of the Grail legend, with the world of sinful 
lust, physical agony, and spiritual desiccation 
redeemed by “the pure fool,” who learns wis-
dom through compassion. Wagner’s “stage-
consecrating-festival-play” (as he called it) has 
been revered as superbly Christian, or dis-
missed as contemptibly so, or said to be about 
religion without being religious, or even seen 
as a celebration of the Aryan purity of blood 
on which true brotherhood is founded. Hit-
ler himself is said to have endorsed that last 
understanding; it is as insane as he was. To 
say that the work is irreligiously “about reli-
gion” gets it wrong, too. Emile Durkheim and 
Max Weber wrote about religion, but Parsifal 
is profoundly religious; its music is agonized 
with balked spiritual need, ecstatic with the 
need fulfilled, sublime as clerestory light. The 
religion has a Christian foundation, but is 
Wagner’s own peculiar faith, steeped in the 
healing power of Nature. 

Annihilating Love

At one time or another, wagner 
believed in almost everything but 
Christian orthodoxy and capitalism. 

He absorbed, like no other great musician, 
the latest and most shattering developments 
in philosophy, especially in political thought, 
aesthetics, and metaphysics. And no other 
great musician had so deep an impact on the 
thinking of a great philosopher as Wagner 
had on Friedrich Nietzsche.

In Dresden during the late 1840s, when 
Wagner was Kapellmeister in the court of the 
king of Saxony, he knew quite well the Rus-
sian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, who had 
come to Germany because that was the cyno-
sure of serious philosophizing, and, after mas-
tering Hegel, had stayed to stoke revolution. 
Bakunin’s whole being was a roaring blaze. In 
Wagner’s autobiography, Mein Leben (My Life), 
he remembers of Bakunin, “The annihilation 
of all civilization was the objective on which 
he had set his heart.” Yet it was only because 

Bakunin’s heart was moved by sorrow for the 
poorest of the poor that he preached, as Wag-
ner put it, “the destruction of all those things 
which, deeply considered, must appear even 
to Europe’s most philosophical thinkers as 
the real cause of all the miseries of the whole 
modern world.” Wagner’s portrait of Bakunin 
is the most detailed and passionate of any in 
the autobiography, yet is also politic and cir-
cumspect: “in this remarkable man the purest 
humanitarian idealism was combined with a 
savagery inimical to all culture, and thus any 
relationship with him fluctuated between in-
stinctive horror and irresistible attraction.” 

Wagner here presents himself in temperate 
contrast to the subversive hothead. Although 
political fevers throughout Europe predicted 

“an inevitable catastrophe,” Wagner was suf-
ficiently cool not to advocate bringing down 
the old regime. So he said. Others remem-
bered him rather differently. In his new book, 
The Sorcerer of Bayreuth: Richard Wagner, 
His Work, and His World, Barry Millington 
quotes from the diary of Eduard Devrient, a 
Dresden actor and writer: “[Wagner] wants to 
destroy in order to build anew” (June 1, 1848). 

“He’s still of the opinion that the destruction 
of property is the only way to achieve real civi-
lization” (March 31, 1849). Evidently there 
was more of Bakunin in Wagner than Wagner 
cared to admit. In the aftermath of the 1849 
uprising in Dresden, Wagner was compelled 
to flee to Switzerland, and was not permitted 
back in Germany until 1860, and in Saxony 
until 1862. Bakunin was sentenced to death in 
Saxony, extradited to Austria and sentenced 
to death again, and eventually repatriated to 
Russia, where he served a long prison term. No 
wonder the composer wished to put as much 
distance as he could between his own views 
and his sometime companion’s. Yet he had in-
deed written habitually, and would continue 
to do so, about “this diabolical idea of money,” 
which true law will necessarily abolish. 

Devrient went on in his diary to say that 
in their discussion Wagner had come to agree 
that just government must be founded on 

“the law of love.” Love as the ultimate moral 
and legal arbiter was the teaching of Ludwig 
Feuerbach. In The Essence of Christianity, he 
argued that Christian faith usurped this law, 
because love based on faith all too readily 
turns to hatred for unbelievers. “Love is in 
itself unbelieving, faith unloving. And love is 
unbelieving because it knows nothing more 
divine than itself, because it believes only in 
itself as absolute truth.” Reading Feuerbach 
ignited an “inner excitement” in Wagner, who 
saw the philosopher as “the proponent of the 
ruthlessly radical liberation of the individual 
from the bondage of conceptions associated 
with the belief in traditional authority.” That’s 
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a ponderous Teutonic locution for the confi-
dence that love justifies breaking the estab-
lished law, and thereby laying down a law of 
its own.

It was Feuerbach’s celebration of love, Mil-
lington writes, that aroused the best in Wag-
ner. In The Ring, the adulterous and inces-
tuous love of the Walsung twins, Siegmund 
and Sieglinde, who were fathered by Wotan, 
the supreme god; the Valkyrie Brünnhilde’s 
defiance of her father Wotan’s order to pun-
ish the lovers’ transgression by striking Sieg-
mund dead; and Brünnhilde’s overwhelming 
passion for the son of that emphatically illicit 
union, the hero Siegfried, all bear the mark of 
Feuerbach. The tragedy of Wotan stems from 
his godly responsibility to enforce the moral 
law even as he longs for the triumph of the 
human hero who exults in perfect freedom: 
Siegfried, his grandson. Wotan’s strong-arm 
plundering of the Ring from the original thief, 
the Nibelung Alberich; his admission that he 
had grown weary of love and had sought pow-
er instead; his abjection in the face of his wife 
Fricka’s righteous insistence that he was not 
free to bless immorality, however immorally 
he might have lived himself; his self-loathing 
rage at Brünnhilde for her presuming to enact 
her father’s true desire rather than his official 
command; the agony with which he strips 
Brünnhilde of her godhead, parts from her 
forever, and leaves her on a mountaintop sur-
rounded by a wall of fire that only the greatest 
hero will dare to penetrate; his anger mingled 
with a creator’s pride as he encounters that 
hero, Siegfried, who treats him as a nuisance 
of an old man and who easily breaks Wotan’s 
spear, on which the moral law is carved, with 
his sword, Nothung, or Needful, which is in 
fact Wotan’s legacy to his human descen-
dants: in music of stentorian majesty, hushed 
tremulousness, crumbling nobility, and chok-
ing impotence, Wagner depicts his most ex-
traordinary creation, a figure as complex as 
Shakespeare’s Prospero, and sadder, the god 
whose overwhelming longing is for The End. 
Wagner’s impassioned reading of Feuerbach is 
apparent. Friedrich Engels would scold Feuer-
bach for the “extravagant glorification of love” 
that missed the most pressing social realities. 
But Wagner for his part enfolded extravagant 
glorious loves within a damning socialist cri-
tique of wealth and power.

Music’s Consolation

Yet another philosophical encoun-
ter would work its way still deeper into 
Wagner’s soul: in 1854 he read Arthur 

Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Rep-
resentation, and he would re-read the 1,000-
page tome three more times over the next year. 

All Creation, Schopenhauer writes, emerges 
from the sovereign Will, a force incomparably 
savage and cruel. Turning Leibniz’s Theodicy 
on its head, Schopenhauer asserts that this 
is the worst of all possible worlds—not the 
worst imaginable, but the worst that can ac-
tually exist. “Everything in life proclaims that 
earthly happiness is destined to be frustrated, 
or recognized as an illusion.” No good can 
compensate for the world’s evil. The two prin-
cipal remedies that philosophy has proposed 
for our condition, “prudence, foresight, cun-
ning” on the one hand, “stoical equanimity” 
on the other, are laughably inadequate to the 
task. The brute fact is that pain is superior to 
all philosophy. Every human being contracts a 
debt, “at the begetting.” Love, and specifically 
sexual pleasure, is the ultimate snare, entrap-
ment in which only perpetuates the misery. 
Man proves himself endlessly deserving of 
every agony he suffers. The general rule of hu-
man conduct is “injustice, extreme unfairness, 
hardness, and even cruelty.” Political leaders 
bent on conquest—the “archfiends”—send 
multitudes to slaughter. Negro slavery, “the 
ultimate object of which is sugar and coffee,” 
is impressively vicious, but not incomparably 
so: “to enter at the age of five a cotton-spin-
ning or other factory, and from then on to sit 
there every day first 10, then 12, and finally 14 
hours, and perform the same mechanical work, 
is to purchase dearly the pleasure of drawing 
breath. But this is the fate of millions, and 
many more millions have an analogous fate.” 
And every human being ever born is subject to 
the agonies known by every other, for all hu-
manity is trapped in the eternal cycle of end-
less rebirth: the industrial magnate enveloped 
in luxury, which Schopenhauer assures the 
reader has its own privations, will eventually 
feel the business end of social injustice. There 
is no easy way out. 

Before the Schopenhauerian revelation 
of virtually inescapable human malignancy, 
Wagner had dreamed that the masses’ evil 
fate of wage-slavery might be abolished. Un-
der the influence first of political reformism 
on optimistic “Hellenic principles” and so-
cialist inspiration, then of Feuerbach, and 
lastly of Schopenhauer, Wagner’s thinking as 
he wrote and rewrote the very ending of The 
Ring changed radically, thereby altering the 
import of the entire work again and again. In 
Richard Wagner: A Life in Music, the accom-
plished German musicologist Martin Geck 
lays out the progression. The 1848 ending 
is not apocalyptic but optimistic, yet uncon-
vincingly so: the gods live on but humanity is 
no longer subject to their despotism, though 
how that liberation will happen is unclear; 
and when the bourgeois revolution, and a for-
tiori the abolition of the money civilization, 
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failed a year later, Wagner must have felt the 
inadequacy of such hope. The 1852 version 
brought devastation, and yet Brünnhilde’s 
peroration declared that “blessed in joy and 
sorrow love alone can be.” In what came to 
be known as the Feuerbach ending, love en-
dures when the unjust rule of the gods comes 
to an end.

By 1856, however, Schopenhauer had 
struck decisively: Wagner wrote in a letter 
that “in the course of the myth this love had 
emerged as fundamentally annihilating,” and 
Brünnhilde’s final words are now “Grieving 
love’s profoundest suffering opened my eyes 
for me: I saw the world end.” This is much 
more faithful to the action of Götterdämmer-
ung (Twilight of the Gods), the final install-
ment of The Ring, which sees Siegfried, under 
the influence of an evil potion, not only betray 
Brünnhilde with a very objectionable woman, 
but also procure her for a most unsavory man; 
for which Brünnhilde confides to Hagen, the 
son of the Nibelung Alberich, conceived not 
in love but in violent lust, how he might kill 
the nearly invulnerable Siegfried. The new 
dispensation of supreme love has proven the 
triumph of illusion and hate. In subsequent 
revisions, Wagner deleted Brünnhilde’s long 
renunciation of “the home of delusion,” in the 
belief that the orchestra would breathe pure 
Schopenhauer and obviate the need for text 
and voice. At the same time he added stage 
directions for men and women to watch the 
conflagration of the gods, according to one 
version “in speechless dismay,” in the full 
score “with highest emotion.” 

Music itself, Wagner learned from Scho-
penhauer, was some consolation. In his re-
vulsion from grand opera, in which he had 
failed to conquer the all-important Parisian 
world, Wagner had declared that the perver-
sity of opera had been to subordinate the text 
and action to the music. He began to insist 
that operatic music must serve the words, and 
thereby the drama, and accordingly the cause 
of social reconstitution. But as his theory and 
his practice ripened, the orchestra assumed a 
new dramatic primacy, underscoring or com-
plicating or even contradicting the meaning 
of the music and the text that the singer was 
singing. The Wagnerian innovation of the 
Leitmotif, or leading motive, the brief musical 
phrase that encapsulated a character or object 
or idea, and that would be reiterated, expand-
ed, inverted, combined with other motives, be-
came the musical foundation of The Ring and 
other works. Moreover, in accordance with 
the teaching of Schopenhauer, the “continu-
ous melody” from the instruments revealed 
nothing less than the very world’s metaphysi-
cal essence, the Will that was the origin of all 
existence: the noumenon which only music, of 

all human inventions or discoveries, embodies, 
and which thus offered the one genuine relief 
of man’s estate, if only for as long as the music 
sounded. For a composer of genius, of course, 
the music sounds even when there is no actual 
orchestra playing it: as Wagner observed to 
his wife, Cosima, “Music transfigures every-
thing, it never permits the hideousness of the 
bare word, however terrible the subject.”

Proud Anti-Semite

But sometimes bare words must do; 
and the subject of Wagner himself has 
impressed many as especially hideous 

and terrible. His record as proud anti-Semite 
is incontrovertible. The essay “Jewishness in 
Music” (1850, published anonymously, but un-
mistakably Wagner’s to all who read it; repub-
lished in 1869, with his signature and a flour-
ish) registers his disgust that the rootless un-
worthy Jew has reached “the rulership of pub-
lic taste” in music. Meyerbeer, whom he had 
courted indefatigably in the days of his own 

German cultural awareness.” Not least, Wag-
ner “taught us what a Jew is.” 

The modern Left, which is to say the virtual 
consensus of semi-educated people, identifies 
anti-Semitism as the original sin of German 
fascism, and this fascism with the natural ten-
dency of the capitalist-nationalist-imperialist-
racist Right carried to its inevitable diseased 
conclusion. Yet during the 19th-century gold-
en age of socialist and Communist theory, the 
Jewish parasite banker, industrial overlord, or 
even mere grasping shopkeeper who took the 
honest workingman’s crust of bread right out 
of his mouth, was a regular feature of inspir-
ing revolutionary lore. Wagner, then, was very 
much in his element, as a man of solid Left-
ist credentials and soaring personal ambition 
who blamed on the Jews the social corruption, 
artistic malfeasance, and difficulty he had in 
convincing the world of his supreme genius 
and in making the fortune he deserved.

The matter of whether Wagner’s anti-
Semitism infects his artistic works remains 
the most heatedly contested question in the 
literature. To those who uphold the purity of 
his masterworks, Wagner’s personal opinions, 
and his savage polemical writings, may betray 
the weakness one will find in any man, but 
his art represents only his best self, which is 
among the noblest that mankind has known. 
Some of Wagner’s most valuable commenta-
tors—M. Owen Lee, in Wagner: The Terrible 
Man and His Truthful Art (1995) and Wag-
ner and the Wonder of Art: An Introduction to 
Die Meistersinger (2007), and Bryan Magee, 
in The Tristan Chord: Wagner and Philosophy 
(2000)—quiver uncontrollably at the asser-
tion that the poison in Wagner’s everyday 
mind could have leached into his immortal 
art. Michael Tanner, a former Cambridge 
philosophy don, author of books on Schopen-
hauer and Nietzsche, and the formidable op-
era critic for The Spectator since 1996, wrote 
over 30 years ago, “I feel as incensed as ever 
when a critic tells us that Mime [Alberich’s 
loathsome brother], or Beckmesser, or Kling-
sor [the renegade knight of the Grail whose 
evil wizardry Parsifal overcomes] is clearly in-
tended to be a Jew.” It is the duty of serious 
critics to apply the wood to “the mistakes and 
mendacities which anti-Wagnerians seem to 
need to produce.” In his book Wagner (1995), 
Tanner says that it has been mostly during the 
post-Nazi period that these preposterous al-
legations have surfaced; the Nazis themselves 
never suggested such things; so “why did 
Wagner make the point so obscurely that we 
have had to wait more than a century for these 
‘discoveries’ to be made?”

But in fact the ugliness was clear enough 
to the audience of Wagner’s own day, as Jews 
quite rightly expressed their outrage while 

Parisian ambition, was the cock on the dung 
heap. Jewish musicians aspiring to high art can 
only fake profundity and authenticity: “Judaic 
works of music often produce on us the impres-
sion as though a poem of Goethe’s, for instance, 
were being rendered in the Jewish jargon.” The 
genuine Jewish sound is that of synagogue mu-
sic, “that sense-and-sound-confounding gurgle, 
yodel, and cackle, which no intentional carica-
ture can make more repugnant than as offered 
here in full, in naïve seriousness.” 

Wagner is surpassed in notoriety as Ger-
man Jew-hater only by Hitler and perhaps 
some Nazi minions. That he was a favorite art-
ist of Hitler’s does not generally count in the 
composer’s favor. The Führer by his own count 
attended hundreds of Wagnerian performanc-
es, starting with one of Rienzi in the provincial 
town of Linz, when he was 12: instant intoxi-
cation. Wagner furnished the soundtrack for 
the mass rallies under the Third Reich. Josef 
Goebbels hailed Meistersinger as the “most 
German” of German operas, “the epitome of 
German civilization, embodying everything 
that helps to make up the German soul and 

The matter of whether
Wagner’s anti-Semitism
infects his artistic works
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“real Germans” vociferously approved every  
anti-Semitic insult. Cosima Wagner records in 
her diary for March 14, 1870, a musical news-
paper’s report that Beckmesser in the Vienna 
Meistersinger had been greeted with hissing 
and calls to stop the music. This Jewish inde-
cency had been drowned out by the righteous, 
however, and Cosima proclaimed “complete 
victory for the Germans.” Richard Wagner 
observed, “That is something none of our fine 
historians of culture notice: that things have 
reached the stage of Jews’ daring to say in the 
imperial theatre, ‘We do not want this.’” Co-
sima’s diary entries over the next two months 
note that the honorable faculty and student 
body at the University of Vienna fully support 
Meistersinger, “whereas the Jews are showing 
violent opposition”; that protesters dared to 
disrupt another Meistersinger in Berlin, but 
that the mischievous insects “were completely 
crushed”; and that Berlin opera management 
had shelved the work until the autumn, in the 
hope that “passions will have time to cool.”

The Master’s Art

Passions continue to run high, how-
ever. Some disbelievers in Wagner’s ar-
tistic anti-Semitism fume that the mod-

el for Beckmesser was not the all-purpose Jew 
but specifically Eduard Hanslick, the premier 
traditionalist among the critics at that time, an 
admirer of early Wagner who, as the composer 
wrote in his autobiography, “had since devel-
oped into one of the most vicious opponents 
of my work.” The composer’s deft sadism was 
strictly personal, his brazen contempt a matter 
of artistic honor, these modern defenders say. 
What they never mention is that, according 
to the official Nazi Dictionary of Music (1941), 
Hanslick, indeed “immortalized by Wagner 
as the despicable Beckmesser,” was a “Jewish 
half-breed.” Whether this racial honorific was 
bestowed posthumously by the party is uncer-
tain; at the very least the dictionary entry con-
futes the claim that the Nazis were as unaware 
of anti-Semitism in Wagner’s operas as Wag-
ner was himself. They knew only too well, and 
they loved him for it.

Wagner’s most distinguished artistic suc-
cessor loved him, in spite of it. Gustav Mahler 
(1860–1910) is renowned as one of the greatest 
conductors of Wagner, and perhaps the great-
est composer since Wagner, and one profound-
ly influenced by the Master. Mahler was a Jew 
who converted to Roman Catholicism, so that 
he could be appointed director of Vienna’s 
Imperial and Royal Opera in 1897, the most 
prestigious position at that time for a conduc-
tor. Cosima Wagner lobbied unsuccessfully to 
forbid him this eminence, but she did make 

sure that he never conducted at Bayreuth. All 
the same, Mahler loved Wagner almost as 
much as Cosima did. When Mahler attended 
the Bayreuth Festival for the first time in 1883, 
the performance of Parsifal left him “incapable 
of uttering a word, [and knowing] that all that 
is greatest and most painful had been vouch-
safed to me, and that I would carry it around 
within me, inviolate, for the rest of my life.”

Yet Mahler knew well the malice in Wag-
nerian opera directed at the likes of him. Mar-
tin Geck quotes Mahler’s remarks on the gro-
tesquely overdrawn anti-Semitic caricature 
of the singer portraying Mime in the Vienna 
Ring that Mahler was preparing in 1898:

Although I am convinced that this char-
acter is the living parody of a Jew as en-
visaged by Wagner (in all the features 
with which he invested him: his petty 
cleverness, his acquisitive greed, and his 
whole jargon, which is musically and 
textually admirable) it really mustn’t ap-
pear exaggerated here and laid on with a 
trowel…. I know only one Mime…and 
that’s me! You’d be amazed at what’s in 
this role and how I would bring it all out!

Geck concludes that Mahler as com-
poser of symphony and song found bounti-
ful precedent in “Wagner’s fearless ability to 
let beauty and ugliness, the sublime and the 
trivial clash with uncompromising directness.” 
Mahler could feel the injury, but appreciated 
the Master’s art that caused it. Did Mahler 
then hate his own Jewishness, or forgive the 
unforgivable in an artist he revered? The an-
swer is not obvious. Yet some matters are 
simple and clear. Wagner was singularly alive 
to certain commanding ideas of his time; he 
was also susceptible to the worst inclinations 
of his chosen luminaries. A virulent anti-
Semitism feeds Bakunin’s demonic cleansing 
fire, in which he wished to consume not only 

“the Jewish financial world” but also select ri-
val incendiaries. As he wrote of Karl Marx 
in Statism and Anarchy, “By origin Marx is a 
Jew…. A nervous man, some say to the point 
of cowardice, he is extremely ambitious and 
vain, quarrelsome, intolerant, and absolute, 
like Jehovah, the Lord God of his ancestors, 
and, like him, vengeful to the point of mad-
ness.” Of course Marx had his good points too. 
Marx was Bakunin’s Meyerbeer.

For Feuerbach, the Jewish doctrine of Cre-
ation supplanted the glorious Greek theoretic 
view of Nature: Anaxagoras’ beautiful thought 
that “Man is born to behold the world” was 
displaced by the “practical egoism” of “a special 
Divine Providence.” The Jews created a God 
who created the world especially for Jews; wit-

ness the innumerable miracles in the Old Tes-
tament. “And all these contradictions of Na-
ture happen for the welfare of Israel, purely at 
the command of Jehovah, who troubles himself 
about nothing but Israel, who is nothing but the 
personified selfishness of the Israelitish people, 
to the exclusion of all other nations—absolute 
intolerance, the secret essence of monotheism.”

A classic text in the genre.
Schopenhauer preached compassion as the 

indispensable moral virtue in a world that sub-
jects all its creatures to fathomless pain. And 
in the essay “On the Foundation of Morality,” 
he deplores the decided absence of compas-
sion in contemporary Europe, “above all be-
cause of the ‘ foetor Judiacus’ [Jewish stench] 
that permeates everything.” Wagner clearly 
learned compassion from Schopenhauer.

The words of Wagner’s intellectual heroes 
speak for themselves. But Wagner never ac-
tually mentions Jews in his operas; so they 
must not be there at all, or at least he must 
intend them no harm, when his higher self is 
at work. A letter that Cosima wrote on Feb-
ruary 6, 1870, to Nietzsche, then very much 
under the Wagnerian spell, suggests that dis-
cretion is sometimes the better part of civi-
lized anti-Semitism:

I have a request to make of you, a request 
as from mother to son. Do not stir up a 
hornets’ nest. Do you follow my mean-
ing? Do not refer to the Jews by name, 
especially not en passant. Later, yes—if 
you are prepared to take up the fearful 
struggle. But not yet.

Nietzsche adopted the accepted code, re-
ferring drily to “international hoarders of 
wealth” and “callous optimists.” Later, how-
ever, as Nietzsche turned away from Wagner, 
he would extol the marvels of the Hebrew 
Bible and announce his disgust with Christi-
anity—especially for the sometime Master’s 

“prostration before the Cross” in Parsifal. Even 
so, in The Case of Wagner (1888), Nietzsche 
acknowledges an ever present need: “When in 
this essay I assert the proposition that Wag-
ner is harmful, I wish no less to assert for 
whom he is nevertheless indispensable—for 
the philosopher.” And he goes on, “I under-
stand perfectly when a musician says today: ‘I 
hate Wagner, but I can no longer endure any 
other music.’ But I’d also understand a phi-
losopher who would declare: ‘Wagner sums 
up modernity. There is no way out, one must 
first become a Wagnerian.’”

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center, and a semi-retired operatic bass-
baritone.
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The Secret Life of Walter White

According to the mighty chatter-
box of the media, the celebrated “serial 
drama” Breaking Bad is about a good 

man who turns into a villain—“Mr. Chips be-
comes Scarface,” to quote the original pitch of 
the show’s creator, Vince Gilligan. During the 
six years that Breaking Bad was airing on the 
cable channel AMC, a few enterprising critics 
asked whether this fabled pitch had anything 
to do with the actual show that resulted. But 
the question got lost in the chatter.

Now, however, the media chatterbox has 
moved on to other topics, and Breaking Bad 
has joined the shelf of classic TV shows whose 
earning power rests more on reputation than 
buzz. So it’s a good time to revisit the ques-
tion. And the answer is no, Breaking Bad is 
not about Mr. Chips turning into Scarface.

It is frequently claimed that the serial 
drama is a worthy successor to the 19th-cen-
tury novel. But there’s a big difference. Most 
19th-century novels come to a morally satis-
fying conclusion, while most serial dramas 
do not. Instead, the typical serial drama is 
designed to stay on the air as long as possible, 
so after the first season or two the writers 
begin to recycle the same formulas in ever 
more bizarre ways (to camouflage the recy-
cling) until eventually the show becomes a 
caricature of itself.

Breaking Bad does not do this. Like other 
serial dramas, it was not all mapped out from 
the beginning. Gilligan and his team freely ad-
mit that a lot of what they did was improvisa-
tion. But in a recently released interview Gilli-
gan also stated that, unlike serial dramas that 

“continue onward for an open-ended amount 
of time,” Breaking Bad “was designed…to be 
closed-ended.” That is, instead of “keeping 
its characters in a self-imposed stasis,” it was 
meant to take them “from point A…to point 
Z” and then stop.

It is here, in this movement from point A 
to point Z, that Breaking Bad departs most 
drastically from the typical serial drama. It 
doesn’t recycle itself into self-caricature, and 
neither does it move from a good place (Mr. 
Chips) to a bad place (Scarface) and stop. 
What it does is abandon the clichés of to-
day’s “edgy” entertainment and move toward 
a conclusion that manages to be morally sat-

ment hiding behind a mask of smiling submis-
sion to everybody’s will but his own. This is 
evident in the classroom, where his students 
pointedly ignore him; in the car wash, where 
the owner takes pleasure in making him 
clean hubcaps; and in the bosom of his family, 
where he squirms in silent agony while Skyler 
and her sister Marie treat him like a child, and 
Walter Jr. directs his filial gaze toward Marie’s 
husband Hank (Dean Norris), a burly DEA 
agent who clearly considers Walter to be an 
overeducated wuss.

When Walter is diagnosed with inoper-
able lung cancer, both Hank and Elliott (an 
old friend from grad school who has made 
billions with a company he started with Wal-
ter) offer to pay for upscale care not available 
through Walter’s meager health insurance. 
Both men are sincere, but money being the 
obvious measure of masculine success, their 
generosity rubs salt into Walter’s wounded 
ego. Then Hank happens to mention how 
much cash was discovered during a recent 
methamphetamine bust, and Walter glimps-
es a way out. Teaming up with Jesse (Aaron 
Paul), a former student who flunked chemis-
try but knows how to sell meth, Walter puts 
his knowledge of crystalline structures to 
work, becoming the finest meth “cook” in the 
entire Southwest.

In Albuquerque these days, Breaking Bad 
fans get their sugar rush from the Blue Sky 
donuts created by the Rebel Donut franchise. 
These confections, topped with rock candy 
made to resemble Walter’s “blue crystal” 
meth, are not good for you. But they are pref-
erable to meth, which begins by opening the 
floodgates of pleasure in the brain and ends by 
closing them, sometimes permanently. Along 
with dissolving your teeth, wasting your flesh, 
and stripping your skin of its luster and elas-
ticity (so you look decades older), meth plung-

isfying without feeling old-fashioned or mor-
alistic. When you think about it, that’s quite 
an accomplishment.

Beyond Cable TV Clichés

When we first meet walter 
White, the main character (played 
by Bryan Cranston), he is not a be-

loved pedagogue but a lackluster high-school 
chemistry teacher in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, who must also work in a car wash 
because his salary is not enough to support 
his pregnant wife Skyler (Anna Gunn) and 
teenage son Walter Jr. (R.J. Mitte), born with 
cerebral palsy. White, middle class, fifty years 
old, Walter is the guy for whom the American 
Dream is supposed to be working but no lon-
ger seems to be.

Yet Walter is no everyday hero, playing 
by the rules while struggling to make ends 
meet. Instead, he’s a seething mass of resent-

Breaking Bad, created
by Vince Gilligan.

High Bridge Entertainment,
Gran Via Productions, and
Sony Pictures Television.
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es you into a black depression that can prove 
devilishly difficult to shake, even when you 
quit using. It also does permanent damage to 
your brain’s cognitive capacities—in some ad-
dicts it produces the symptoms of Parkinson’s 
disease, even psychosis.

One of the least attractive clichés of con-
temporary entertainment is its flippant at-
titude toward suffering and evil. This shows 
up in Breaking Bad ’s portrayal of meth. 
Meth-heads appear in the first few episodes 
of Breaking Bad, but their wretchedness is 
treated with camp humor. And while Jesse 
and his pals are frequent users, they keep all 
their teeth and don’t seem any the worse for 
the wear.

Even less attractive is the gross-out com-
edy of the sequence in which Walter and Jesse, 
having killed two rival drug dealers in self-
defense, decide to dissolve one of the bodies in 
hydrofluoric acid. Ignoring Walter’s instruc-
tions to use a special plastic container, Jesse 
uses a bathtub, and the whole ungodly mess 
crashes through the floor. (You probably don’t 
want to know this, but a couple of Berkeley 
students on the TV show Mythbusters tried 
this with a pig carcass and reported that hy-
drofluoric acid isn’t strong enough to eat 
through a bathtub.)

If you gave up on Breaking Bad at this 
point, I don’t blame you. But it’s worth re-
turning, because to their credit, Gilligan and 
his team pulled back from these off-putting 
clichés and began doing something far deep-
er, subtler, and more compelling. There is 
some sleight of hand involved. Along with 
the rounded characters mentioned so far, 
Breaking Bad contains a lot of flat characters. 
Indeed, all five seasons rely heavily on the 
presence of cartoon villains—or, as Gilligan 
called them in an unguarded moment, “the 
bad guys.”

In the first season, the bad guys are street-
level drug dealers, mostly Latino, selling adul-
terated meth to mostly Anglo addicts. (This 
is a bit distorted, since the highest rate of 
meth addiction in the American Southwest 
is found among Native Americans, and that 
problem is never shown.) In the next couple 
of seasons the bad guys are hit men working 
for the Juárez Cartel (a “fictional” drug ring 
that for some reason has the same name and 
address as the real one). Then, perhaps to 
correct for racial bias, the show switches to 
Anglo bad guys, including a leather-jacketed 
distributor called Declan; a neurotic, glob-
ally connected leaner-in named Lydia; and 
(to drive home the point) a gang of white su-
premacists led by a meanie named Jack who, 
unlike his Latino predecessors, is seriously in 
need of a bath.

Fathers and Sons

It is here, against this backdrop of 
cardboard villains, that Walter and the 
other three-dimensional characters strug-

gle with the implications of breaking bad. 
For Walter that struggle is about reclaiming 
his lost manhood, and understanding how 
it came to be lost. Given the importance of 
this theme, it is striking that Breaking Bad 
contains so little sex. There are a couple of 
early scenes in which criminal activity seems 
to stimulate Walter’s libido. But after almost 
raping Skyler, he’s overcome with shame, and 
that’s the last time we see him touch a woman.

Apart from Skyler, none of the female char-
acters are as interesting or compelling as the 
male. But the real focus of Walter’s struggle 
is not his relationship with Skyler, important 
though that is. It is his relationship with other 
men—peers, rivals, and the two young men 
who look to him for fatherly guidance: his son, 
Walter Jr., and his surrogate son and junior 
partner in crime, Jesse.

The theme of fathers and sons could hardly 
be more important in America today, as more 
and more young men are growing up without 
a male parent. But it is rarely treated in popu-
lar culture, because the last thing the enter-
tainment industry wants to tell its key demo-
graphics, teenagers and women, is that “father 
knows best.” Indeed, today it is well nigh im-
possible to find a movie, TV show, or popular 
song in which any older person knows best, 
least of all a father.

But this is what makes Breaking Bad so 
compelling. Walter keeps telling himself 
that the only reason he’s cooking meth is to 
provide for his family. But the deeper he gets 
into the meth trade, adopting the pseudonym 

“Heisenberg” and styling himself a legendary 
drug lord, the greater his estrangement from 
his family. About halfway through the series, 
Skyler discovers the truth and to protect her 
children becomes Walter’s reluctant accom-
plice. She is also a resourceful accomplice. 
They need a legitimate business to launder 
Walter’s meth proceeds, so she concocts a 
lie to explain where they got the money to 
buy the carwash where he used to work. The 
story is that Walter won the money gambling 
and is now trying to recover from a gambling 
addiction.

This is one of many lies that keep Walter’s 
seemingly normal life afloat, and the more 
there are, the less bearable that life feels. For 
example, Walter breaks into violent weeping 
one night, and confesses to Walter Jr. how 
guilty he feels. Believing his father’s only crime 
to be gambling, Walter Jr. comforts him. The 
next morning, Walter tells his son to forget 

the whole incident, because the only memory 
he has of his own father is of a helpless invalid, 
and “I don’t want that to be the memory you 
have of me when I’m gone.” Because Walter Jr. 
still knows nothing of his father’s real crimes, 
there’s a painful irony in his reply: “Remem-
bering you that way wouldn’t be so bad. The 
bad way to remember you would be the way 
you’ve been this whole last year. At least last 
night you were real.”

Here’s where Jesse comes in, because while 
Walter’s worst deeds involve Jesse, the same 
can be said of Walter’s best moments. Indeed, 
the relationship between this surrogate father 
and son is the heart of the series, because de-
spite their many conflicts, betrayals, and fights, 
the bond between them is never blighted by 
the forced cheerfulness or false sentiment so 
often experienced by Walter Jr. It is real.

Closely related to the theme of fathers and 
sons is that of the traditional masculine vir-
tues and their place, or lack thereof, in con-
temporary Western society. James Bowman 
has written that Breaking Bad deals with the 
tension between “civilized society,” built on 
the universal values of the Enlightenment; 
and the “honor culture” of pre-Enlightenment 
societies, in which men are judged by the 
courage and loyalty they display in defense of 
family and tribe.

This argument is compelling when the 
idea of honor culture is applied to a film like 
The Godfather. But it is less so when applied 
to the sadistic leaders of this fictional meth 
cartel. Likewise, the city of Albuquerque as 
portrayed in Breaking Bad is less a vision of 
civilized society than another dysfunctional 
community like all the others populating ca-
ble television. In most of these, all the things 
that keep American society civilized have 
been airbrushed out.

For example, there are hundreds of church-
es in Albuquerque, but the only religious ob-
servance depicted in this series is at a shrine 
in Mexico taken over by the cartel. Another 
civilizing influence, the law, becomes a trav-
esty in the hands of Walter's attorney, Saul 
(Bob Odenkirk), whom Jesse describes as “a 
criminal lawyer, not a criminal lawyer.”

Yet even here, Breaking Bad departs from 
the clichés. For example, there is a moment of 
high satire when Walter’s high school holds 
an assembly to deal with the trauma of a re-
cent plane crash. Encouraged to express what-
ever is on her mind, one earnest student asks, 

“if there’s a God and all, why does he allow all 
those innocent people to die for no reason?”—
only to be swiftly cut off by the principal: 

“Can we just keep it secular, honey?” Saul’s sa-
tiric barbs are also well aimed. (My favorite is 
when he interrupts one of Walter’s disquisi-
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tions on chemistry by saying, “I’m more of a 
humanities guy.”)

Speaking of the humanities, a more accu-
rate pitch for Breaking Bad would have been 
that Walter White is a latter-day Walter Mit-
ty. For readers born yesterday, “The Secret 
Life of Walter Mitty” is a short story by James 
Thurber, first published in the New Yorker in 
1939. In his daydreams, the title character is 
an intrepid naval commander, a master sur-
geon, a lover on trial for a crime of passion, 
a pilot taking off amid enemy anti-aircraft 
cannon, and a stoic prisoner facing a firing 
squad—anything but what he really is: a sad 
sack being nagged by his wife while she drags 
him on boring errands in the boring city of 
Waterbury, Connecticut.

Ben Stiller recently made a movie of Thurb-
er’s story, which seems a futile effort, because 
the middle-class male in contemporary popu-
lar culture no longer fantasizes about heroic 
deeds. Instead, he dreams of bloodletting and 
wanton destruction, seen as the only escape 
from a stultifying existence dominated by 
bossy women and mindless consumerism. A 
major template for this stock character is the 
nameless protagonist of Chuck Palahniuk’s 
1996 novel, The Fight Club. And in the first 
few episodes of Breaking Bad, Walter seems a 
ripe candidate for the Fight Club’s Albuquer-
que chapter.

 A Tragedy With a Happy Ending

For some critics, this image of wal-
ter as a repressed male longing to walk 
on the wild side is reinforced in his final 

encounter with Skyler, when she reminds him 
of his most pernicious lie—“that you did this 
for the family”—and he responds by saying, “I 
did it for me. I liked it. I was good at it. I was 
really…I was alive.” But I read the scene differ-
ently, because of all that has led up to it—in 

particular, the judgments of Walter rendered 
by his three chief antagonists.

First is Gus (Giancarlo Esposito), the head 
of a major meth empire hidden inside the 
bright wrapping of a fast-food franchise called 
Los Pollos Hermanos. With Zen-like focus, 
Gus devotes himself to a single goal: aveng-
ing the death of a friend, probably a lover, 
murdered before his eyes by the cartel. After 
achieving this goal Gus walks into a trap set 
by Walter, but in his dying moment, with half 
his head blown away, he adjusts his tie with 
more cool than Walter will ever have.

Next is Mike (Jonathan Banks), a tough 
ex-cop turned fixer for Gus. Mike sees Walter 
as a loose cannon, and when Walter kills Gus 
and tries to take his place as Mike’s boss, Mike 
delivers the withering line: “Just because you 
shot Jesse James, that don’t make you Jesse 
James.” Even more withering are Mike’s final 
words to Walter after being impulsively shot 
by him. Having led Walter on a chase to the 
bank of a beautiful sunlit river, Mike listens 
to Walter’s hand-wringing apology then de-
cides he’s had enough: “Shut the f--- up and let 
me die in peace.”

Last is Hank, Walter’s brother-in-law. 
White, overweight, balding, given to eth-
nic slurs, Hank begins as a stock character 
from contemporary entertainment but then 
morphs into a heroic figure from an earlier era, 
when heroes upheld the law. It takes Hank a 
long time to figure out that Walter is “Heisen-
berg,” but when he does, his pursuit is relent-
less—until Walter causes them both to be 
captured by the unwashed Jack and his gang.

Desperate to redeem himself in Hank’s 
eyes, Walter begs Jack not to kill Hank. But 
soon Walter’s begging becomes too craven 
even for Hank, who is kneeling in the dust 
with Jack’s gun to his head. Telling Walter 
to stop, Hank delivers the coup de grace 
to Walter’s Heisenberg fantasy: “You’re 

the smartest guy I ever met, and you’re too 
stupid to see he made up his mind ten min-
utes ago.” A moment later Jack fires a bullet 
into Hank’s head, and Walter slumps to the 
ground, mouth agape in the classic grimace 
of Greek tragedy.

The 19th-century man of letters William 
Dean Howells once said, “What the Ameri-
can audience wants is a tragedy with a happy 
ending.” This is not as benighted as it sounds, 
since tragedy has long had a redemptive 
dimension. Thus, Walter begins after the 
death of Hank to come back from the abyss. 
There are still more betrayals in store, nota-
bly of Jesse, whom Walter hands over to Jack. 
Jack turns Jesse into a virtual slave, cooking 
meth not for money or even to save his own 
life, but to keep Jack’s gang from murdering 
a young boy for whom Jesse has a fatherly af-
fection. But that is not the end of the story 
for Walter and Jesse. Quite the opposite: 
the last person Walter sees on earth is Jes-
se, nodding in gratitude for Walter’s having 
managed, after much plotting and by taking 
a fatal bullet, to save Jesse and free him from 
Jack’s clutches.

The best word for this sequence is aristeia, 
the ancient Greek term for a warrior’s finest 
moment, when all his physical and mental 
powers converge in one glorious battle. Wal-
ter’s aristeia begins with his confession to 
Skyler, which is just that—a confession. He 
bares his soul, and with her look of genuine 
love and respect, he ceases to be the kind of 
man who must break bad to feel alive. From 
that point on, the ending of Breaking Bad 
resembles that of a well-wrought symphony. 
The guns roar, the bad guys fall, Jesse drives 
whooping into the sunrise, and the whole 
thing verges on overkill. But we don’t mind, 
because we are being treated to the sort of 
point Z we are not supposed to crave but do: 
a righteous comeuppance.
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America’s Collapse in the Middle East

In february 1945, when president franklin roosevelt re-
ceived Ibn Saud on the deck of the USS Quincy, the king was a suppli-
cant. When President Barack Obama delivered his 2009 speech in 

Cairo, he was the supplicant, and the symbol of an abdication that usu-
ally takes centuries. Not long ago, the Sixth Fleet, backed by  NATO’s 
gargantuan military power, was the clear arbiter in the Middle East; the 
region even at war was more stable than it is now; and the Russians were 
virtually banished from it for 35 years. All that is changed.

The erosion began late in the ’70s when the U.S. failed to respond 
appropriately to terrorist provocation, and continued through two de-
cades at the end of which America’s and NATO’s military capacities 
had been vastly reduced, and the diplomacy of the West (excepting at 
times France) was transformed from a means of choreographing na-
tional interests and balances of power to a primarily moral instrument 
calibrated by the heart strings of public opinion.

Possessed by the ghost of Woodrow Wilson, Democrats made 
their salient principle protecting the oppressed, the rights of women, 
endangered animals, and the environment; Republicans, the rescue 
and transformation of peoples and nations. Were such guidance ap-
plied without prejudice, the resources of the United States would dis-
sipate in a week. Instead, we pick and choose according to ideological 
preference, the persuasive power of various interests, and the fancies of 
the elite, not for the first time making of our international relations a 
mysterious hodgepodge that terrifies our allies (is it not dangerous to 
be a friend of the United States?) and delights our enemies. 

We have brought to power many of our adversaries, who must 
watch in astonishment as President Obama spews vituperation upon 
his American political opponents (literally screaming, like no presi-
dent in living memory, or perhaps ever) while exercising inexhaustible 
patience and politesse with murderous anti-American tyrants. Hard 
at home, soft abroad, much of our policy is simply inexplicable. For ex-
ample, the administration’s conviction that the stability of the Middle 
East hinges upon the Palestine Question hardly comports with the 
long history and violent present of inter-Arab and inter-Muslim con-
flict, often at vast geographical and cultural remove from Jerusalem. 
We have wasted ourselves in such blind allies for generations.

But had we used our once overwhelming power, as often advocated 
in these pages, to obliterate terrorist infrastructure and hold account-
able countries in which it took root; had we set up compliant gener-
als in Baghdad, wheeled the army left to do the same in Damascus, 
and settled safely along the Saudi-Iraqi border, with the promise to 
spring back if our clients proved uncooperative; had we not aban-
doned friendly regimes and factions in Iran, Turkey, and Egypt; had 
we struck Iranian nuclear manufacture before it sheltered in bedrock; 
had we retained more air wings and aircraft carriers and not cut the 
navy by more than half; had we been more supportive of allies; and 

had we refrained from promiscuous apology, and building nations 
with which we were at war…things would have been different.

But, no. iran is on the verge of acquiring nuclear weap-
ons and has driven a radical wedge from Afghanistan to the 
Mediterranean. Much of the Middle East is in flames. And 

Russia crows as if risen from the dead, while Obama somehow thinks 
he has Vladimir Putin right where he wants him. The Iranians in par-
ticular have had a great deal of fun, transparently lying to the West 
over decades as they are given chance after chance. They flirt and 
withdraw, flirt and withdraw, ever more sadistically as a repeatedly 
snubbed President Obama continues to run after them. Although the 
president thinks the end of the diplomatic road is a settlement, it has 
long been clear to any sentient being that the end of this road is the 
flash of a nuclear detonation. 

Perhaps the United States will escape its many gratuitous failings 
as it rests in the safety imperfectly assured by the great expanse of the 
oceans, and as the Middle East taxes its own strengths in war after 
war. For its wars, atrocities, coups, schisms, and collapses represent 
not only threats but their diminution as the region is stressed. None-
theless, the chaos gives rise to forces that even if fractionated and small 
will remain a danger of the first order in light of nuclear, chemical, and 
biological weapons. 

Although the Middle East has always been and should always be a 
secondary theater, for the weak hand, we have given it the attention of 
the strong hand, and failed. We fail because we are not willing to do 
the difficult things we had always come around to when facing clear 
and present dangers. Yet it is not impossible to do them.

It is possible to reconstitute the American military, with surplus 
reserves, so as to obviate challenges before they arise and never to be 
caught short when facing either a great power or a terrorist network. It 
is possible, and traditional, to adjust domestic economic expectations 
to whatever extent so as to insure the adequate defense of the nation. 
It is possible to intervene rarely, at the right time, in the right place, for 
limited duration, and with quick overkill, as in the Gulf War. It is pos-
sible to be wary of nation-building. And it is possible to go to war only 
when the whole people, through Congress, expresses its constitutional 
consent. This is the way it used to be, the way it should be.

China, Russia, and nameless potential adversaries are witness to 
America’s collapse in the Middle East, the foolishness and gullibility 
of its diplomacy, the spectacular degradation of its military. Should 
the same pattern emerge in more consequential areas, as it is now 
emerging in Asia, the sovereignty and survival of this nation as we 
have known it will eventually be put at risk. This should be the great, 
central, and compelling question of the next presidential election, to 
wake America from its sleep.
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