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Cheer up, conservatives. election night was gruesome, but 
it produced neither a landslide for President Obama nor a 
wipeout of the GOP. Judging by the numbers alone, the mes-

sage was not so much “Forward!” as “Sideways!”
The president’s 332 electoral votes (counting Florida, which fell 

eventually into his hands) amounted to a convincing victory. Measured 
against all the presidential contests since 1896, however, the year 
which political scientists often regard as the beginning of “modern” 
American politics, Obama’s winning percentage (61.71% of the elec-
toral vote) was below average, ranking 22nd out of 30. 

Likewise, his percentage of the popular vote, which is not all counted 
yet, will probably put him 20th among the 30 presidential victors. Jack 
Pitney, the political scientist who has made these calculations, points 
out that in races with a serious third-party contender the winning per-
centage of the popular vote will be unusually low. Better, then, to adjust 
for that anomaly (prominent in 1912, 1980, 1992, and other races) by 
looking at the winner’s margin of victory in the popular vote, rather than 
his overall percentage of it. By that standard, Obama’s winning margin 
over Romney (3.2%) will rank even lower, only 24th out of 30—which 
is less than half his 7.3% victory over McCain in 2008.

So much for the notion that this was an electoral earthquake. 
Though he hasn’t managed to heal the planet and stop the rise of the 
oceans (ask New Jersey), Obama has succeeded in stopping and even 
reversing the rise of his popularity with voters.

The Republican Party lives to fight another day; and it retains con-
trol of the House of Representatives. Divided government, the status 
quo ante, was the electorate’s decree again. At the state level, how-
ever, Republicans added a governorship and kept control of a majority 
of state legislatures, which bodes well for their farm team for future 
presidential and congressional contests.

In politics as in life, of course, the numbers don’t tell the whole sto-
ry. What dismayed Republicans was their belief they had the election 
won, and that they deserved to win. After Mitt Romney’s vigorous 
performance in the first debate and his winning turn at the Al Smith 
dinner in New York, he surged into a lead in the polls. He had the Big 
Mo, as George H.W. Bush once called it. But his momentum stalled, 
and Obama began closing the gap long before the superstorm blew in. 

By election eve it was a dead heat, and many polls, accurately it turned 
out, had the president ahead.

Romney’s campaign, especially his decision to sit on his lead, 
has already been ruthlessly dissected. In many ways he was a 
gallant candidate who deserves to be remembered better. But 

neither he nor his party learned from the example in front of them: 
Meg Whitman’s losing 2010 gubernatorial race in California. A bil-
lionaire businesswoman who found it hard to connect with ordinary 
people, Whitman allowed herself to be pummeled by ads featuring 
former employees she had fired heartlessly, so they said. Her reputa-
tion never recovered, and she got fewer votes than the losing initiative 
to legalize marijuana. 

Romney was similarly disparaged by negative ads in the battle-
ground states, and waited a long time to reply. His political instincts 
were better than Whitman’s, and he came much closer to victory. Still, 
his difficulties, on top of hers, ought to shake the long-held but ir-
rational Republican faith in the businessman’s skills as the one thing 
needful to solve our problems (or even to get elected). With it should 
go, too, the inclination to purge politics as much as possible of abstract 
questions like justice in favor of concrete issues of dollars and cents 
and efficiency. Such false practicality merely cedes to liberals the right 
to define America’s first principles—not exactly a winning strategy, as 
the uninspired debate over Obamacare showed.

Liberals won’t be inclined to much soul-searching after this elec-
tion, which will be the root of their future undoing. They succeeded, 
more than conservatives are willing to admit, in Hooverizing George 
W. Bush’s administration—turning it into a symbol of economic col-
lapse, loose morals, and failed foreign policy. W’s second term, alas, 
proved helpful to this endeavor. Romney never came to terms with 
this problem—the elephant in the room, so to speak. 

But Democrats have already cast Obama as the new FDR, a role he 
was born to play, at least in his own imagination. They view 2012 as a 
confirming election, the American people’s blessing on the sharp left-
ward turn executed since 2008. The Age of Obama is well underway, 
they tell themselves and the people. Hope lives, but unfortunately for 
them, so does Change.
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Liberal Sins

As an admirer of both the Cla-
remont Review of Books and Jonah 
Goldberg, I took delight in read-
ing Goldberg’s witty, enlightening 
review of the new anthology of 
the CRB’s first ten years (“Ameri-
Cons,” Summer 2012). I was 
struck, though, by this passage:

After being so rudely inter-
rupted by Lenin’s arrival 
at Finland Station, liberal-
ism is returning to its roots. 
Barack Obama and his fol-
lowers have been forthright 
in their desire to resurrect 
the arguments, rationales, 
and premises of the Pro-
gressive Era (minus, for the 
most part, the racism, im-
perialism, and eugenics).

That “for the most part” ex-
cuses a lot!

Racism: What is one to make of 
today’s progressives’ virtual care-
taker relationship to members 
of racial minorities—what some 
black conservatives have called the 

“government plantation”? Presi-
dent George W. Bush was right 
about liberalism’s “soft bigotry of 
low expectations.” From affirma-
tive action’s “goals and timetables” 

and voting-rights measures that 
impose racial gerrymandering, to 
substituting cries of racism for 
policy analysis and slandering 
black and Latino conservatives, 
I’d say that today’s progressives 
are at least as obsessed with race 
as their intellectual forebears, and 
ultimately unable to judge people 
except by the color of their skin.

Imperialism: Progressives may 
be opposed to what they call the 

“military-industrial complex,” and 
were less than enthusiastic about 
opposing Communism, but when 
they decide to stiff an ally, they 
do so with gusto, whether it is Is-
rael, Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Honduras, Colombia, or Taiwan. 
No nation inspired or influenced 
by our examples of self-govern-
ment or free enterprise is spared 
the progressives’ wrath.

Eugenics: What is being “pro-
choice” on abortion but a back-
door approach to keeping the 
world free of “undesirable” or 

“unwanted” children? In her day, 
Margaret Sanger was especially 
concerned about blacks. Under 
the current pro-abortion regime, 
blacks are aborted at three times 
the rate as white babies among 
the estimated 1 million abor-
tions carried out each year in the 
United States.

Finally, nothing better proves 
the progressives’ racist, impe-
rialist, and eugenic tenden-
cies—both then and now—than 
their explicit repudiation of the 
natural rights principles in our 
Declaration of Independence. 
Given their history and the 
limitless possibilities of moral 
relativism, there’s no telling 
how much farther they’ll sink. 

Richard Reeb 
Helendale, CA

Jonah Goldberg replies:

Richard Reeb makes some fine 
points, and I thank him for his 
kind words.

Although I agree that one can 
find continuities between contem-
porary liberals and the Progres-
sives of yore, particularly in the 
area of racial paternalism, the dif-
ferences amount to distinctions of 
both degree and kind. Contempt 
for our allies is not the direct mod-
ern corollary to the Progressives’ 
often full-throated desire to subju-
gate the lesser races and nations of 
the world. It is certainly true that 
there is a eugenic component to 
the liberal support for undiluted 
abortion rights under Roe v. Wade. 
As Ruth Bader Ginsburg told the 
New York Times in 2009,  “at the 
time Roe was decided, there was 
concern about population growth 
and particularly growth in popu-
lations that we don’t want to have 
too many of.”

And of course I agree with Mr. 
Reeb—and the Claremont Review 
of Books—that the greatest con-
tinuity between the Progressives 
of yesteryear and today’s liberals 
is their enduring contempt for 
the principles of the American 
Founding and a limited govern-
ment constrained by the Consti-
tution. Today’s self-styled pro-
gressives are indeed descendants 
of their Progressive forebears, but 
that means there is only a family 
resemblance. We are not talking 
about clones.

Economic
Inequality

My thanks to William Voegeli 
for his review of my book, The 
Great Divergence: America’s Grow-
ing Inequality Crisis and What We 
Can Do about It (“Not Leveling 
with Us,” Summer 2012). His re-
view is crisply written, thought-
ful, and witty. It’s also unfavor-
able, of course, and wrong, but he 
did me the great favor of paying 
the book close attention, grasp-
ing its subtler points to a degree 
that some favorable reviews (the 
book received mostly favorable re-

views) did not. How refreshing to 
answer a reviewer on the basis of 
honest disagreement rather than 
error or bad faith. The sentence, 

“The obligation to consider differ-
ing viewpoints can’t hide Noah’s 
irritation at their existence” was 
alone worth the $6.95 cover price. 
I winced (because it’s true), then 
laughed out loud.

Our chief disagreement is 
about whether income inequality 
matters. I think it does; Voegeli 
thinks it doesn’t, and that the 
book never presents a compel-
ling justification for itself. Rather 
than litigate what the book says 
or doesn’t say—I don’t want to 
sound like one of those people 
who complain about bad reviews 
in the New York Times Book Re-
view (“I did too point out that 
Krakatoa was west, not east of 
Java, right there on page 137, 
damn you!”)—let’s start afresh.

It’s important to begin by 
pointing out that “Why does eco-
nomic inequality matter?” is not a 
question that many people asked 
100 years ago, or even 50 years ago. 
It wasn’t asked 100 years ago be-
cause the U.S. was closer than it’s 
ever been before or since to being 
violently overthrown by radicals. 
The ruling class assumed it had 
to be mindful of inequality in or-
der to keep the government out of 
the hands of anarchists, socialists, 
and other troublemakers. The 
question wasn’t asked 50 years ago 
because the U.S. was competing 
for hearts and minds with the So-
viet Union and our leaders under-
stood that too much economic in-
equality would hurt the American 
argument (which we ultimately 
won). Today there’s no chance the 
government will be overthrown by 
radicals, and Communism is, for 
all practical purposes, dead. Con-
sequently, the question must be 
addressed on the merits.

I think there are two reasons 
to worry about income inequal-
ity. An economic reason is that 
in a capitalist economy you need 
to incentivize people. Conserva-
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tives have little trouble grasp-
ing that principle with regard to 
rich “ job creators,” but it seems 
to elude them when we’re talking 
about ordinary workers. Growth 
in median income has been piti-
ful since 1979 compared to what 
it was in the postwar era, and also 
compared to what it was after 
1979 for the affluent (especially 
the top 1%). For the past dozen 
years, there’s been no growth 
in median income at all, even 
as productivity has been rising 
briskly. Why should an ordinary 
worker care whether his company 
thrives—indeed, whether the 
country thrives—if he won’t get a 
piece of the action? His only rea-
son to care is fear of losing his job. 
The lack of proper incentives for 
middle-income workers endan-
gers the economy. Indeed, it may 
already have weakened it.

There’s also a sociological rea-
son. Historically, societies that 
are dramatically unequal—where 
the middle class disappears—
have seldom thrived as democ-
racies. “No bourgeois, no de-
mocracy,” sociologist Barrington 
Moore famously wrote, and I 
think he was right. Why should 
this be so? Because we’re social 
creatures. Yes, it’s great that ev-
erybody’s living standard rises 
over time. I’m very happy that I, 
a mere commoner, have access to 
antibiotics that were previously 
unavailable to King Henry VIII. 
But vast disparities in wealth 
and income create dangerous so-
cial gulfs. Charles Murray does 
a pretty good job illustrating 
that in his recent book, Coming 
Apart, when he documents how 
the affluent and the white work-
ing class have become strangers. 
Murray stubbornly insists that 
the cultural divergence and mu-
tual estrangement has nothing to 
do with economics; instead, he 
blames it on the permissive 1960s. 
But of course it has everything to 
do with the economic gulf that’s 
opened up between these two 
groups. 

Timothy Noah
The New Republic
Washington, D.C.

William Voegeli replies:

The chief disagreement be-
tween Mr. Noah and me is not 
about whether economic inequal-
ity matters, but about how and 
how much it matters. That is, if 
given the choice between citizen-
ship in two countries that were 
very similar in terms of freedom, 
prosperity, and civilizational at-
tainments, but had markedly 
different degrees of economic in-
equality, I would prefer the more 
equal one. One of my favorite 
passages in The Great Divergence 
has the British journalist Henry 
Fairlie celebrating the informal-
ity of an America where every-
one, from a kid on a tricycle to a 
bishop or U.S. president, greets 
a stranger with the same jaunty 
and direct, “Hi.”

Noah and Fairlie are correct 
that sustaining a democracy re-
quires the respect ungrudgingly 
offered and confidently expect-
ed by countrymen who believe 
their common, equal citizen-
ship trumps differences of rank, 
wealth, ability, and attainment. I 
don’t take The Great Divergence 
to be arguing that social equal-
ity is simply and solely a function 
of economic inequality, so that 
any reduction of income differ-
entials will necessarily bind us 
together more closely. But Noah’s 
rejection of the null hypothesis 
that economic inequality has no 
bearing on social equality is 
persuasive. The questions, then, 
concern: 1) economic equality’s 
importance, vis-à-vis such other 
factors as family cohesion, civic 
beliefs, and the strength of so-
cial mediating structures like 
churches and bowling leagues, in 
sustaining social equality; and 2) 
the justice and prudence of public 
policies that promote economic 
equality, for the sake of social 
equality, by enhancing the gov-
ernment’s powers to regulate the 
processes or redistribute the re-
sults when consenting adults buy 
and sell goods and services. Noah 
thinks economic equality is more 
important to social equality than 
I do, and that vigorous govern-
ment interventions for the sake of 

promoting economic equality are 
less ominous.

We are indeed social creatures. 
An entailment of that sociality can 
be that “vast disparities in wealth 
and income create dangerous so-
cial gulfs.” But it’s not the only 
one. Another is the desire to treat 
and be treated by other people in 
accordance with procedurally fair, 
neutral rules. We don’t want to 
find out after the game, whether 
we’ve lost or won, that the umpire 
was using a compressed strike 
zone when the team he admired 
was at bat, and a spacious one 
when the team he disapproved 
stepped up to the plate. Further, 
social creatures—especially don’t-
tread-on-me American ones—are 
likely to fear that empowering 
government to rearrange econom-
ic outcomes to better conform to 
distributive standards, which are 
always as hazy as they are lofty 
and urgent, compromises not 
only fairness but freedom. 

Finally, as social creatures we 
employ a framework for assessing 
our own circumstances and pros-
pects that does not emphasize 
how penicillin has made our lives 
better than Henry VIII’s. That 
doesn’t mean we live completely 
in the moment, however. Econo-
mists and sociologists analyzing 
America’s income statistics dur-
ing the long economic boom af-
ter World War II may have been 
right to call it the Great Com-
pression, but I don’t think many 
Americans at the time regarded 
it that way. Rather, they liked 
the direction their lives were 
headed because people who had 
grown up on isolated farms or in 
crowded city apartments, relying 
on streetcars and laundries, were 
raising their children in single-
family suburban houses, with 
the family automobile parked 
in the carport and a washer and 
dryer in the basement. I see lit-
tle evidence from the scholarly 
literature or popular culture of 
the boom years that approval of 
historically low ratios between 
CEO’s compensation packages 
and median incomes, as opposed 
to tangible improvements in the 
quality of life, figured promi-

k
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nently in popular confidence 
about the future. As John Ken-
neth Galbraith wrote in The Af-
fluent Society, “the facts are in-
escapable. It is the increase in 
output in recent decades, not the 
redistribution of income, which 
has brought the great material 
increase in the well-being of the 
average person.”

I close by remarking on No-
ah’s wistfulness about the ab-
sence of internal radicals or ex-
ternal Communists who might 
prod us to equalize incomes. It 
is in keeping with his hopes, now 
certainly flagging, that Occupy 
Wall Street would catalyze a po-
litically irresistible redistributive 
movement. In his book’s final 
sentence—“The worst thing we 
could do to the Great Divergence 
is get used to it”—Noah is trying 
to say something to the Ameri-
cans indifferent to that great cru-
sade. But perhaps they, in their 
reluctance to enlist, are trying to 
say something to him about their 
abiding desire for economic vigor 
and absolute mobility, and their 
abiding fears about the power 
and decency of redistributive 
government. 

For the full exchange between Timo-
thy Noah and William Voegeli, vis-
it our online feature, “Upon Further 
Review,” at www.claremont.org/ufr.

Making Sense of 
Federalism

In acceding to the CRB’s re-
quest for a response to Michael 
Uhlmann’s review of The Upside-
Down Constitution (“Right-side 
Up,” Summer 2012), I am vio-
lating a cardinal rule of prudent 
authorial conduct: never respond 
to published criticism. When the 
reviewer “gets” the author’s work 
as completely as Uhlmann gets 
my book, the rule is most easily 
obeyed. But it is also dis-obeyed 
at virtually zero cost, and perhaps 
to some benefit: the response is 
simply a way of inviting readers 
to a conversation that the author 
and his critic would and will con-

tinue in any event, in due time 
and over martinis. 

Uhlmann asks the right ques-
tions about my project of under-
standing the founders’ federalism 
as a competitive form of federalism 
(and our history, especially the 
New Deal, as an inversion of that 
model). Am I simply “grafting the 
idea of jurisdictional competition 
(which is in part an invention of 
contemporary public choice eco-
nomics) onto the scheme that 
Madison and Hamilton, for ex-
ample, had in mind?” Similarly, is 
it credible “that the federal judi-
ciary was effectively charged with 
the mission of keeping the Con-
stitution in sync with the idea of 
competitive federalism—or is 
this, too, a Procrustean projec-
tion of a modern concept onto 
past events?” 

To a large extent, Uhlmann 
notes, the plausibility of the 
enterprise hangs on the execu-
tion. The Upside-Down Consti-
tution is the umpteenth riff on 
the oldest question of American 
constitutional law. There will 
never be a last word on that sub-
ject. However, not everyone will 
want to sit through the entire 

“rhapsody” (Uhlmann). Let me 
hum a few additional bars, then. 
One cannot ever comprehend 
the Constitution without “graft-
ing” something onto it. The text 
counts big time, as does the struc-
ture, as does the history: we can-
not invent our own Constitution. 
However, the Constitution does 
not state its own organizing prin-
ciples or provide rules for its own 
interpretation. Hence, one has to 
go to the Constitution’s “genius”: 
what does the Constitution rest 
on, and what is it supposed to do? 

The founders had a worked-
out theory of some of the Con-
stitution’s principles, such as the 
separation of powers. Even here, 
the theory requires a grafting and 
construction in light of future 
developments (for example, the 
emergence of political parties); 
but at least the founders’ writ-
ings bound the discourse. Not 
so with federalism: in a very real 
sense, the founders had no theory 
of federalism. The Federalist has a 

critique of the “federalism” of the 
Articles of Confederation and of 
“federalisms” from Greece to Hol-
land, all to the effect that surely 
we don’t want any of that. Pub-
lius has a theory of an extended 
republic, which strongly suggests 
that the states should go out of 
business. He (or they) also specu-
lates as to whether the Constitu-
tion might or might not produce 
the “consolidation” feared by the 
Anti-federalists. But as for a posi-
tive theory of what states might 
actually be good for, The Federal-
ist contains little beyond the sug-
gestion that they might be fine 
places to organize armed resis-
tance, should the need for anoth-
er 1776 arise. That is not a theory 
of ordinary politics; it is a theory 
of rebellion. 

As Jeremy Rabkin has pointed 
out to me, the Anti-federalists 
did not have a theory of feder-
alism, either: at most, they had 
a theory of small states that is 
neither coherent nor attractive. 
(Would Rhode Island be happier 
if it were Kosovo?) Thus, any con-
temporary theory of the Consti-
tution’s federalism will engage a 
debate that was never really had 
at the time. The immediate suspi-
cion is, “you made it up.”

My reply is, I don’t see the al-
ternative. The founders created 
a “compound republic” whose 
political economy they could not 
know and knew they could not 
know. As the federal system op-
erates over time, it proves to have 
properties the founders could 
not have grasped. As we recog-
nize those properties, we come 
up with theories to comprehend 
their system. And we need some 
theory: without it, all we have is a 
bunch of clauses. 

Despite the spirit of clever in-
vention that hangs over the en-
terprise, it is subject to conven-
tional and stringent plausibility 
tests. For starters, the theory has 
to be a theory. It must do better 
than the Supreme Court, whose 
federalism jurisprudence consists 
entirely of textually ungrounded 
slogans (“balance”), metaphors 
(the “split atom of sovereignty”), 
and bare and demonstrably false 

assertions (“federalism protects 
liberty”). The theory has to make 
sense of every clause and give 
each its full and fair meaning. It 
has to cohere internally; with 
the constitutional structure; and 
with the founders’ ascertainable 
principles and commitments—
with the spirit as well as the letter 
of the Constitution. And it has 
to account for our constitutional 
traditions.

The point of borrowing politi-
cal economy theorems from James 
Buchanan and Ronald Coase is 
to meet those tests, not to make 
things up. The enterprise will 
get you closer to the Constitu-
tion than do more conventionally 
originalist accounts and modes of 
understanding: that is the conten-
tion and the bite of this book.

Michael S. Greve
American Enterprise Institute

Washington, D.C.

Michael M. Uhlmann replies:

Michael Greve and I are, as 
the saying goes, in heated agree-
ment. My reason for questioning 
whether the framers intended to 
instantiate competitive federal-
ism (or some reasonable facsimile 
thereof) arose from the fact that 
Greve’s argument is only partly an 
exercise in jurisprudential analy-
sis. It is in part an historical inqui-
ry as well, and to this latter point 
I thought originalists of a certain 
stripe might take exception. 

As an analytical tool, competi-
tive federalism can stand or fall 
on its own merits, and on Greve’s 
showing it is far superior to the 
feckless alternative understand-
ings of federalism that dominate 
our jurisprudence today. I concur 
with Greve’s argument concern-
ing the limits of textualism. As he 
says, “the Constitution does not 
state its own organizing principles 
or provide rules for its own inter-
pretation.” Lexicography cannot 
do the work of political philoso-
phy, no matter how many 18th-
century dictionaries one consults. 

Greve rightly reminds us 
that James Madison, Alexander 
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Hamilton, and John Marshall 
exhibited a fairly well-developed 
and coherent understanding of 
political economy—an under-
standing that led them to op-
pose, at almost every turn, the 
parochial and frequently anti-
competitive tendencies of state 
factional interests. And he dem-
onstrates better than anyone ever 
has before how deeply their un-
derstanding of political economy 
was embedded in constitutional 
text.

The problem—as Greve 
knows—is that the magisterial, 
pro-competitive nationalism of 
Madison, Hamilton, and Mar-
shall was alloyed from the git-go 
by partisans of state and local 
interests, who, although they 
lost the ratification battle, lived 
to fight again another day. Did 
they ever. Greve correctly notes 
that neither the Federalists nor 
the Anti-federalists had a coher-
ent theory of federalism of the 
sort that is commonly attributed 
to them. But to many minds, the 
10th Amendment established a 
kind of sacrosanct dividing line 
that limited the authority of 
the federal government and the 
federal courts to “impose” uni-
form federal standards on what 
the states might or might not 
do. Never mind the Commerce 
Clause, the Compacts Clause, or 
the Contracts Clause, and never 
mind that the 10th Amendment 
was neither sacred nor clear about 
where or how the dividing line 
between state and federal author-
ity should be drawn. Opponents 
of national supremacy read it that 
way for political reasons, and not-
withstanding the 14th and 17th 
Amendments, they continue to 
read it that way today, albeit in 
less boisterous form. My ques-
tioning of Greve’s “grafting” was 
simply an effort to remind the 
reader that any theory of con-
temporary federalism is necessar-
ily written on a palimpsest which 
still bears the imprint of all that 
has gone before, including laws, 
customs, and court decisions that 

never understood or had much 
sympathy with competitive feder-
alism to begin with. Welcome to 
the endless permutations of Mr. 
Madison’s “compound” republic.

Competitive federalism of the 
sort Greve advocates seems to 
have prevailed for a time and then 
gave way, assaulted on one side 
by the perpetual efforts of local 
factions to insulate themselves 
against competitive requirements 
imposed from above, and, on 
the other, by diverse Progressive 
nannies for whom the states are 
little more than sub-units of con-
solidated national government. 
Whether competitive federalism 
can be revived in some reasonably 
viable way remains to be seen. If 
it does succeed in capturing the 
imagination of leading political 
actors, the credit will belong to 
Michael Greve.

Eisenhower as 
RINO

Michael Nelson rightly points 
out in his excellent review the 
lengths to which some histori-
ans have gone to make President 
Eisenhower, a Republican, more 
acceptable to liberals (“Eisen-
hower as Statesman,” Summer 
2012). I believe, however, that the 
books discussed in the review ac-
curately portray Ike’s strong lib-
eral leanings during much of his 
presidency. 

Nelson mentions only three 
major incidents from the books 
he reviews: Eisenhower’s naming 
of two liberal judges to the Su-
preme Court, his foreign policy 
during the Suez Canal crisis, and 
his acceptance of blame over the 
shot-down American U-2 spy 
plane. Nelson fails to address the 
president’s response during the 
1956 Hungarian uprising, the se-
riously bungled American effort 
to oust Castro from Cuba (which 
he partially left to President Ken-
nedy for even more bungling), 
and his aggressive dismantling of 

the “military-industrial complex” 
that had enabled the U.S. to win 
World War II.

Eisenhower didn’t counter the 
Soviet Union’s bloody invasions 
of Poland and then Hungary. In-
stead he sent a secret assurance to 
Khrushchev six days before the 
American election that America 
would not interfere with his effort 
to crush the Hungarians. Eisen-
hower also supported the Arab 
dictator Nasser, an ally of the 
Soviets, against America’s erst-
while allies, England and France, 
for whom the Suez Canal repre-
sented their lifeline. Ike took im-
portant steps to reduce America’s 
military capabilities—while the 
Soviet Union surpassed us in 
missile production.

Looking back to 1956, when 
Eisenhower concentrated all his 
efforts to get reelected, one is re-
minded of the ailing Franklin 
Roosevelt, who a decade before 
also sacrificed everything to get 
reelected. Just as FDR supported 

“Uncle Joe” in taking over Eastern 
Europe during the last years of the 
war, Eisenhower extended his sup-
port to the internally disturbed 
Soviet Union, even though Sta-
lin’s death in 1953 was a unique 
opportunity for America to dras-
tically reduce the USSR’s world-
wide political influence. Such an 
opportunity did not come again 
until three decades later, when 
President Reagan—a real Repub-
lican—took advantage of the So-
viets’ internal problems.

Robert Denes
Kalamazoo, MI

Rusher’s Influence

Many thanks to Daniel Oli-
ver for his favorable review of my 
William Rusher biography (“In-
telligent Design,” Summer 2012). 
It’s especially pleasing that Mr. 
Oliver, a former colleague of 
Rusher and William F. Buckley, 
Jr., cites Rusher’s “sense of mis-

sion” in helping to build con-
servatism and thus “the politics 
of saving America,” his “inter-
mittent sparring” with Buckley 
over such questions as how fo-
cused on politics their magazine 
should be, and the fact that he 
didn’t completely fit in there as a 
personality.

Those are three key themes in 
my book. Oliver also highlights 
Rusher’s great significance as a 
strategist, along with some espe-
cially telling details about his per-
spective and the political contexts 
in which he operated.

We differ, though, on a few 
points. American politics circa 
1950, five years before N.R.’s found-
ing, does not strike me as “a vast 
cruel sea of liberalism.” The Lionel 
Trilling observation used here, and 
by others, to support that estimate 
involved an alleged lack of “ideas” 
on the Right, meaning well-artic-
ulated insights and principles. Oli-
ver acknowledges a much stronger 

“impulse to conservatism” than 
Trilling seemed to suggest. But in 
major ways the basic political situ-
ation, too, was more conservative 
than is often described. 

In addition, Rusher wasn’t 
quite “the prime mover” of the 
Goldwater campaign. He may 
have been, as my book suggests, 
the most important person in 
getting Goldwater to run; and 
he probably kept it going at more 
than one early juncture. But it 
was mainly Rusher’s close associ-
ate F. Clifton White who started 
it, then marshaled it in the prima-
ry and pre-primary phases. 

I certainly share Oliver’s view 
that William Rusher was a cru-
cial leader. Conclusions about just 
how much he influenced things 
or made them happen are elu-
sive, so I mostly didn’t draw them. 
Instead, I attempted—to quote 
from my introduction—the “ex-
tended study in political choice 
and judgment” that his long, ad-
mirable career invites.

David B. Frisk
Annandale, VA
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How Obama Won, and Lost

Essay by James W. Ceaser

The 2012 election was the perfect sta-
tus quo event. On November 6 Ameri-
cans by the millions went through a 

massive exercise of going to the polls and vot-
ing, only to awake the next morning to find 
that nothing had changed—other than a wel-
come respite from the incessant phone calls 
from the campaign headquarters. There was 
the same president, the same majority party 
in the House of Representatives, and the same 
majority party in the Senate. John Boehner 
was still Speaker of the House, and Harry 
Reid Majority Leader of the Senate. Above all, 
the election offered no feeling of renewal, no 
sense of a new direction for public policy. 

Yet because of this very sameness, it was 
not hard to discern that the country is now 
a different place. If America had been set 
on a path of fundamental transformation in 
2009—with a form of nationalized health 
care and a dramatically higher level of govern-
ment involvement in society—then the mere 
fact of maintaining the status quo became one 
of the most important “decisions” in Ameri-
can history. The 2012 election consolidated 
what Barack Obama and the Democrats had 
already put in motion four years earlier. For 
Republicans, who ran promising to repeal 
the Affordable Care Act and to reduce gov-
ernment’s scope to pre-2008 levels, failure to 
win the White House spelled defeat. By not 
losing, Obama has safeguarded the measures 
passed during his first term, something that 
Speaker Boehner acknowledged after the 
election: “Obamacare is the law of the land.”

A status quo result means the mainte-
nance of a new baseline of government activ-

ity, a change not dissimilar to what took place 
after the New Deal and the Great Society. 
Politics in America will revolve around the 
consequences of this new order, but the order 
itself will not be undone. The shape of Ameri-
can politics now resembles more the model 
of “blue” states like California, Illinois, and 
New York, which are trying to cope with the 
huge new demands built into a larger govern-
ment, than “red” states like Indiana, Kansas, 
and Ohio, which have been seeking to hold 
the line or scale back on what government is 
asked to do. The main examples of the blue 
model—the United States of America now 
included—all have executives elected by the 
same coalition, have promised or locked in 
benefits that are well beyond the current ca-
pacity of government to fund, and have dra-
matically altered expectations of what citi-
zens regard as entitlements. Every new benefit 
is meant to create a new supporter, one who 
will be resistant to any cutbacks. 

Finally, a status quo result means every-
thing to Barack Obama personally. Even if 
he were to accomplish little or nothing in the 
next four years, his re-election has assured 
him of a featured place in the progressive pan-
theon of consequential leaders. Like Franklin 
Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson, Obama will 
be remembered as a president who, by tak-
ing a huge political risk, expanded the size 
and scope of American government. This 
fate surely beats the prospect of being tucked 
away in the sinecure of a university presidency, 
watching the other party trying to dismantle 
his most cherished achievements. In a strange 
way, too, this election further helps his image, 

relieving him of the absurd and impossible 
burden of living up to the standard of being 
a messiah. Obama is now a new man who can 
be measured as a politician. Only a few die-
hards will waste their time drudging up the 
old “hope and change” quotes on Google in a 
futile effort to embarrass the president. 

Conflicting Mandates

Yet when it comes to enacting a gov-
erning program, the 2012 election is 
hardly favorable to Obama. He won no 

mandate for a new major agenda—indeed, 
he hardly bothered to ask for one, except for 
raising taxes on the wealthy. The aim of his 
campaign was to retain the keys to the presi-
dential office, virtually at any cost. He suc-
ceeded by hanging on. Obama made history 
in 2012 almost as much as he did in 2008. For 
the first time, an incumbent won re-election 
to a second term while receiving fewer votes 
than in his first election. All other victorious 
incumbents—most recently Richard Nixon, 
Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and George W. 
Bush—gained electoral strength, Obama lost 
it. This singularly unimpressive result was 
obscured on election eve by his singularly 
impressive victory in every state in which the 
two candidates had actually engaged: Florida, 
Ohio, Colorado, Virginia, New Hampshire, 
Nevada, Iowa, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, 
Michigan, and Minnesota. Watching these 
states fall one by one on election eve was like 
witnessing a juggernaut.

The drama of Obama’s victory does not, 
however, change the basic facts. The 2012 
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election leaves unsettled the question of 
which party can claim to speak for a major-
ity of the American people—a dispute that 
has been going on for the past two years. For 
the Left, contemporary politics properly be-
gins with the 2008 election, which signaled 
a break from the old politics and launched a 
new era of progressivism supported by a polit-
ical realignment. For many on the Right, the 
starting point is the 2010 midterm election, 
which produced a majority for Republicans in 
the House of Representatives and brought a 
huge shift in the GOP’s favor in gubernato-
rial seats and in state legislatures. Each side 
pressed its case, and in the aftermath of 2010 
both camps seemed prepared to wait for an-
other election to decide the contest between 
these two conflicting mandates. 

Now that election has taken place, but it 
produced no definitive victory. The results are 
closer to a standoff: a narrow presidential win 
for the Democrats, a House of Representa-
tives that remains Republican, and a Senate 
that is Democratic.

But though the configuration of political 
forces has not changed, the sentiment that 
the nation can wait for another election has. 
The public consensus is that certain decisions 
must be made now, by the government that 
we have, not by a government that either side 
might wish to have. For the near term, the 
pressure of opinion will not allow divided 
government to produce stalemate. As Mon-
tesquieu, the father of the separation of pow-
ers system, explained: “as there is a necessity 
for movement in the course of human affairs, 
they are forced to move, but in concert.” This 
necessity naturally favors the stronger parts 
of the arrangement, which lie with the Demo-
crats who hold the presidency and the Senate. 

The relative position of the two parties 
nevertheless remains very close, and the na-
tion evenly divided. Democrats have the edge 

“horizontally” at the national level, while Re-
publicans have a large advantage “vertically” at 
the state level. The GOP holds 30 of the 50 
governors and has full control (both houses 
of the legislature and the governorship) in 23 
states compared to 12 for the Democrats. The 
United States is far from being anything like 
a pure blue nation. Republicans have both a 
legitimate claim and the power to exercise a 
significant role in governing. 

Demographic Realities

Under the commentators’ sacred 
rule that to the victor goes the spoils, 
some analysts have already been busy 

mining the exit polls to weave a renewed pro-
gressive narrative. The argument is that the 
voter groups that are growing in relative size—

minorities, unmarried women, the more secu-
lar-minded—are all parts of a liberal coalition. 
By contrast the Republican base, relying chief-
ly on dying white males, is consigning itself to 
the dustbin of history. This shift in demog-
raphy is certainly one reason why the GOP, 
despite high hopes, failed to capture the presi-
dency. Beyond that, however, the progressives’ 
optimism seems premature. It is a stretch to 
see a robust majority coalition in 50.4% of the 
population, especially for an incumbent presi-
dent who had all the advantages of his office, 
faced no competition for the nomination, had 
more money to spend (without fear of being 
accused of buying an election), and had four 
years to build a formidable organization.

What’s more, the Republican alternative, 
Mitt Romney, suffered from being a rich per-
son defending capitalism (which hurt him 
among the working class), and he stumbled 
into a hard position on immigration in the 
primaries in order to defeat Texas governor 
Rick Perry (which hurt him with Hispanics). 
He proved to be a very good candidate—close 
to the best Mitt Romney that Romney could 
be. But one can certainly imagine other Re-
publican candidates having greater appeal, in 
terms both of personal rapport and sensitive 
policy positions, to some of these expanding 
demographic groups. And one can imagine 
other Democratic candidates having less ap-
peal to these groups than Barack Obama.

A party that loses a presidential election 
is in need of self-examination, and this is 
all the more the case today in light of some 
of the changing demographic realities in the 
country. Yet that examination needs to avoid 
trying to score imaginary points at the ex-
pense of make-believe adversaries. From one 
side of the Republican Party, there have been 
rumblings that the party lost again in 2012 
because it chose a moderate candidate who 
wouldn’t stress certain social issues and attack 
Obamacare. Even if there were merit in these 
criticisms, the point is entirely moot. Moder-
ates never imposed Mitt Romney on the par-
ty—that’s pure fiction. Romney became vi-
able in large part because the most important 
conservative alternatives chose not to enter 
the race. The conservatives who did run were 
never really plausible options.

On the other hand, some are claiming that 
the 2012 election was lost because Mitt Rom-
ney had to make peace with extremist forces 
in the party who prevented him from going 
more quickly to the center to attract more 
swing voters. To become viable, it is suggested, 
the party will need to reinvent itself. Again, 
the point is moot. There would be no Republi-
can Party unless it contained a large conserva-
tive component. A party dominated by mod-
erate Republicans would quickly be absorbed 

by the Democrats and cease to exist. In any 
case, these factional labels are often arbitrary. 
The best strategy for the GOP lies in selecting 
conservative candidates credible enough to 
convince their more enthusiastic supporters 
to forgo promoting positions in national poli-
tics that would destroy the chances of achiev-
ing a majority. Constructive self-examination 
means looking in that direction.

The Explanation Industry

Political analysts alternate be-
tween two ways of studying elections. 
Narrative accounts, in the mold of 

Theodore White’s The Making of The Presi-
dent series, are based on the premise that the 
election campaigns—what the candidates do 
and what happens during those few months—
decide the outcomes. “Scientific” models hold 
that pre-existing conditions, mostly economic, 
are what matter. A sensible person recog-
nizes a measure of truth in both approaches. 
In some election years, like 1984 (Reagan’s 
re-election) or 1996 (Clinton’s), conditions 
render the outcome almost inevitable. It is a 
testimony to either the patriotism or the folly 
of the certain-to-lose candidates that they go 
through the motions at all. In other years, 
like 1976 or 2004, conditions do not tilt suffi-
ciently one way or the other to allow for much 
confidence in predictions. The campaign can 
make the difference.

The 2012 election clearly falls into the sec-
ond category. The political modelers’ predic-
tions were split between Obama and Romney. 
To many Republicans this assessment sounds 
strange since they had convinced themselves 
that the economy was so bad that it had to favor 
the GOP. But the models in some cases right-
ly consider the direction of change as well as 
the absolute movement, and by this standard, 
things were more balanced. The economy, as 
Obama pointed out, had improved from the 
nadir of 2008-09—nicely labeled for Demo-
crats’ convenience, “The Great Recession.” (In 
addition, in a small but significant event dur-
ing the campaign, the unemployment rate had 
broken below the 8% barrier.)

It seems that the structural factors at work 
in 2012 left the race close enough that it could 
have gone either way, depending on the cam-
paign. This supposition is borne out not only 
by the closeness of the final result, but also by 
a shift in the lead between the candidates dur-
ing the fall campaign. Obama was up in the 
polls after the convention, then slightly down 
as the election approached, and then on a par 
at the end (and evidently a point or two ahead 
of the polls’ average).

Yet by the second day after the election, 
readers of the American press might be ex-
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cused for believing that the campaign had 
nothing to do with the result. Analysis had 
shifted to visible, measurable indicators 
gleaned from exit polls, which purported to 
provide data-based accounts explaining the 
result. A few days later, it became axiomatic 
that the election could never have turned out 
otherwise than it did. 

This understanding is supported by a mas-
sive explanation industry in America today. 
Specify an outcome, and this industry works 
backwards to manufacture an iron-clad ac-
count, squeezing all contingency from hu-
man affairs. The attraction of the industry’s 
product depends in turn on the appeal of a 
deeper myth, perpetuated by modern science, 
that everything is regular and under control. 
This myth underlies the standard that is used 
for judging the different predictive models. If 
matters are fully knowable in advance, then 
it follows that the best model is the one that 
comes closest to predicting the actual outcome. 
Its creators become the envy of the industry, 
reaping the appropriate acclaim and rewards.

What If?

A field of inquiry known as coun-
terfactual history has recently devel-
oped to challenge this way of thinking 

throughout the whole realm of historical writ-
ing. It proposes an outcome other than the 
one that actually occurred in order to provide 
a reminder that the explanations offered are 
often over-determined, in a way that elimi-
nates chance from human affairs. 

Following this approach, it might be use-
ful to examine the scenario in which Barack 
Obama fell just short of being re-elected presi-
dent of the United States. On the eve of Mitt 
Romney’s election, before the explanation 
industry had churned out its product, com-
mentators could still offer a narrative account. 
It would stress how Mitt Romney turned the 
campaign to his favor by his performance in 
the first presidential debate, and then by prov-
ing steady and presidential in the aftermath, 
eventually surged to a five-point lead in the 
Gallup Poll by the end of October. By contrast 
President Obama, following his crash in the 
first debate, went on, until the last week, to 
run a campaign of such remarkable pettiness 
and divisiveness—“Big Bird,” “Binders,” and 

“Bullshitter”—that more and more Americans 
began to wonder how he had ever merited the 
position in the first place. 

By the next day, with the explanation in-
dustry fully at work, there would be an iron-
clad account of President-elect Romney’s vic-
tory based on deeper trends and exit polls. 
Pointing to the importance of an economy 
that remained in the doldrums, the commen-

tators would go on to note Romney’s appeal 
across the board to average Americans, other 
than minorities, while President Obama, fall-
ing short, showed in the end an inability to 
reach the main part of the American elector-
ate. Democratic analysts of course found some 
grounds for consolation, noting that the presi-
dent managed to score extremely well among 
expanding population groups; and they took 
a strange moral satisfaction in pointing to a 
victory that was tainted by its heavy reliance 
on white voters. 

Yet the only way to appreciate how Obama 
nearly pulled the election off, losing by just 
over one point, is to turn to what happened in 
the campaign itself. Everything in his come-
back hinged on an accident. Although the rise 
of the oceans had surely begun to slow during 
his presidency, this movement had evidently 
not yet progressed enough, as New York gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo and New York City 
mayor Michael Bloomberg pointed out, to re-
verse global warming and prevent Hurricane 
Sandy. The “Great Storm” provided President 
Obama a chance to recoup the dignity of his 
station that he and his incompetent advisors 
had until then so eagerly abandoned. Acting 
decisively, they rounded up a few figures from 
around the White House and positioned them 
around the table in the Situation Room with 
the president seated at the head. The official 
still photos were then released, showing this 
group watching—in real time no less!—the 
Weather Channel. The impact was stunning. 
Though the forces of nature were about to visit 
their wrath on the East Coast, though the thin 
veil of man-made infrastructure that protects 
us from the elements was under threat, there 
was reassurance in knowing that the president 
was there, monitoring the situation. 

This was Act I of the drama. Presidential-
ism is conveyed not just by a display of calm-
ness in crisis, but also by engaging in reso-
lute action. Act II was designed to show the 
power of the office. President Obama took Air 
Force One to New Jersey to inspect matters 
in person, donning a leather bomber jacket 
to project an image of command in a scene 
choreographed to remind voters of George 
W. Bush’s appearance at Ground Zero. Still, 
a full restoration of presidential status could 
only be completed by recapturing the mantle 
of bipartisanship. For months the president 
had squandered this possession, while Mitt 
Romney had managed to pick it up during the 
first debate. Obama now planned Act III, the 
central act, persuading Governor Chris Chris-
tie, the keynote speaker at the Republican na-
tional convention, to serve as a theatrical prop. 
What led Christie at the crucial point of this 
critical campaign to go beyond the require-
ments of a decent and modest reception of the 
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president to an enthusiastic display of affabil-
ity may never be known. (Thanks to President 
Obama, however, Christie did get a hug from 
The Boss, which led him to go home and weep.)

Hurricane politics can produce a backlash. 
Scenes showing presidential concern and 
promises of help, followed by depictions of the 
reality of slow, inefficient delivery of services, 
can create a dissonance that wipes out the ini-
tial good will. Just ask George Bush after Ka-
trina. But in this case, in the final acts of this 
drama, Obama could call on one of his stron-
gest allies. Yes, after the president skipped out, 
thousands and thousands of people, many of 
them persons of color, were left to suffer and 
shiver, victims—or so it could have been por-
trayed—of a heartless and ineffective federal 
relief effort. But this time the national media’s 
attention was directed elsewhere.

After the storm, Obama gained four points 
in the Gallup poll. It’s no wonder that he al-
most won the presidency, the explanation in-
dustry would say.

Conservatism’s Future

In guiding political decisions, conserva-
tism’s general principles and themes may re-
main fixed, but its concrete positions must 

vary with time and circumstances. The political 
world is in constant flux, moved by events and 
developments that often cannot be foreseen.

The Right’s opportunities and challenges 
in the years ahead may have far less to do 
with any lessons to be drawn from the 2012 
election than many today are prone to think. 
Conservatism at its best seeks to offer at any 
given moment a general program and set of 
measures for what it believes will produce a 
common good. Its hope is that the effects of 
these measures, if they prove successful, will 
be appreciated and rewarded in the electoral 
arena. Liberalism may also think of itself in 
the same way, but there is this important dif-
ference. The liberal version of the common 
good—call it social justice or welfare clien-
telism—creates larger and larger constituen-
cies, which, from the benefits they receive, are 
likely to feel locked into its electoral support. 
For some, this effect is not a byproduct of lib-
eralism, but its purpose. 

The Right believes that there will come a 
point at which liberal governance’s ill effects 
will open the door for a conservative oppor-
tunity to govern. The Tea Party’s sudden 
emergence in the 2010 midterm elections 
came about as a result of what citizens were 
experiencing themselves and as a consequence 
of what they were witnessing in some of the 
European welfare states. Many conservatives 
were expecting, or perhaps hoping, that the 
same spirit of ’10 that was felt in many states 
would reach the national level in 2012. Per-
haps the adverse consequences of Obama’s 

policies were not great enough to galvanize 
the electorate across the board.

Anxious conservatives realize after the 
election that it will be increasingly difficult to 
squeeze out majorities from a smaller number 
of potential voters. They understand that the 
larger the constituencies receiving benefits, 
the worse the conditions may have to be be-
fore the door opens to a conservative oppor-
tunity to govern. Liberalism works politically 
on the downside as well as the upside, a factor 
that undoubtedly played a role in the election 
outcome. In an unsatisfactory situation, many 
persons receiving or counting on benefits fear 
that they have more to lose by liberalism’s de-
feat than they would ever gain from conserva-
tism’s victory. 

Yet in all human conditions there are limits. 
Conservatives in the next four years will have 
to bargain with liberals, but they must not 
become complicit in embracing liberal princi-
ples. If the blue state model falls flat—without 
George W. Bush to blame next time—there 
will still be enough Americans willing to give 
conservatives a chance.

James W. Ceaser is professor of politics at the 
University of Virginia, a senior fellow at Stan-
ford University’s Hoover Institution, and co-au-
thor with Andrew E. Busch and John J. Pitney, 
Jr., of Epic Journey: The 2008 Elections and 
American Politics (Rowman & Littlefield). 
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Book Review by Steven F. Hayward

Up From Liberalism
I Am the Change: Barack Obama and the Crisis of Liberalism,
by Charles R. Kesler. Broadside Books, 304 pages, $25.99

The only thing worse for liberal-
ism than President Barack Obama’s 
defeat might turn out to be his re-

election. After Mitt Romney’s dispiriting 
loss in November, conservatives may at last 
move beyond the comfortable thesis that the 
United States is an essentially “center-right” 
nation. They do not need to rend their gar-
ments that the country is irretrievably lost, 
but nor should they settle for debates about 
tactical adjustments over immigration and 
other social issues. Conservatives must finally 
understand and duly repudiate the modern 
American liberalism Obama champions. His 
narrow victory does not represent a decisive 
point-of-no-return so much as one more step 
in a long train of significant turning points.

Clarity about Obama’s liberalism is espe-
cially important because of his enormous suc-
cess, abetted by a sympathetic and uncurious 
media, in obfuscating it. Liberals and the me-
dia (but then, I repeat myself) say he is just an-
other “pragmatist” like Franklin Roosevelt—
or as Cornel West derisively put it after the 
election, “a Rockefeller Republican in black-
face.” Some on the Right, on the other hand, 
think they behold a real-life Manchurian 
candidate. Obama’s trendy educational back-
ground, dubious company (Bill Ayers, Derrick 
Bell, Reverend Jeremiah Wright), and past 
work as an Alinskyist agitator seem to bespeak 
radical designs to bring the nation down. But 
these furies and confusions on both the Left 

and the Right have missed the ways in which 
the president is a kind of culmination of the 
modern liberal project, and what his “audac-
ity of hope” means in practical terms for the 
future. 

This bigger story behind and beyond 
Obama is the subject of Charles R. Kesler’s 
superb new book, I Am the Change: Barack 
Obama and the Crisis of Liberalism, which 
aims right for the heart of the Left’s revolu-
tion in American politics. Readers of the 
Claremont Review of Books will not be sur-
prised to learn that Kesler, the journal’s editor 
and a distinguished professor of government 
at Claremont McKenna College, carries off 
his argument with insight, learning, and wit.

Far from being something alien to 
American politics, Obama fits com-
fortably into the tradition of the 20th-

century Progressive Movement—and is a 
real-time working out of the contradictions 
and weaknesses building in liberalism since 
Woodrow Wilson first won the Oval Office 
exactly 100 years ago. Though the title I Am 
the Change might suggest a narrow excursion 
into Obama’s personal narcissism, the presi-
dent’s overweening self-regard is not merely a 
personal conceit, Kesler argues, but a political 
conceit with deep philosophical roots that suf-
fuse the modern liberal mind. To understand 
Obama, then, is really to answer the question 

“what does it mean anymore to be a liberal?” 

Obama may have thought more about the 
meaning of contemporary liberalism than 
most denizens of the American Left, but it’s 
a low bar to reach. He shares modern liberal-
ism’s essential laziness arising from its philo-
sophical presumption, which helps explain 
not only his own hauteur but also his surprise 
at Romney’s robust performance in the first 
debate. (That same lazy presumptuousness 
explains some of the bizarre liberal reaction 
to this book, as we shall see.) 

In order to understand Obama and what 
he reveals about today’s liberalism, it is neces-
sary to put him in the context of what Kesler 
calls the “three powerful waves” of liberal re-
form—inaugurated by Wilson, FDR, and 
Lyndon Johnson—to which Obama hopes to 
add the fourth. This masterly tour through 
20th-century liberal thought is essential to 
piercing Obama’s rhetorical conceit that he is a 

“postpartisan” political figure out to transcend 
the bitter political divide of the Baby Boom 
generation. Unlike Bill Clinton, whose politics 
Obama didn’t think bold enough, “Obama as-
sumes the Reagan Revolution is not here to stay,” 
Kesler writes, “because the Obama Revolution 
is just beginning…. [It aims] to prove that the 
era of big government is not over.” Obama be-
lieves that liberals can win the debate over the 
size and scope of government, in part because 
he believes liberalism’s lasting victories of the 
past century, despite the Reagan-Gingrich-
Bush interlude, provide the high ground from 
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which to march further. And liberals, Kesler 
wryly reminds us, “are very fond of marching.”

The arc of liberalism Kesler traces is not 
merely the tale of more and bigger and costlier 
central government, it is the story of a shift in 
our governing principles regarding individual 
rights, the meaning of constitutionalism, and, 
above all, the new idea of unending Progress 
with a capital P, which made bigger govern-
ment not simply possible but supposedly nec-
essary. The changes liberalism wrought over a 
century, though radical in substance, proceed-
ed by slow, subtle steps, gradually amounting, 
as Kesler has written in the CRB, “to a pre-
scription for an American character increas-
ingly unfit for self-government.”

In many ways obama is the uncanny 
epigone of Woodrow Wilson, whose po-
litical philosophy was a strange amalgam 

of Hegel, Burke, Darwinism, and that home-
grown American ideology, Pragmatism, all 
of which congealed into a doctrine that made 
historicist assumptions the philosophical core 
of modern liberalism. Kesler disentangles 
Wilson’s often convoluted prose and confusing 
concepts to see through to the essentially radi-
cal ideas cloaked in a moderate, even slightly 
conservative, disposition.

Wilson saw Darwinian evolution as an al-
ternative to socialist revolution. His embrace 
of the “living constitution” went beyond juris-
prudence to include all three branches of gov-
ernment, and his self-conscious inflation of 
the idea of presidential “leadership” has trans-
formed the way every candidate and presi-
dent has conceived the executive office ever 
since—and not for the better. It was Wilson 
who bestowed “the vision thing,” as George 
H.W. Bush once ironically but correctly dis-
paraged it, as a prerequisite for all subsequent 
presidents. The American Founders would 
have been wary of Wilson’s conception of 
the popular presidency, if not outright ap-
palled by its demagogy. From elevating the 
president into the one man with both the 

“vision” of the future and the will to lead the 
American people to a collective destination of 
which they themselves are unaware (“men are 
as clay in the hands of a consummate leader” 
was Wilson’s famous formula), it is a straight 
line to Michelle Obama’s 2008 comment that 

“Barack will never allow you to go back to your 
lives as usual, uninvolved, uninformed.”

Wilson’s seemingly moderate bearing dis-
guises the other profound consequences of 
his radical break with the founding’s natural 
rights philosophy. He eroded if not completely 
eliminated the older liberal suspicion of state 
power: 18th-century liberalism overthrew the 
divine right of kings; 20th-century liberalism 
celebrated the divine right of the State. He 
championed administrative expertise, which 
led to the continual expansion of unlimited, 

unelected bureaucracy. Above all, Wilson’s 
deprecation of the founders’ understanding of 
just government arising from individual natu-
ral rights set the stage for drastically altering 
the relationship ever since between American 
citizens and their government.

This last point remains difficult to 
grasp largely because of the second 
wave of liberal reform that Franklin 

Roosevelt accomplished through the New 
Deal. Kesler rejects the standard view of FDR 
as a pragmatic politician with no firm govern-
ing philosophy, a superficial reading of the 
New Deal’s erratic lunges and Roosevelt’s 
own rhetorical embrace of experimentation. 

“To many historians and biographers,” Kesler 
notes, “Roosevelt was hardly worth taking 
seriously as a thinker.” Nevertheless, he “was 
the second great captain of liberalism,” with 

“successes so lasting that liberal public policies 
and, even more important, the assumptions 
behind those policies, became ruling elements 
in our public life…. Roosevelt’s own political 
genius may have owed more to insight than re-
flection, but it has been underrated regardless.”

FDR recognized that Wilson’s more or 
less open filial impiety toward the American 
Founding was politically ill-advised. Roosevelt 
anchored the new progressive liberalism in 
an affirmation of the founding that upon 
closer inspection revealed deep affinities 
with Wilson’s critique of it. (See, for example, 
FDR’s 1932 Commonwealth Club address). In 
1938 Roosevelt said in a radio address: “Think 
of the great liberal achievements of Woodrow 
Wilson’s New Freedom, and how quickly they 
were liquidated under President Harding. We 
have to have reasonable continuity in liberal 
government in order to get permanent re-
sults.” In order to achieve that permanence, 
FDR claimed for liberalism sole possession 
of the founding’s “title deeds.” He did this 
by slyly severing the Constitution from its 
grounding in the natural rights doctrine of the 
Declaration of Independence. By separating 
rights from nature, he turned our understand-
ing of rights upside down, paving the way for 
so-called economic rights and the government 
programs to secure them. He spoke openly of 

“redefining rights” and establishing a new so-
cial contract. Under this contract, Kesler sum-
marizes, “when the central government is on 
the side of the people, then according it more 
power will not diminish but enhance the peo-
ple’s rights. One could call this the First Law 
of Big Government: the more power we give 
the government, the more rights it will give us.” 

Although the New Deal was a staggering 
political success, Kesler argues that it set up 
serious long-term problems for liberalism. The 
programmatic nature of economic rights frac-
tured Americans into more and more grasping 
special interest groups, diluting the New Deal’s 

high idealism. Kesler concludes his treatment 
of FDR with a premonition of trouble ahead:

But rather than permanently lifting the 
moral tone of American life, the welfare 
and regulatory state plunged our poli-
tics into an amoral scramble for power, 
benefits, and influence that looked all 
the more tawdry next to the high hopes 
Roosevelt had raised. This interest-
group or social-welfare Darwinism 
proved a lasting part of liberalism, and 
helped spur the greater disillusionment 
to come in the 1960s.

That disillusionment arrived on the 
heels of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, 
when liberalism was undone by a pin-

cer movement of its own making. The Great 
Society represented a substantive leap beyond 
the New Deal for liberal social policy—a grad-
uation from civil engineering (think Works 
Progress Administration) to social engineer-
ing (Community Action Program, Head Start, 
etc). Kesler’s formula is that the quantitative 
liberalism of social insurance and pro-labor 
measures gave way to a qualitative liberalism 
that promised not just a chicken in every pot 
but “self-actualization” (a favorite buzzword 
of the time) itself. With his expansive rhetoric, 
Johnson abetted a strain of thought present in 
liberalism since Wilson but not very far ad-
vanced before the 1960s—personal fulfillment, 
which manifested itself in what came to be 
known as “lifestyle liberalism” or the exaltation 
of “the self-creating Self.” As Kesler explains,

the Great Society accepted and encour-
aged—how consciously is a different ques-
tion—the New Left’s inclination to base 
politics increasingly on issues of personal 
identity, gender, and sexuality, and ‘post-
materialist’ concerns like environmental 
activism…. Mainstream liberalism found 
it hard to confront the radicals because so 
many of their premises were its, too.

Between the rise of a more radical New 
Left born of qualitative liberalism’s own in-
satiability and the Baby Boom’s demographic 
bulge, which magnified the social unrest, LBJ 
was soon engulfed by a civil war between the 
political Left and the cultural Left. It end-
ed with Johnson’s abdication, and “the long 
whimper of white liberal guilt.” “The deepest 
truth,” Kesler observes,

is that the Great Society destroyed the 
Great Society. Its soaring expectations, 
its utopian promises, could not be ful-
filled in ten years or a hundred years. 
What it proffered was the satisfaction, 
in principle, of all material and spiritual 
needs and desires. 
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bankrupt welfare state that must contract. 
To the book’s central question—“is liberal-
ism on its last legs, or about to be reborn?”—
Kesler’s own answer is the former. It remains 
to be seen not just whether Obamacare—the 
administration’s central achievement—will 
thrive and become accepted by the American 
people, but whether liberalism itself can sur-
vive the looming fiscal catastrophe that is 
unraveling what Walter Russell Mead has 
called “the blue state model” of governance. 
James Piereson recently argued in the New 
Criterion that Obama is destined to take his 
place alongside John Adams, James Buchanan, 
and Herbert Hoover as the last president of a 
dying political order and mode of governance.

Though kesler doesn’t put it this way, 
his argument suggests conservatives 
should cheer up: the future is slipping 

away from liberalism. Despite the successes 
over the past century, liberalism’s philosophi-
cal hollowness and actuarial imbalances are 
catching up to it. “Liberalism can’t go on as it 
is, not for very long,” Kesler writes; “[i]t faces 
difficulties both philosophical and fiscal that 
will compel it either to go out of business or 
to become something quite different from 
what it has been.” He points to the irony of 
liberals deciding to call themselves “progres-
sives” again: “liberalism is in a bad way when 
it has lost confidence in its own truth, and it’s 
an odd sort of ‘progress’ to go back to a name 
it surrendered eighty years ago.” Obama is the 
apotheosis of all of progressive liberalism’s 
worst traits, including the penchant for willed 

“visions” from the top, an impatience with or-
dinary politics and constitutional forms, a 
disdain for the American Founding (Kesler’s 
exegesis of how and why Obama fundamen-
tally agrees with Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s 

“God damn America!” is not to be missed), 
and the unquestioned assumption that “prog-
ress” culminates in him personally. (This, by 
the way, is why Obama will eventually be-
come a much more obnoxious and irritating 
ex-president than Carter.) 

Though this might seem willfully optimistic 
after the long catalogue of liberal success that 
comprises much of the book, Kesler reminds 
us that if Communism could “collapse of its 
own deadweight and implausibility, why not 
American liberalism?” He acknowledges that 
more than gravity will be required to bring it 
down. American statesmen and the American 
people need to do their part, too. Liberalism’s 
wager—and Obama’s ambition in particular—
is that no Republican who wins the White 
House again can overthrow or even pare back 
the massive and still evolving state apparatus 
put in place by a century of liberalism. This 
is why the question of Obamacare’s repeal or 
unwinding is so crucial. Never mind taking 

Big Bird off the dole, rolling back Obamacare, 
argues Kesler, would shatter the superstition 
that liberal “progress” moves inevitably in one 
direction. Moreso than an Obama defeat, it 
would have shaken liberalism’s confidence. 
Although a second term makes that outcome 
much more remote, the flaws that will emerge 
as Obamacare is implemented mean that its 
sustainability is not assured.

The fate of obamacare aside, that 
such a shakeup is necessary is evident 
from the liberal reaction to Kesler’s book, 

especially by Mark Lilla in the New York Times 
Book Review. Lilla, an able and provocative in-
tellectual historian and critic, dismisses I Am 
the Change because its author takes Obama’s 
stated ambition seriously. It is an odd criticism 
to say that your argument should be rejected 
because you think too well of your opponent. To 
hear Lilla tell it, Obama is “a moderate and cau-
tious straight-shooter,” and there isn’t much of a 
progressive tradition to draw upon in thinking 
about the president—or anything else. More 
embarrassing is the tacit premise that Obama 
doesn’t deserve comparison to, or placement 
within, the grand tradition that preceded him, 
chiefly because his modest achievements (in-
cluding the holy grail of universal health care) 
don’t rise to the canonic level of the liberal gi-
ants of old. Whether Obama agrees with or 
wishes to build upon the Progressive tradition 
is regarded as unworthy of consideration, as 
though Progressivism itself is something best 
regarded as a Smithsonian Institution curios-
ity. It is an odd thing for someone to profess 
to take political ideas seriously but not to take 
statesmanship seriously.

Liberals are understandably riding high 
after Obama’s dramatic re-election. But after 
the party will come the hangover. Twenty-five 
years ago Harvey Mansfield wrote about “a lib-
eralism that is politically exhausted and bored 
with itself.” The way in which so many liber-
als like Lilla have dismissed as meaningless 
rhetorical flourishes Obama’s self-proclaimed 

“audacity” and ambition to “transform the 
country” reveals a liberalism that increasingly 
disdains the purposeful ambition and pub-
lic argument it once championed, even as it 
cheers on every possible incremental enlarge-
ment of the modern State. The ultimate irony 
of Barack Obama—as the indispensable I Am 
the Change makes plain—is that he has been 
regarded more seriously by a conservative 
than by almost any liberal intellectual. That 
can’t be a good sign for liberalism’s future.

Steven F. Hayward is the Thomas Smith 
Distinguished Fellow at the Ashbrook Center at 
Ashland University, the author of The Age of 
Reagan (Prima, Crown Forum), and a regular 
contributor to the Power Line blog.

Liberalism shuffled along through the 
1970s as a spent force, with Jimmy Carter 
unable to end the malaise or revive the creed. 
The salient aspect of liberalism in its terminal 
phase is that its increasingly programmatic 
and bureaucratic character—“big government” 
in the vernacular—transformed government 
itself into “a cynicism-generating machine.” 
As Kesler puts it, “The Sixties’ more endur-
ing legacy was the strange combination, still 
very much with us, of a more ambitious State 
and a less trusted government than ever be-
fore.” The way in which Ronald Reagan swept 
in to pick up the ruins of exhausted liberal-
ism had to come as a surprise to those whose 
historicism and celebration of willful passion 
(i.e., “commitment”) had caused liberalism to 
abandon sustained self-reflection.

Which brings us to barack obama, 
whom supporters and media cheer-
leaders insist on portraying as an-

other non-ideological pragmatist with only 
modest ambitions (though none of them can 
explain why he didn’t emulate Bill Clinton’s 
successful “triangulation” strategy in the face 
of a resurgent GOP after the 2010 election). 
This theme does an injustice to Obama’s own 
large ambitions and his place in modern liber-
al thought, both of which are not hard to tease 
out of his writings and speeches. Although he 
is no deep thinker, he doesn’t need to be, given 
how fully liberal assumptions of unidirection-
al progress and unending reform have become 
the basic furnishings of modern politics. Still, 
he is clever, purposeful, and more rhetorically 
deliberate than Clinton ever was. 

The three former waves of liberal reform 
provided ample political capital when elec-
toral fortunes finally smiled again upon the 
Democratic Party in 2008. The object of the 
fourth great wave of liberal reform—for that 
is clearly what Obama aspires to—is to revive 
unapologetic liberalism as a governing creed. 
Rather than patching it up and trimming to 
fight another day as Clinton had, Obama dou-
bled down on liberalism. He has not been con-
tent with poll-tested, short-term personal suc-
cess. Instead of addressing the stagnant econ-
omy, his desire to play the long game drove 
him to pass at all cost the Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act (to which Kesler 
gives ample and expert attention). “We did 
not come here just to clean up crises,” Obama 
told Congress; “We came to build a future.”

Despite his re-election, Obama’s vision of 
the future still faces three problems: 1) the 
combined weight of Obamacare’s unpopular-
ity, our protracted economic doldrums, and 
a continuing conservative opposition; 2) the 
internal tensions and attenuation building 
in modern liberal thought over the past cen-
tury; and 3) an unsustainable and soon-to-be 
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Book Review by Stephen F. Hayes

The Trite Stuff
The Tyranny of Clichés: How Liberals Cheat in the War of Ideas, by Jonah Goldberg.

Sentinel, 320 pages, $27.95

Two months before barack obama 
was elected president in 2008, Cass 
Sunstein took to the pages of the New 

Republic to extol his friend’s brilliance and, 
equally important, his pragmatism. Many of 
those who covered Obama on a daily basis 
accepted and propagated the conventional 
wisdom that he was “postpartisan”—a repu-
tation his handlers had assiduously cultivated 
since the 2004 Democratic National Conven-
tion speech that launched his career. Sunstein 
gave these assumptions an academic gloss: not 
only was Obama postpartisan, he was post-
ideological. Obama, Sunstein gushed, “pre-
fers solutions that can be accepted by people 
with a wide variety of theoretical inclinations;” 
his “skepticism about conventional ideologi-
cal categories is principled, not strategic;” and 
Obama’s “form of pragmatism is heavily em-
pirical; he wants to know what will work.” 

It’s a persistent trope. “Obama is a centrist 
and a pragmatist who understands that in a 
country divided over core issues, you cannot 
make the best the enemy of the good,” wrote 
Fareed Zakaria, resident intellectual at CNN 
and Time magazine, under the headline, “The 
Pragmatic President.” Zakaria’s claim is inter-
esting not only because he is a reliable proxy 
for the views of the chattering classes but be-
cause he made it more than two years after 
Obama was sworn in as president. It came 
after a $1 trillion stimulus larded with give-
aways to left-wing interest groups; after regu-
lation of everything from dust to carbon diox-
ide; and after a government takeover of U.S. 
health care—nearly 20% of the economy—a 
move that, among its many statist provisions, 
tramples religious liberty. Obama has done 
more to expand government than any presi-
dent since Lyndon Johnson—perhaps Frank-
lin Roosevelt—and yet he is regularly de-
scribed as a non-ideological pragmatist. Why?

Jonah Goldberg’s The Tyranny of Clichés: 
How Liberals Cheat in the War of Ideas an-
swers this question and many, many others 
with depth, authority, and humor as he builds 
a forceful case that the Left (and its unwitting 
allies) uses clichés to avoid having to make 
difficult arguments. Indeed, Goldberg, edi-
tor-at-large for National Review Online and a 
senior fellow at the American Enterprise In-
stitute, opens Tyranny with chapters on “Ide-
ology” and “Pragmatism”—the two longest in 

the book—providing detailed etymological 
analyses of the words and their meaning, his-
torical and current.  He concludes that “Prag-
matism is the disguise progressive and other 
ideologues don when they want to demonize 
competing ideologies.”

Examples are legion. among them: an 
essay by New York magazine’s Jonathan 
Chait arguing, in effect, that conserva-

tives are dangerous ideologues unpersuadable 
by facts and logic but that liberals are such 
slaves to the truth that they are not only will-
ing to abandon long-held views when present-
ed with contradictory evidence but are eager 
to do so. “Empirical reasoning simply does 
not drive their thinking,” writes Chait of con-
servatives. And: “Liberalism is a more deeply 
pragmatic governing philosophy—more open 
to change, more receptive to empiricism, and 
ultimately better at producing policies that 
improve the human condition—than conser-
vatism.” Chait points to conservative claims 
that the United States has the best health care 
system in the world, something that he says 

“isn’t true by almost any objective measure,” 
and cites a study by the World Health Orga-
nization that found “the United States ranks 
just 37th in overall health care performance.” 

The problem, explains Goldberg, is that 
the “WHO study Chait uses to prove the em-
piricism of liberals might be the worst study 
ever.” Far from a rigorous analysis of health 
care outcomes, it heavily weighed factors that 
have little to do with actual health care perfor-
mance—for instance, it rewarded systems that 
demonstrated “Financial Fairness,” i.e., wealth 
redistribution via health care. “A government-
run soup kitchen might do wonderful and vital 
work,” notes Goldberg, “but only an ideologue 
would declare one a contender for the best res-
taurant in the world because they give away free 
food to the poor that is paid for by the wealthy.”

As he does in his syndicated column, Gold-
berg enlivens serious arguments with droll 
logic. From his chapter challenging the notion 
that diversity is good in itself: “The National 
Basketball Association would be vastly more 
diverse if a rigid quota of midgets and one-
legged point guards was imposed on it. But the 
game would not be improved, and any team 
that voluntarily adopted such a regime would 
have very long odds of making the play-offs.”

The tyranny of clichés is, at turns, 
a lesson in philosophy, a polemic on 
intellectual laziness, a treatise on 

linguistic imprecision and a revisionist his-
tory of, well, lots of stuff. Goldberg uses the 
phrase “historical fact-checking” to describe 
the work of another author, but it might be 
the best shorthand description of what he’s 
done here. He builds his arguments with 
references to well-known thinkers, obscure 
Progressive theorists, politicians old and new, 
and an occasional dollop of American pop 
culture. He begins one chapter, for example, 
with quotations from John Kenneth Gal-
braith and Napoleon, and follows with refer-
ences (in order) to: So I Married an Axe Mur-
derer, Adam Smith, John Locke, Edmund 
Burke, the French Enlightenment, Star Wars, 
Montesquieu, Jean Baptiste Say, Antoine 
Louis Claude Destutt Comte de Tracy, and 
Thomas Jefferson—in less than two pages. 
And, perhaps surprisingly, each of them actu-
ally serves his argument.

One suspects that readers will be left 
thinking of these Golbergian deconstructions 
long after they’ve finished his book, in much 
the same way that readers of William Safire’s 
On Language columns remembered his ex-
hortations on the proper use of “begging the 
question” or “hopefully.” Consider “let them 
eat cake,” for example. Not only did Marie 
Antoinette probably never utter the phrase, it 
meant pretty much the opposite of what mod-
ern liberals intend when they use it to suggest 
conservatives are stingy aristocrats.

As a follow-up to his best-selling and 
deeply researched Liberal Fascism (2008), Jo-
nah Goldberg’s new book confirms his repu-
tation as one of the sharpest, funniest, and 
yet most serious of contemporary conserva-
tive writers. Coming as it does in the heart 
of this political year, and dealing as it does 
with the kinds of hackneyed aphorisms that 
have come to define contemporary political 
discourse, The Tyranny of Clichés provides an 
indispensable and enduring field guide to the 
arguments the Left makes—and the ones it 
tries to avoid. 

Stephen F. Hayes is a senior writer at the Weekly 
Standard and the author of Cheney: The Un-
told Story of America’s Most Powerful and 
Controversial Vice President (HarperCollins).
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Essay by William Voegeli

Extremism in Defense of Liberty

The republican party has gone in-
sane. Not whacky-but-basically-harm-
less, Uncle Joe Biden insane. We’re 

talking remorseless-sociopath insane.
Analysts on the Left say so. The New Re-

public’s Noam Scheiber charges that the GOP 
“has completely lost its marbles, having turned 
into a collection of anti-tax jihadis bent on 
the upward redistribution of wealth.” His col-
league John Judis agrees. Republicans have 

“transformed from a loyal opposition into 
an insurrectionary party that flouts the law 
when it is in the majority and threatens disor-
der when it is the minority.” According to the 
New Yorker’s George Packer, the “extremism 
of the Republican Party,” intensified by the 

“rabid reaction to its 2008 defeat and Obama’s 
Presidency,” is now “destroying American 
politics.”

Analysts in the center say so, too. Thomas 
Mann and Norman Ornstein of the Brook-
ings Institution and American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI), respectively, contend that 
today’s GOP is “ideologically extreme; scorn-
ful of compromise; unmoved by conventional 
understanding of facts, evidence and science; 
and dismissive of the legitimacy of its political 
opposition.” In their new book detailing this 
indictment, It’s Even Worse than It Looks, they 
ascribe governmental dysfunction to “asym-
metric polarization,” thereby placing less 

than the entirety of the blame—but much 
more than half—on Republicans. “While 
the Democrats may have moved from their 
40-yard line to their 25, the Republicans have 
gone from their 40 to somewhere behind their 
goal post.”

Another new book, Rule and Ruin by histo-
rian Geoffrey Kabaservice, comes to equally 
bleak conclusions about, as its subtitle states, 
The Downfall of Moderation and the Destruc-
tion of the Republican Party, from Eisenhower to 
the Tea Party. Kabaservice writes, “The con-
version of one of America’s two major parties 
into an ideological vehicle, against the prefer-
ences of many of the party’s own voters, is a 
phenomenon without precedent in Ameri-
can history.” In its wake, today’s Republicans 
show “little interest in appealing to moderates, 
repudiating extremism, reaching out to new 
constituencies, or upholding the party’s legacy 
of civil rights and civil liberties.”

Even Republicans, including some more 
or less erstwhile ones, declare the GOP cer-
tifiable. In 2011 Mike Lofgren quit Capitol 
Hill after 28 years as a Republican congres-
sional staff member. In a subsequent primal-
scream essay for the leftist website Truthout 
he argued that Republicans’ “extraordinarily 
vitriolic hatred of President Obama” is ren-
dering them “less and less like a traditional 
political party in a representative democracy 

and…more like an apocalyptic cult, or one of 
the intensely ideological authoritarian parties 
of 20th century Europe.” Lofgren elaborated 
this thesis in a book, The Party is Over: How 
Republicans Went Crazy, Democrats Became 
Useless, and the Middle Class Got Shafted. 
Reading it is like watching a Michael Moore 
documentary, except there’s less nuance and 
detachment.

Journalist David Frum, whose résumé in-
cludes long stints, now concluded, at such con-
servative citadels as National Review and AEI, 
is nearly as anguished as Lofgren. A “reckless, 
irresponsible radicalism…has overtaken the 
Republican party,” he wrote on his blog for 
the Daily Beast earlier this year. The GOP “is 
getting the big questions disastrously wrong,” 
George W. Bush’s former speechwriter in-
formed the readers of New York magazine in 
2011. “The conservative shift to ever more ex-
treme, ever more fantasy-based ideology has 
ominous real-world consequences for Ameri-
can society.” 

Then and Now

Can a diagnosis affirmed by so many 
second opinions, from so many points 
on the political spectrum, be mistak-

en? Before answering, we need to understand 
the pathology these critics believe is afflicting 
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the GOP. A useful starting point is the con-
tention that Republicans used to be free from 
the disorders that beset their party today, or 
at least had their most dangerous manifesta-
tions under control. The purported difference 
between then and now is the decline and fall 
of the moderate Republicans, who had the 
power to give the party’s presidential nomi-
nation to pragmatic centrists like Wendell 
Willkie, Thomas Dewey, and Dwight Eisen-
hower in the 1940s and ’50s. Moderate Re-
publicans have been challenged, defeated, and 
ultimately driven to political extinction over 
the past half-century by conservatives eager 
to discard political comity and governmental 
efficacy in the pursuit of ideological purity. In 
2009 after one of the few remaining moder-
ates, the late Senator Arlen Specter of Penn-
sylvania, quit the GOP to caucus with Demo-
crats, thereby avoiding an uphill primary fight 
against a conservative challenger, Frum wrote, 

“[U]ntil and unless there is an honored place 
made in the Republican party for people who 
think like Arlen Specter, we will remain a mi-
nority party.”

Kabaservice’s book is a thorough, scrupu-
lous account of moderate Republicanism’s 
decline, reacquainting us with important 
politicians the nation has forgotten, such as 
Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., the 1960 GOP vice-
presidential nominee, and William Steiger, 
the Wisconsin congressman who was crucial 
to translating supply-side theories and the tax 
revolt of the late 1970s into federal tax cuts. 
For the most part Kabaservice’s portraits are 
admiring and, given the arc of political his-
tory since 1960, elegiac. Not everyone comes 
off well, however. To this day, 33 years after 
Nelson Rockefeller’s death, GOP moderates 
are still called “Rockefeller Republicans.” Yet 
Kabaservice shows that Rockefeller’s political 
career was the worst thing that ever happened 
to moderate Republicanism, since the New 
York governor who became Gerald Ford’s vice 
president believed: 1) achieving his personal 
ambition to be president was vital to the re-
public’s future; 2) more spending would solve 
any problem, political or governmental; and 
3) not much else. As for John Lindsay, the 
New York City congressman and mayor, Ka-
baservice reinforces biographer Vincent Can-
nato’s judgment: the dashing politician her-
alded in the 1960s as the Republican future 
consistently showed too much profile and too 
little wattage.

Despite meticulously analyzing the trees, 
Kabaservice never delineates the boundaries 
or distinguishing features of the forest. We 
finish Rule and Ruin knowing a great deal 
about moderate Republicans, yet are left with 
no sure sense of the qualities that differentiate 

moderation from conservatism and liberalism. 
In the end, Kabaservice’s portrait of Republi-
can moderates reinforces the judgment, made 
by Michael Barone in Our Country (1990), that 
their differences with Democrats were primar-
ily sociological rather than political. The mod-
erates who controlled the GOP before 1964 
accepted that America would never again see 
government’s domestic powers confined with-
in the limits that obtained before the Great 
Depression, or its international role to the one 
considered the norm before Pearl Harbor. But 
to entrust these new governmental responsibil-

ities to the party that was a congenial home for 
Ku Klux Klan members in the South and cor-
rupt machine bosses in the North was, in their 
view, unthinkable. Barone records Thomas 
Dewey arguing in the 1940s that “the Repub-
lican party is the best instrument for bringing 
sound government into the hands of compe-
tent men,” who would “prove that democracy 
can maintain itself as master of its own destiny, 
feed its hungry, house its homeless, and pro-
vide work for its idle without reliance on politi-
cal racketeers.” Once Jim Crow and patronage-
based urban machines had disappeared, the 
strongest rationale for moderates to continue 
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to distinguish themselves from the Democrats 
did, too. Several politicians who started out as 
moderate Republicans, including former Sen-
ator Donald Riegle of Michigan and Secretary 
of Defense Leon Panetta, switched parties 
in the 1970s. Kabaservice reports that three 
fourths of the people who still cared enough by 
2002 to attend the 40th anniversary reunion 
of the Ripon Society, moderate Republican-
ism’s most important organization, described 
themselves in an informal poll as Democrats 
or independents.

Extreme Centrism

As for moderates’ substantive com-
mitments, Kabaservice writes that 
they include standing up for “good 

government,” especially “fiscal responsibility” 
and “effectiveness and efficiency.” Moderates 
believe in “disinterested consideration of the 
issues,” working “with Democrats to solve 
problems,” and maintaining “a level of balance 
and civility in politics.” Finally, “because they 
were not beholden to the Democrats’ coalition 
of special-interest constituencies, [moderates] 
could take a broader and longer-term view-
point and uphold values such as civil liberties 
and meritocracy.”

It’s impossible to argue with any of those 
ideals. No movement or journal exists to pro-
mote irresponsible and inefficient government, 
of course, or biased and boorish politics. But 
that’s the problem. If the moderate agenda 
contains no item that any decent and reason-
able person could oppose, then it also contains 
no principle that any American could fight for 
as though the fate of the republic depended 
on the outcome. Rule and Ruin never assails 
moderate Republicans, but unintentionally 
makes clear that their slight, bromidic raison 
d’être is not one to which the author failed to 
do justice, but one his subjects failed to think 
through rigorously. There was never enough 
there there for moderate Republicanism’s de-
mise to be a regrettable loss or an important 
story, as opposed to a merely (albeit thorough-
ly) interesting one.

Part of the difficulty in gauging the depths 
of the cause’s shallows is that “moderation” is 
ordinarily understood to describe an approach 
to political conduct rather than a governing 
program. The commitment to moderation 
manifests itself in a political tone purged of 
rancor and invective. Moderates seek, wherev-
er possible, to be bi- or post- or trans-partisan 
rather than narrowly and reflexively partisan. 
Characterized as such, moderation does not 
preclude polite, earnest extremism. It is im-
possible, however, to envision the converse, a 
bellicose, unyielding centrism.
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It would be a “serious mistake,” Kabaser-
vice writes, “to equate moderation with mere 
difference-splitting or compromise for its 
own sake.” But the moderates he praises must 
have missed that memo. Arthur Larson, for 
example, was one of President Eisenhower’s 
speechwriters and the chief advocate of “mod-
ern Republicanism.” This political orienta-
tion was, in Kabaservice’s words, “as much a 
temperament as an ideology, espousing bal-
ance, reasonableness, prudence, and common 
sense.” In A Republican Looks at His Party 
(1956), Larson advised, “[I]n politics—as in 
chess—the man who holds the center holds a 
position of almost unbeatable strength.”

In the absence of a satisfactory account 
of its essential principles, however, centrism 
stands revealed as an “-ism” without an -ism, 
the chief reason it ultimately became a -wasm. 
Lacking a telos, centrism’s logical fate is to col-
lapse into split-the-difference-ism, rendering 
it not only incoherent in theory but counter-
productive in practice. That is, insofar as cen-
trism is a political force that matters, it ends 
up inciting rather than restraining extremists. 
If centrists can be relied upon to embrace the 
middle position between two extremes, the 
partisans of each extreme have every incen-
tive to make their positions more extreme, not 
less, before the centrists calibrate and then en-
dorse the half-a-loaf resolution. For all their 
hopes and exertions, moderates not only do 
not moderate the political process and policy 
outcomes, but actually intensify and polarize 
fights over the nation’s future course.

Statesmanship

It’s important to bear this defect in 
mind when evaluating the accusations 
that the 21st-century GOP has impaired 

itself and the republic by repudiating its 
moderate heritage. That heritage turns out 
to be dubious in ways those who invoke it 
don’t realize or admit. On the basis of that 
mistake, the critics of today’s Republicans go 
on to make an additional one: using the al-
leged moderation of yesterday’s Republicans 
to castigate the alleged extremism of today’s. 
Columnist E.J. Dionne, for example, writes, 

“Ronald Reagan never tried to dismantle the 
New Deal and acknowledged…the need for 
tax increases.” Bruce Bartlett, who worked 
in the Reagan Administration, agrees. “It is 
indisputable that Reagan was vastly more 
moderate, at least in terms of how he actually 
governed, than today’s GOP,” Bartlett wrote 
earlier this year. Reagan “was not a radical 
who made extravagant claims or sought to 
destroy government, as most Republicans ap-
pear willing to do today. He believed in con-
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servative governance and getting things done, 
and if bending on principle was necessary, 
then so be it.”

Exhibit A, submitted by every prosecutor 
of today’s extreme Republicans, is the letter 
President Eisenhower wrote in 1954 to his 
brother Edgar, who was a Tea Party Repub-
lican 60 years before there was a Tea Party: 

“Should any political party attempt to abol-
ish social security, unemployment insurance, 
and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, 
you would not hear of that party again in 
our political history. There is a tiny splinter 
group, of course, that believes you can do 
these things,” but, “[t]heir number is negli-
gible and they are stupid.” It “hardly seems 
conceivable,” laments Mike Lofgren, that any 
21st-century Republican could write such 
words, given the “broad and ever-widening 
gulf between the traditional Republicanism 
of an Eisenhower and the quasi-totalitar-
ian cult” the party has become. Citing that 
Eisenhower quote and a few others, MSN-
BC’s Rachel Maddow, noted observer of all 
things conservative, concluded, “The story of 
modern American politics writ large is the 
story of your father’s and your grandfather’s 
Republican Party now being way to the left 
of today’s leftiest liberals.”

To use the social programs Eisenhower 
sustained or the tax increases Reagan accept-
ed to condemn today’s Republicans, however, 
obliterates any distinction between those pol-
iticians’ prudential accommodations and their 
principled convictions. The full, rarely quoted 
context of Eisenhower’s letter makes clear the 
error of doing so. “I believe this country is fol-
lowing a dangerous trend when it permits too 
great a degree of centralization of governmen-
tal functions,” Ike wrote. 

I oppose this—in some instances the 
fight is a rather desperate one. But to 
attain any success it is quite clear that 
the Federal government cannot avoid or 
escape responsibilities which the mass 
of the people firmly believe should be 
undertaken by it. The political process-
es of our country are such that if a rule 
of reason is not applied in this effort, we 
will lose everything—even to a possible 
and drastic change in the Constitution. 
This is what I mean by my constant in-
sistence upon “moderation” in govern-
ment. [Emphasis in the original.]

Eisenhower’s letter argued privately what the 
first Republican president had stated publicly:

In this and like communities, public 
sentiment is everything. With public 
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keep the ship of state on an even keel 
and steer a steady course may lean all 
his weight now on one side and now on 
the other…. The only way a man can re-
main consistent amid changing circum-
stances is to change with them while 
preserving the same dominating pur-
pose. A Statesman should always try to 
do what he believes is best in the long 
view for his country, and he should not 
be dissuaded from so acting by having 
to divorce himself from a great body of 
doctrine to which he formerly sincerely 
adhered.

Moderate Republicanism failed because 
it not only lacked but eschewed any encom-
passing view about what was best for the 
country in the long run. The moderate “cause” 
valorized prudence, in the sense of operat-
ing cautiously and incrementally within the 
reigning consensus while never seeking to 
mold it into something better. That under-
standing required repudiating prudence as 
Aristotle, Lincoln, and Churchill understood 
the concept: the constant struggle to vindi-
cate fundamental principles and further cru-
cial objectives by taking the full measure of 
complex, transient political realties in ways 
that made beneficial possibilities more likely 
and dangerous ones less so. Moderates’ pru-
dence, in other words, was entirely tactical 
but resolutely anti-strategic. In politics as 
in warfare, however, tactics are never better 
than the strategy they further, the ultimate 
goals to which the intermediate ones lead. 
Eisenhower, who achieved historic successes 
in both war and peace, called upon his West 
Point training to instruct his brother, an at-
torney, that “in all governmental fields of ac-
tion a combination of purpose, procedure and 
objectives must be considered if you are to get 
a true evaluation of the relative merits.”

Wisconsin vs. Connecticut

Modern liberals are explicitly 
committed to the ongoing efface-
ment of limited government by 

unlimited government, while centrists favor 
that project implicitly. It makes perfect sense 
that both are nostalgic for the Republicans 
of earlier decades who, either as a result of 
strategic calculations or the moderate aver-
sion to having a strategy, confined their ambi-
tions to slowing down the New Deal-Great 
Society train, never seeking to stop, reroute, 
or reverse it. Such Republicans knew their 
place as well as they knew that history’s di-
rection is always towards more redistributive, 
autonomous, and interventionist govern-

sentiment, nothing can fail; without it 
nothing can succeed. Consequently, he 
who molds public sentiment goes deep-
er than he who enacts statutes or pro-
nounces decisions. He makes statutes 
and decisions possible or impossible to 
be executed.

Abraham Lincoln’s carefully chosen word 
“molds” suggests that this paramount duty of 
democratic statesmanship is quite different 
from disdaining public sentiment and work-
ing to render it governmentally inconsequen-
tial, the ambition of the incipient tyrant. It is 
also the road not taken by the self-margin-
alizing activist content merely to denounce 
public sentiment when he believes it’s mis-
taken, preferring the satisfactions of moral 
purity to the messier, murkier work of mak-
ing a difference. Molding public sentiment 
is, finally, different from simple acquiescence, 
letting it take whatever shape it will. This 
firm but shrewd defiance is especially impor-
tant when the public is prepared to embrace 
a wicked or destructive course. Americans in 
the 1850s, it appeared to Lincoln, were mov-
ing toward accepting the indefinite expan-
sion and permanent existence of slavery, a 
prospect he believed would be a practical and 
moral catastrophe.

Prudence, Rightly Understood

The democratic statesman doesn’t 
take pains to mold public sentiment 
simply because he prefers his way to 

the inertial path the citizenry is following on 
its own. Rather, he intervenes in the politi-
cal process when convinced that public senti-
ment is settling on a course that will make it 
impossible to sustain, or admire, the repub-
lic. The statesman seeks to avert that disaster 
by working to reverse the ongoing deforma-
tion of public sentiment, rendering it, once 
more, fundamentally congruent with the 
better—more patriotic and virtuous—an-
gels of our nature. Hectoring or scolding his 
countrymen is the best way to guarantee they 
won’t pay attention. Changing their thinking 
requires a discerning, subtle understanding 
of that thinking—of why the public wants 
what it wants, and of how it may be induced 
to stop wanting it in favor of something more 
conducive to the republic’s health. Acting on 
the basis of that understanding can resemble 
pandering or inconsistency while, in fact, be-
ing their opposite. As Winston Churchill 
wrote:

A Statesman in contact with the mov-
ing current of events and anxious to 
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ment. If or to the extent they were conserva-
tives, those Republicans embraced an utterly 
domesticated conservatism that prepared 
them, in Jonah Goldberg’s words, to “gladly 
serve as Sherpas to the great mountaineers of 
liberalism, pointing out occasional missteps, 
perhaps suggesting a slight course correction 
from time to time, but never losing sight of 
the need for upward ‘progress.’”

Those who were in any respect more bump-
tious were guilty of “revanchism.” New York 
Times Book Review editor Sam Tanenhaus 
devoted a book, The Death of Conservatism 
(2009), to denouncing such retrogression as 
the American Right’s gravest temptation and 
sin. Conservative “counterrevolutionaries,” 
Tanenhaus argues, are “committed to…the 
restoration of America’s pre-welfare state 
ancien regime.” He allows that Great Society 
liberals, and the “New Politics” Hotspurs 
who condemned the Great Society for be-
ing merely ameliorative where radicalism 
was required, “unwittingly squeezed them-
selves into the stereotypes conservatives had 
invented.” But that was then. Any justifica-
tion for what Mitt Romney might call a se-
vere conservatism disappeared “a generation 
ago” when liberals reclaimed “the status of 
disinterested statesmen” by renouncing “the 
programmatic ‘New Politics’ of the left and 
embracing instead a broad majoritarianism.” 
Though the particulars of this renunciation 
are hazy, reciprocating it is imperative. “Now 
it is time for conservatives to repudiate move-
ment politics and recover their honorable in-
tellectual and political tradition.” The most 
honorable part of that tradition was, appar-
ently, its docility.

The fight over the law passed in 2011 by 
Wisconsin’s Republican state legislators and 
Governor Scott Walker, limiting the power 
of labor unions representing government em-
ployees, reveals the meaning of this attack on 
revanchism. The Wisconsin GOP’s approach, 
according to Dionne, was “the most glaring 
example of [conservatives’] new and genuinely 
alarming approach to politics,” which “seeks 
to use incumbency to alter the rules and tilt 
the legal and electoral playing field decisively 
toward the interests of those in power.” The 
Republicans “sought to undermine one of the 
Democratic Party’s main sources of organiza-
tion.” That effort went way beyond “bargain-
ing hard with the unions and demanding more 
reasonable pension agreements,” to the unac-
ceptably maximalist goal of “trying to under-
cut the labor movement altogether.” The sort 
of Republicans who sought and sometimes 
wielded power in Wisconsin before the 2010 
elections had been much…nicer. “They en-
acted conservative policies without turning 

the state upside down. They sought to win 
over their opponents rather than to inhibit 
their capacity to oppose.” Those extraordi-
nary provocations rendered the extraordinary 
response of recalling Walker 17 months into 
his elected term “both justified and necessary,” 
according to Dionne.

The National Journal ’s Ronald Brownstein 
is another critic of the Wisconsin law. Primar-
ily a political reporter rather than an opinion 
columnist, Brownstein carries forward the 
late David Broder’s legacy of earnestly encour-
aging reasonable people to leave ideology aside 
in favor of pragmatically meeting governmen-
tal challenges by negotiating in good faith 
and the spirit of compromise. On that basis 
Brownstein denounced Governor Walker 
and Republican legislators for responding to 
Wisconsin’s fiscal problems with “a sharply 
ideological plan that targeted its pain almost 
entirely at Democratic constituencies.” Walk-
er “refused to balance the cuts for union mem-

Walker’s did, Brownstein didn’t consider 
the possibility that this disparity shows only 
that Connecticut Republicans, who neither 
besieged the capitol nor sent their legislators 
out of state to prevent a quorum, have better 
civic manners than Wisconsin Democrats. 
Nor did he allow that Walker may have ad-
dressed a fundamental problem—public 
employee unions’ well-established pattern of 
using their power to deliver shoddy services 
at unaffordable costs—with a fundamental 
solution, while Malloy’s more timid response 
solved today’s problems at the price of leaving 
in place the structural predicates guarantee-
ing worse ones tomorrow. Finally, Brownstein 
failed to mention that Malloy’s plan was bi-
partisan only in the sense that all Republicans 
and some Democrats in the state legislature 
voted against it.

Engaging in politics with liberals, it ap-
pears, closely resembles conducting arms con-
trol talks with the Soviet Union. In both cas-
es one confronts adversaries who insist that 
what’s theirs is theirs and what’s yours is ne-
gotiable. Scott Walker sought to revise a legal 
regime that had been in existence barely more 
than 50 years, not, as Dionne implies, settled 
by the battle of Agincourt. No matter. Once 
history’s ratchet has clicked in the direction of 
progress, however recently, that step is irrevo-
cable and all measures intended to reverse it, 
illegitimate. All such progressive changes im-
mediately become part of “the rules,” and the 
rules must not be altered—even, perhaps es-
pecially, by conservatives who “use incumben-
cy.” Journalist Mickey Kaus helpfully translat-
ed Dionne’s formulation from the foreboding 
into the merely descriptive: “‘Incumbency’ in 
this case means a law was passed by a demo-
cratically elected legislature (incumbents all) 
and signed by a democratically elected incum-
bent governor.”

Breaking the Rules

When, occasionally, history re-
gresses in the direction of a less 
munificent, more constrained gov-

ernment, those provisional changes never 
become part of the rules and should always 
be altered at the earliest opportunity. The 
1996 welfare reform law, enacted by a Repub-
lican Congress and signed by a Democratic 
president, was understood at the time to have 
brought to a close the decades when welfare 
had become an entitlement, a way of life 
rather than a second chance, in President Bill 
Clinton’s phrase. President Obama’s Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, how-
ever, has used its powers of incumbency to 
issue new regulations that weaken the law’s 

bers” with “higher tax contributions from the 
affluent or corporations,” and “to negotiate 
givebacks directly with the public-employee 
unions (which they had signaled they would 
accept)” in favor of stripping “their rights to 
collectively bargain on those issues altogether.” 
Walker’s mistake, Brownstein argued, was to 
believe that in a polarized era “the only way to 
achieve effective change is to ruthlessly unify 
your own party, concede nothing to the oth-
er party (or its constituencies), and bulldoze 
forward as long as you can hold support from 
50-plus-1 percent of the voters.” Brownstein 
compared Walker unfavorably to Democratic 
Governor Dannel Malloy of Connecticut, who 
signed a budget in 2011 that combined spend-
ing reductions and union concessions with 
tax increases, thereby “demanding contribu-
tions from all segments of society” to close “an 
equally daunting deficit without remotely as 
much turmoil.”

Although it is true that Malloy’s bud-
get plan elicited a fraction of the upheaval 

Centrism’s logical fate 
is to collapse into split-

the-difference-ism, 
rendering it not only 
incoherent in theory 

but counter-productive 
in practice. 
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✦ A NOBLE TREASON
The Story of Sophie Scholl and the White Rose 
Revolt Against Hitler - Richard Hanser

Sophie Scholl and her brother Hans were 
handsome, bright university students 

in 1942 Germany. As members of the Hitler 
Youth, they had once been enthusiastic sup-
porters of the German renewal promised by 
National Socialism. But as their realization of 
Nazi barbarism grew, so did their moral out-
rage. This book tells the heroic true story of 
their underground group at the University of 
Munich, The White Rose, that instigated, orga-
nized, and carried out the first overt resistance 
to Hitler’s regime, and the ultimate price they 
paid for their courageous witness. Illustrated.

“This enthralling  book recounts in dramatic 
detail  the conspiracy of the White Rose, and 
the unimaginably brave effort by the Scholls 
and their friends. A story that must never be 
forgotten.”

— James Hitchcock, St. Louis University
NOT-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $17.95

✦ THE SEVEN BIG MYTHS ABOUT 
THE CATHOLIC CHURCH - Distinguishing 
Fact from Fiction about Catholicism
Christopher Kaczor

The Catholic Church has long been the 
target of suspicion and hostility. But how 

much is based on ignorance and prejudice, 
and how much is the fruit of thoughtful con-
sideration of the facts? Without excusing any 
wrongdoing, professor Kaczor separates fact 
from fiction and clarifies official Catholic 
teaching, demonstrating that much popular 
opinion about Catholicism is based on misun-
derstanding and misinformation. No one book 
can answer everyone’s questions about  
Catholicism, but this work effectively ex-
amines seven of the most controversial and  
common myths about the Catholic Church.

“In my own pilgrimage back to the Catholic 
Church was the growing realization, as a 
consequence of study and reflection, that 
much of what I had believed about the 
Church was mistaken. This is why Professor 
Kaczor’s book to be so important.”

— Francis J. Beckwith
SBMCC-H . . . Sewn hardcover, $17.95

✦ CHRISTIANITY, ISLAM AND 
ATHEISM - The Struggle for the Soul 
of the West  William Kilpatrick

Kilpatrick (author, Psychological Seduction) 
presents a compelling case that Islam is a 

religion of conquest and subjugation, and that, 
in spite of 9/11 and thousands of other terror-
ist attacks around the world, many Western 
people still do not admit this truth because it 
conflicts with their belief in multiculturalism 
and its insistence on the equivalence of all 
cultures and religions. To meet the challenge 
from Islam, Christians need to know more 
about the striking differences between Islam 
and Christianity. While challenging both the 
multicultural and common-ground approach-
es, Kilpatrick also exposes the role played by 
atheists and secularists in advancing Islam’s 
totalitarian agenda. The civil liberties that 
Americans enjoy are the fruit of Christian civi-
lization, Kilpatrick shows, and only a strong 
vibrant Christianity will be able to defend 
them against a resurgent Islam.

“This book summons Christians to awaken 
their love for the true Jesus Christ of the 
Gospel, to learn sober truth about Christian-
ity and Islam, and live their faith coura-
geously in the face of Muslim aggression.”                                                                                                                                    

 — Mitch Pacwa, SJ, St. Paul and the 
Power of the Cross

CIA-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $24.95
 

✦ THE PRICE TO PAY - Joseph Fadelle                                                                                                                                          
A Muslim Risks All to Follow Christ                                                                                             

During his military service, Muhammad 
(Fadelle), a young Muslim Iraqi from a 

leading Shiite family, discovers that his room-
mate is a Christian. Muhammad tries to con-
vert his roommate, but he is the one who is 
converted. This is the incredible true story of 
Joseph Fadelle’s conversion to Christianity, 
and how he risks everything—family, friends, 
inheritance, home, and his life—in order to fol-
low Christ. In a dramatic and personal narra-
tive style, Fadelle reveals the horrible persecu-
tion that he endured, even attempted murder 
from his own family, and the great sufferings  
endured by Christians living in a violent and 
hostile Muslim world.

“A spiritual meditation wrapped in a cap-
tivating thriller. Shows what it truly means 
to abandon everything for the Gospel. This 
book will transform your view of the Chris-
tian life.” —Jay Richards, Indivisible: 

Restoring Faith, Family & Freedom
PRPA-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $19.95

✦ HISTORY OF THE CATHOLIC 
CHURCH - From the Apostolic Age to the 
Third Millennium   James Hitchcock

The history of the Catholic Church is long, 
complicated, and fascinating, and it is ex-

pertly and ably told by historian James Hitch-
cock, a professor of History for 30 years at St. 
Louis University. He brings before us the many 
characters — some noble, some notorious — 
who have left an indelible mark on Christian-
ity, while never losing sight of the saints, who 
have given living testimony to the salvific 
power of Christ in every age. The teachings 
and redemptive works of Jesus as told in the 
Gospels are expressed by the Church in a co-
herent and consistent body of doctrine which 
cannot be found in any other Christian body. 
This ambitious work is comprehensive in 
its scope and incisive in its understanding, a 
valuable book for any lover of history.

“A masterwork: exhilarating in scope and a 
joy to read.  An unforgettable account of the 
fullness and drama of the Christian story.”

— Archbishop Charles J. Chaput
HCC-H . . .  Sewn Hardcover, $29.95
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a decade of GOP House majorities, “nobody 
has been able to come up with any” further 
spending cuts, proof that “we’ve pared [spend-
ing] down pretty good.” Federal outlays, ad-
justed for inflation and population growth, 
were 20% larger in 2005 than in 1995. Of 
that increase, defense spending added af-
ter 9/11 accounted for a bit less than a third. 
Little wonder that a demoralized Republican 
base stayed home in droves for the 2006 and 
2008 elections. 

The displacement of moderate Republi-
cans by Tea Party Republicans has meant the 
demise of the liberal project’s loyal opposition, 
one that was much better at loyalty than at 
opposition. The rules that, once altered, must 
never be changed back include not only the 
unassailable prerogatives of public employee 
unions but the never-ending augmentation 
of the government’s endeavors, powers, and 
resources. Well-behaved Republicans once 
shared Democrats’ conviction that American 
politics was like an airport’s moving walkway, 
where one can stand still or even take the oc-
casional step backward while nevertheless 
moving constantly forward. There is much 
that progressives can’t or won’t explain about 
what the progress they exist to midwife con-
sists of, but one thing they do make clear is 
that progress never means having the gov-
ernment do or spend less than it has in the 
past. The GOP was a sane, reasonable party 
when it understood this, too, and consented 
to the walkway’s perpetual advance. Its lead-
ers were content to grouse and give speeches 
before, in Newt Gingrich’s phrase, acting as 
tax collectors for the welfare state. Gingrich’s 
predecessor as leader of the House Repub-
licans, Robert Michel of Illinois, spent 38 
years in Congress, every day of which was in 
the minority. It’s no surprise that moderates 
like Michel internalized that experience, and 
came to view politics as the enterprise of go-
ing along with the expansion of government 
in order to get along with the winning of to-
ken concessions. 

Heightening the Contradictions

Was ronald reagan, who signed 
tax increases in Sacramento and 
Washington, one of those Big Gov-

ernment enablers? Author Michael Lind re-
cently found it necessary to remind fellow lib-
erals who had grown fond of using Reagan to 
bash today’s extremist anti-tax Republicans 
not to lose sight of the fact that Reagan re-
ally was a Reaganite. But not enough of one, 
insisted David Frum in the days when he was 
a less conflicted conservative. In Dead Right 
(1994) Frum argued the reason for the conser-

that presented itself to conservatives 20 years 
ago. In the wake of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 and the federal government 
shutdowns of 1995 and ’96, it appeared that 
the fight against the Evil Empire was Mission 
Accomplished while the fight to curb the size 
and influence of the federal establishment 
was Mission Impossible. Take away the two 
goals that had defined the conservative move-
ment since the first issue of National Review, 
and it was unclear what conservatives were 
supposed to do, and what conservatism was 
supposed to be about. The innovations pro-
posed to fill this lacuna included national 
greatness conservatism, compassionate con-
servatism, and George W. Bush’s call after 
9/11 to “support the growth of democratic 
movements and institutions in every nation 
and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending 
tyranny in our world.” These missions proved 
to be, respectively: vague and pointless; a 

requirements that welfare recipients work or 
prepare to work in order to remain eligible for 
benefits. If such changes stand, second chanc-
es will turn into third, fourth, and twelfth 
ones, and welfare will once more become a 
way of life. By the same token, the Tax Re-
form Act of 1986 culminated a series of re-
visions that saw a Republican president and 
legislators of both parties reduce the highest 
income tax rate from 70% to 28%. The prin-
ciple that the government should never again 
lay claim to the majority of a legally acquired 
dollar also appeared to be a settled question. 
Liberal revanchists such as Joseph Stiglitz 
and Timothy Noah, however, are eagerly lay-
ing the intellectual groundwork, which will 
become the political foundation, for raising 
income tax rates back to 70% and beyond.

Taxes are indeed the central front of to-
day’s political wars. In the eyes of the GOP’s 
detractors, categorical opposition to tax in-
creases is the most flagrant, pernicious as-
pect of modern Republican extremism. The 
Ronald Reagan who in 1982 signed “the larg-
est peacetime tax increase in American his-
tory,” according to Bruce Bartlett, would be 
considered a heretic by today’s Republicans. 
The moment that crystallized this tax-phobic 
fiscal irresponsibility, according to many crit-
ics, came in August 2011 at one of the GOP 
presidential debates. When the moderator 
asked about a hypothetical federal budget 
deal that cut $10 in spending for every $1 
of tax increases, all eight candidates—from 
Tea Party favorite Michele Bachmann and 
libertarian Ron Paul to Jon Huntsman, the 
supposed moderate in the field—raised their 
hands to reject it. There’s no forgiving that re-
fusal to stand up to the “extremist base” of a 
party that has become, in the words of Time’s 
Joe Klein, “anachronistic, hateful and foolish.” 
When one of the 10-to-1 deal rejecters, Mitt 
Romney, selected Representative Paul Ryan 
as his running mate, Geoffrey Kabaservice 
argued in the New Republic that modera-
tion and even “the long-term viability of the 
Republican Party” were in peril. “Fiscal con-
servatism, if it means anything, requires that 
policymakers use both revenue increases and 
spending cuts to bring the budget into bal-
ance over the long term.” Because Ryan’s bud-
get plans reject all tax hikes, he “sides with 
those for whom fiscal policy is a matter of 
theology rather than economics.” 

Such harsh critics treat the possibility that 
Tea Party-influenced Republicans are tak-
ing defensible political measures to achieve 
legitimate policy goals as self-evidently false. 
It’s not. The rise of the Tea Party, and its 
swift incorporation into the GOP, can best 
be understood as a response to a dilemma 

project of social reinvigoration to which po-
litical measures could make no more than a 
marginal contribution; and an extravagant 
ambition far exceeding America’s capacity 
and her citizens’ patience. 

Loyal Opposition No More

These non-solutions only served to 
demonstrate the severity of conser-
vatism’s problem. MoveOn.org had 

pushed the Democratic Party to the left after 
the start of the war in Iraq, which 58% of Sen-
ate Democrats voted to authorize. The Tea 
Party, symmetrically, emerged in 2009 to mo-
bilize the Republican wing of the Republican 
Party, rejecting de facto assent to the govern-
ment’s eternal growth. Its message was that 
the congressional Republicans of 1995 had 
overestimated the ease with which the federal 
government could be constrained, but subse-
quently over-interpreted their political defeat 
during the government shutdowns. In 2005 
majority leader Tom DeLay stated that after 

It appeared that the 
fight against the Evil 
Empire was Mission 

Accomplished while the 
fight to curb the federal 

establishment was 
Mission Impossible. 
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vative failures of the 1980s was the “doctrine…
that the welfare state should be allowed to 
hurtle forward whenever the political cost of 
halting it was likely to be inconvenient in the 
shortest of short runs.” Those failures were 
a movement’s, but also its president’s, who 
was “always vulnerable” to a hard-luck story, 
the reason Reagan “declared so much of the 
federal budget off limits to budget cutters so 
early in his administration.” Frum warned, 

“Federal spending will keep on growing…until 
a president is elected who does not hear ev-
ery pathetic anecdote as proof ” of the need for 
more redistribution, “which is why conserva-
tives need to find themselves the meanest guy 
they can.”

Steven Hayward, not a conflicted conser-
vative, also criticized Reagan for being irres-
olute and unfocused in his efforts to restore 
limited government. Hayward’s two-volume 
The Age of Reagan (2001, 2009) makes clear, 
however, that the Gipper’s acquiescence to tax 
increases cannot be understood as a simple 
capitulation to the growth of government. 
When Congress caught tax cut fever in 1981 
it wound up sending Reagan a bill with many 
more reductions than the simple lowering of 
all income tax rates he had originally pro-
posed. The president did not reject this gift 
horse, but spent the next seven years negotiat-
ing with Congress from a position of strength, 
able to give back, when political circumstances 
dictated, portions of what he had never asked 
for. Hayward stresses that Reagan’s flexibility 
on taxes never extended to rescinding or post-
poning the scheduled decrease in income tax 
rates he had won, even though most Demo-
crats and some Republicans pressured him to 
do so. (Another big change that he secured in 
1981, indexing tax brackets to inflation, there-
by preventing “bracket creep” from imposing 
tax increases no legislator ever had to vote for, 
was also off the table.) Playing with the house 
money provided by other tax cuts made it eas-
ier to be obstinate.

Reagan’s commitment to constraining 
government remained the chief consider-
ation, however. The two-party division of la-
bor worked out in the half-century prior to 
Reagan’s presidency was that the dominant 
Democrats would insist existing social wel-
fare programs were inviolable and new ones 
crucial, while fiscally responsible Republicans 
would responsibly help fund, and thereby fa-
cilitate, the Democratic agenda. The elections 
of 1980, 1994, and 2010 were a succession of 
waves that left the GOP increasingly commit-
ted to heightening rather than resolving the 
contradictions in the liberal project. The chief 
contradiction is that Americans are more fa-
vorably disposed to Big Government than to 

Big Taxes, and Democrats have encouraged 
them to believe in the possibility of having the 
former without the latter. Mike Lofgren is 
disgusted that Democrats even consent to use 
the word “entitlements” when discussing So-
cial Security and Medicare—they should al-
ways be considered “earned benefits” because 

“we all contribute payroll taxes to fund them.” 
Those benefits, however, are worth far more 
than the taxes that supposedly earned them. 
Eugene Steuerle of the Urban Institute has 
calculated that if the payroll taxes of a couple 
born in 1945, both of whom work and receive 
the average wage, had been placed in an ac-
count that earned the inflation rate plus 2%, 
the value of the account when they turn 65 in 
2010 would have been $722,000. On average, 
however, they will receive $966,000 in Social 
Security and Medicare benefits, a 34% pre-
mium. For a one-earner couple born the same 

year, receiving the average wage, the value of 
the tax account would be $361,000 in 2010 
and the average value of the benefits $854,000, 
a 137% windfall.

Such arrangements are equitable and sus-
tainable only if a wealth augmentation ma-
chine magically appears in the basement of 
the Health and Human Services building to 
turn ten-dollar bills into twenties. Democrats 
have always been good at declaring this pro-
gram urgent or that one vital. Let them also 
excel, Republicans have come to say, at per-
suading Americans they are severely under-
taxed. If the Democrats’ agenda is as essential 
as they claim, and its benefits as palpable, it 
should be easy to convince Americans to pay 
for it. If not, then Americans need, at long 
last, to treat the amount they want to pay in 
taxes and the level of government programs 
they desire as two ways of asking the identi-

THE INVISIBLE HAND IN POPULAR CULTURE 
Liberty vs. Authority in American Film and TV
Paul A. Cantor
$35.00 hardcover 
978-0-8131-4082-7

“The cause of freedom has rarely had as creative a defender as Paul 
Cantor. To follow his thinking and writing is to be changed by 
them...The Invisible Hand in Popular Culture is as astute an exam-
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cal question. Eisenhower was right to say the 
government cannot avoid responsibilities the 
people firmly believe it should discharge. But 
it would be useful to know how firmly the peo-
ple believe in the discharge of each of modern 
government’s many, many responsibilities. 
Firmly enough to demand it, or firmly enough 
to pay for it?

Shifting the Center

A key task of statesmanship in the 
21st century is to mold public senti-
ment to incorporate this reality-based 

sobriety, undoing the impress that 80 years 
of New Deal-Great Society wishful thinking 
has made. It’s important—in life, in politics, 
and especially in the democratic politics of an 
evenly but also deeply and often bitterly di-
vided nation—to know when to take yes for 
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an answer. There could be a prudential argu-
ment that at some point, under some set of 
circumstances, Republicans could best serve 
the perpetuation of the republic by agreeing 
to a combination of tax increases and spend-
ing cuts.

It’s by no means obvious that Republicans 
should accept any particular “grand bargain,” 
however, even the hypothetical 10-to-1 pack-
age the GOP’s presidential candidates ap-
palled decent people everywhere by dismiss-
ing. For one thing, Democratic budget nego-
tiators would not be offering 91% of what Re-
publicans were seeking in the hope of making 
new friends, but only because they felt it was 
the best deal the correlation of political forces 
would allow them to get. That deal is, nearly 
by definition, not the best the Republicans 
could get, which justifies holding out for a bet-
ter one. Secondly, it won’t matter whether the 

ratio of spending cuts to tax increases is 1-to-
1, 10-to-1, or 10,000-to-1 if the spending cuts 
never happen. The pragmatic, flexible Ronald 
Reagan who signed the 1982 tax increase—
seemingly, to rebuke today’s anti-tax zealots 
in the GOP—believed he was agreeing to a 
deal that would cut $3 in federal spending for 
every $1 of increased revenue. According to 
Hayward’s Age of Reagan, the result was $1.14 
of increased spending for every additional dol-
lar of revenue.

Clearly, if Democrats are in a position to 
determine whether social welfare spending 
goes up or down, they won’t permit the latter 
because decades of reflection have left them 
convinced that Franklin Roosevelt’s call to 
suffuse the government of this vast republic 
with the “vibrant personal character that is the 
very embodiment of human charity” is crazy 
and creepy. They’ll do it because they have 
to. And they’ll have to if they don’t have the 
money or the votes to do otherwise—which is 
really two ways of saying the same thing, be-
cause if they have the votes, in the country and 
in Congress, they can get the money.

In short, the only rebuke of the deranged, 
malevolent Republicans that will and should 
make a difference will be delivered, not in 
think tank auditoriums or op-ed columns, but 
in voting booths. Republicans will be obliged, 
practically and morally, to give the most seri-
ous consideration to discarding their opposi-
tion to tax increases when they start losing 
elections because of it. Disappointing as this 
year’s election was for the GOP, that rebuke 
from the voters does not appear to be at hand. 
2012 marked the eighth time in the ten most 
recent congressional elections that Repub-
licans won a majority in the House of Rep-
resentatives. Thus, the bad Republicans who 
define themselves by determined opposition 
to any subsequent iteration of George H.W. 
Bush’s 1990 tax increase will constitute a ma-
jority in the House for 16 of the 20 years after 
1994. Their extreme position is evidently one 
a great many voters share, strongly suggesting 
it may not be all that extreme. By contrast, the 
good Republicans, moderately and responsi-
bly amenable to tax increases that keep the 
airport walkway moving, had a majority in 
the House for a total of four years out of the 
64 before the 1994 elections. As Republicans 
figure out what they do after 2012, modera-
tion’s history of electoral and governmental 
futility should weigh heavily against argu-
ments for restoring it.

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

The Ghost of Herbert Hoover
Freedom Betrayed: Herbert Hoover’s Secret History of the Second World War and its Aftermath,

edited with an introduction by George H. Nash. Hoover Institution Press, 920 pages, $49.95

Over the past century, former 
President of the United States has 
become a quasi-official position, in 

which the occupant is expected to serve the 
cause of world peace and fundamental govern-
mental reform, while writing profound tomes. 
One Former President, who had been silent 
for quite some time, recently reentered the 
lists. His long absence was understand-
able, since he has been dead for nearly 
a half century. Herbert Hoover was a 
prolific writer in his post-presidential 
years, publishing dozens of books and 
articles. One manuscript remained un-
published, however—his reflections on 
American foreign policy between the 
late 1930s and 1945. 

Hoover originally started the proj-
ect in 1944, as a section of his memoirs 
that would cover his life during World 
War II, but it became something much 
more ambitious. The manuscript went 
through multiple revisions and editions. 
The more-or-less final version—part 
memoir, part documentary collection, 
part attempt at objective history—was 
completed in September 1963. When 
Hoover died in October 1964, his heirs 
decided not to publish what he and his 
staff had come to refer to as his Mag-
num Opus. It remained in his papers, 
closed to researchers, until George 
Nash, one of Hoover’s most prominent 
biographers, was invited by the Hoover 
Foundation in 2009 to edit the last 
draft of the manuscript for publication. 

The title of the book tells all—Free-
dom Betrayed: Herbert Hoover’s Secret 
History of the Second World War and 
its Aftermath. Readers can be forgiven 
for not wading through the entire 900 pages, 
including nearly 300 pages of case histories 
and appendices. Instead, they can read Nash’s 
detailed Introduction and pick and choose 
among the subjects that might interest them. 
If they are looking for bombshells, new in-
formation, or new insights, they will be dis-
appointed. Hoover’s argument is the familiar 
one of World War II revisionism, conserva-
tive style. He wrote to justify his isolationist 
views on foreign policy, which he insisted had 
been fully vindicated by events, contrary to the 
story told by Franklin Roosevelt’s hagiogra-

phers. During the late 1930s and early 1940s 
the 31st president had been one of the most 
prominent public critics of his successor’s for-
eign policy. He had made the basic arguments 
of Freedom Betrayed in numerous speeches and 
essays prior to the war and, in suitably patriotic 
form, after December 7, 1941. The Magnum 
Opus provided the ultimate forum to synthe-

size these conclusions as well as to provide sup-
portive documentation from post-war archives 
and memoirs, all of which (in Hoover’s mind) 
clinched the case he had been making all along. 

Hoover contended that american 
security had never been at risk from 
external aggression before our entry 

into World War II. The Germans and Japa-
nese had neither the intention nor the abil-

ity to invade the Western Hemisphere. FDR, 
desperate to remain in power and to pervert 
the American political order from individual 
liberty to government collectivization, cyni-
cally maneuvered the nation into a tragic and 
unnecessary war. Unlike some conspiracy 
theorists, Hoover did not go so far as to claim 
that FDR was aware of the impending attack 

on Pearl Harbor. But Hoover conclud-
ed that Roosevelt and his senior ad-
visors were responsible for recklessly 
provoking the Japanese into attacking 
the United States, and doing their best 
to get Hitler to do the same, in order 
to overcome the American public’s 
sensible opposition to intervention.

World War II revisionism has per-
sisted despite its association with the 
discredited doctrine of isolationism. 
There were liberal as well as conser-
vative variants, the former notably 
espoused by progressive historian 
Charles Beard in his 1948 book, Presi-
dent Roosevelt and the Coming of the War, 
1941: A Study in Appearances and Reali-
ties (Hoover corresponded with Beard 
about FDR and foreign policy; and at 
least in his younger days, Hoover was 
counted among Republican progres-
sives). The spirit of World War II re-
visionism carried over into Cold War 
revisionism, a leftist pursuit which 
proved to be considerably more influ-
ential, politically and intellectually. 

The publication of Freedom Be-
trayed challenges American conserva-
tives to consider whether their post-
World War II support of American 
internationalism holds up in the light 
of experience. Just as one could make 

the argument that fiscally responsible Repub-
licans inadvertently served as tax collectors 
for the welfare state, one might contend that 
patriotic Republicans mistakenly underwrote 
the military power that made American lib-
eral globalism possible. This is the story told 
by contemporary foreign policy disciples of 
Hoover like Patrick Buchanan and Ron Paul; 
but in light of troubled American interven-
tions in the Balkans, the Middle East, and 
Central Asia since the Cold War ended, the 
contention disturbs mainstream conserva-
tives like George F. Will, too.

Drawing after cartoon by C.D. Batchelor published in the
New York Daily News, 1936
"I used to know your daddy."



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2012 
Page 30

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

Herbert hoover disliked being 
labeled an “isolationist.” He in-
sisted in Freedom Betrayed that he 

was an “anti-interventionist,” defending the 
deeply-rooted traditions of American foreign 
policy—namely, avoiding binding political 
connections in Eurasia and involvement in 
foreign wars and quarrels, while engaging the 
world economically and serving as an example 
of human freedom. 

Hoover’s anti-interventionism rested on 
several critical assumptions about the endur-
ing requirements of American security. First, 
the United States remained inherently safe 
from armed attack. Hitler’s army could not 
manage to cross the narrow English Channel; 
how could it possibly be transported to the 
Western Hemisphere? Despite the assertions 
of Roosevelt and the interventionists, modern 
military technology—especially long-range 
aircraft—favored continental defense. 

Second, the use of military force, except 
for the defense of national territory and sov-
ereignty, is inherently self-defeating. History, 
at least in modern times, teaches that armies 
might overrun territory but they cannot con-
quer peoples. The costs of war and of adminis-
tering captive nations vastly outweigh the eco-
nomic benefits of military victory—“conquest 
always dies of indigestion,” Hoover argued. 
As a result, there existed a natural, self-sus-
taining Eurasian balance of power. Hitler, like 
Napoleon, would inevitably become bogged 
down or defeated on the steppes of Russia, 
just as Japan was hopelessly entangled in Chi-
na. To preserve its republican character, the 
United States should have stayed out of these 
futile struggles for power and let history run 
its course, even if history proved tragic in the 
short term for the peoples involved. If it did 
intervene, the United States would find itself 
occupying foreign lands and, however noble 
its aims, would eventually run up against the 
same stubborn forces of self-determination. 

Third, war is the engine of domestic des-
potism as well as of foreign empire. Wars and 
the preparation for war inexorably strengthen 
government and militarize the economy and 
society, all at the expense of individual liberty. 
Hoover suggested that Roosevelt’s sudden 
turn to interventionism in the late 1930s was 
not caused by new foreign threats but by the 
need to overcome domestic political resistance 
to his project of collectivization. Although 
FDR could not pack the Supreme Court, he 
gave the New Deal a much needed jump-start 
by injecting the country into a global conflict, 
which led inexorably to a massive increase in 
the size and scope of government. 

Fourth, ideas matter more than armies, 
and consequently Communism was the great-
est threat to American freedom. Hitler’s fas-

cism, with its overt racism and reliance on 
brute force, had limited international appeal 
and staying power. The Soviets understood 
correctly that subversion rather than physical 
conquest was the ticket to world domination. 
Communism was an ideology that conquered 
men’s minds and prepared them for govern-
ment collectivization. America’s chief role in 
the world conflict should have been to demon-
strate the superiority of democracy and free 
markets and, in foreign policy, to deny Com-
munism the moral legitimacy it needed to 
worm its way into the fabric of free societies. 

Once he had taken the country into an 
unnecessary war, Roosevelt, under the influ-
ence of Communist agents, tragically betrayed 
other peoples’ freedom as well as our own, by 
the give-away of Eastern Europe at Tehran 
and Yalta. Under Harry Truman, the United 
States later granted political acceptance to the 
Communist conquest of China. (FDR, ac-
cording to Hoover, began the process when he 
granted diplomatic recognition to the Soviet 

of human freedom). In East Asia, the United 
States should not have put the Japanese un-
der draconian economic pressure, but instead 
allowed Tokyo’s quixotic attempt to conquer 
China to run its inevitable losing course. Af-
ter the tyrants had exhausted themselves on 
the battlefield and discredited their political 
systems, the United States might then have 
offered its good offices (political and humani-
tarian, not military) and its unsullied moral 
standing to encourage a just settlement. Once 
forced into the war by Roosevelt’s machina-
tions, the United States had to fight to win, 
of course, but it never should have allied itself 
with the Soviet Union, much less cooperated 
with Stalin’s program of ideological expan-
sionism through the betrayal of Eastern Eu-
rope and eventually China. 

Hoover’s anti-interventionist for-
eign policy views were very much in 
the mainstream of the Republican 

Party in the 1930s (though there were im-
portant dissenting views and odd cases like 
Wendell Willkie). That is not to say that all 
anti-interventionists were Republicans (or 
conservatives); there was a fair contingent of 
Democratic and ex-Progressive isolationists. 
Nevertheless, a majority of Congressional 
Republicans in the late 1930s rallied around 
the standard of opposition to the New Deal 
and to Roosevelt’s increasingly activist foreign 
policy, which they regarded as two halves of 
the same coin. By 1945 that was no longer 
the case. The simplest reason for that sea 
change was stated by Michigan Senator Ar-
thur Vandenberg, one of the principal anti-
interventionist spokesmen before World War 
II: Pearl Harbor had “ended isolationism for 
any realist.”

Vandenberg meant realistic in the political 
as well as the strategic sense. From the stand-
point of sheer electoral calculation, Repub-
lican Party leaders concluded that old-style 
anti-interventionism or isolationism—now 
a pejorative term, like appeasement—was a 
non-starter. Doctrinaire anti-interventionism 
seemed morally obtuse in light of the stagger-
ing atrocities and aggressiveness of the dicta-
torships, and of the natural pride that Ameri-
cans felt in triumphing over such evil. Eastern 
Republican establishment giants such as Hen-
ry Stimson, who had been Hoover’s secretary 
of state, had prepared the way by supporting 
Roosevelt on national security matters (Stim-
son and Republican Frank Knox had entered 
FDR’s cabinet in 1940 as the secretaries of 
war and the navy).

Beginning with his January 1945 speech 
to the Senate, Vandenberg famously cham-
pioned foreign policy bipartisanship. He 
worked cooperatively with the Roosevelt and 

government in 1933.) Hoover did not mean 
that the United States should go to war to 
defend or liberate those under the shadow of 
Communism’s sway, but he thought it impera-
tive to strengthen the natural forces of local re-
sistance by refusing to legitimate a division be-
tween a free and unfree world. He also advo-
cated aggressively rooting out those in the U.S. 
government and in other places of authority 
who openly, or clandestinely, championed the 
Communist cause. 

The correct path for the united 
States, in Hoover’s view, would have 
been to remain aloof from the diplo-

matic machinations that led up to the out-
break of war in Europe (which meant effective-
ly encouraging British appeasement of Hitler, 
although Hoover does not explicitly say so). 
Once war broke out in Europe, having sup-
plied England with enough to be sure it was 
safe from invasion, the United States should 
have stood on the sidelines while Hitler and 
Stalin wore each other out (understanding 
that the latter was by far the greater enemy 

Hoover would 
accuse conservatives 

of embracing the 
liberal project of 

remaking the world in 
America’s image. 
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Truman Administrations on many post-war 
national security matters. Virtually all Re-
publican senators voted in favor of joining 
the United Nations. A new generation of 
Republican leaders who had served in the 
military, men like Richard Nixon, Gerald 
Ford, and George H.W. Bush, came to ad-
vocate an outward-looking American foreign 
policy. To break the Democrats’ control over 
the White House, the party in 1952 nomi-
nated Dwight Eisenhower, a war hero and 
avowed internationalist (a term preferred to 
interventionist), over long-time party stal-
wart and anti-interventionist, Ohio Senator 
Robert Taft.

This did not mean that republicans 
were prepared to embrace uncritically 
the internationalist/interventionist for-

eign policy crafted by Democrats. What type 
of internationalism mattered greatly and the 
Republican Party had a rich strategic tradition 
on which to draw, including that of Theodore 
Roosevelt (great power nationalism) and Wil-
liam Howard Taft (international law), father 
of Robert. George Mason University political 
scientist Colin Dueck, in his book Hard Line: 
The Republican Party and U.S. Foreign Policy 
since World War II (2010), identifies three en-
during strains of post-World War II conserva-
tive internationalism: the hawks, who empha-
size the need for a strong military posture and 
who are friendly to armed intervention over-
seas, whether for idealistic or pragmatic rea-
sons; the nationalists, who stress an unyield-
ing approach to adversaries and the need to 
preserve national sovereignty; and the realists, 
who pursue security through the balance of 
power and the complementarity of force and 
diplomacy, and who focus on the international 
behavior of foreign regimes rather than their 
domestic makeup. 

Although Hoover’s anti-interventionism 
per se fell out of fashion, it echoed through 
many aspects of the Republican version of 
internationalism: the importance of ideas 
and of American exceptionalism; the iden-
tification of Communism as the principle 
ideological threat to freedom at home and 
abroad; the fear of the growth of the state due 
to expanded national security requirements; a 
sense of the inherent limits of military power; 
and a belief that the primary role of American 
armed forces is to defend the nation and its 
sovereignty rather than to serve as a police-
man, or sheriff, of world order. 

The key element of Republican foreign pol-
icy that transcended the pre- and post-World 
War II periods, and that eventually recon-
ciled most anti-interventionists to an activist 
foreign policy, was anti-Communism. In the 
famous expression of Ronald Reagan, Com-

munism was “the focus of evil in the modern 
world.” Even the most “realist” Republican 
president, Richard Nixon, cut his political 
chops as an anti-Communist.

The breakthrough in conservative 
foreign policy thinking was to link the 
domestic Communist threat with the 

need actively to deter or defeat Soviet strate-
gic threats abroad. Communist subversion at 
home, which obsessed anti-interventionists 
like Hoover and the erratic Joseph McCar-
thy, remained to mainstream conservatives a 
serious problem, but it was not the only di-
mension of the danger. The new anti-Com-
munism was based on the strategic assump-
tion that a Eurasian power now did pose a 
geopolitical danger to the United States; 
and on the political-moral assumption that a 
properly activist foreign policy, based on op-
position to the radical Left, would strength-
en, not corrupt, the American people and 
their exceptional place in world history. By 
contrast, Republicans were skeptical about 
what they regarded as the Democrats’ incli-
nation to treat foreign policy primarily as so-
cial work—to regard hunger, disease, and de-
spair, not the Reds, as the real enemy—and 
to export the New Deal on the backs of the 
American taxpayer. 

Conservative internationalists maintained 
that the old arguments about the inherent 
geographic security of the Western Hemi-
sphere had been disproven by World War II 
and by Soviet behavior since. Communism 
was inherently aggressive, like cancer, and it 
had to be stopped wherever it had taken hold 
before it could spread. The self-equilibrating 
geopolitical balance within Eurasia had dis-
appeared. Britain and France—and Germany 
and Japan—no longer constituted effective 
strategic buffers between the Old World and 
the New. Nor was there an ideological bal-
ance—European democracy was exhausted 
and capitalism still tainted by the Great De-
pression. It was scant comfort to assume that 
the Soviet imperium might be undone in the 
long run because of its internal contradictions 
or popular resistance. In the long run we are 
all dead. The methods of modern totalitarian-
ism, coupled with the instruments of modern 
science, especially intercontinental ballistic 
missiles with nuclear warheads, represented 
an unprecedented threat to human freedom. 

The United States, with its vast industrial 
base and manpower reserves, was the only 
power able to ensure that a Eurasian totali-
tarian empire never came about. The Soviets, 
with their zero-sum view of the world, could 
not allow American power to exist unchal-
lenged, even if the United States tried to 
remain aloof. In a Soviet-dominated world, 

conservatives feared that America would be 
forced to create a garrison state merely to 
survive. Only American strategic activism 
could prevent this nightmare through po-
litical reassurance and economic assistance 
to allies, anchored by U.S. military power. 
If the United States was not to betray free-
dom again in places like Greece and Turkey, 
it could no longer just wring its hands and 
refuse to recognize Soviet gains. An asser-
tive anti-Communist foreign policy would 
have the added domestic benefit of smoking 
out subversives and fellow travelers, such as 
Henry Wallace, who discredited themselves 
by opposing measures to resist Soviet expan-
sionism.

As the Cold War unfolded, Hoover re-
mained unrepentant in his view that the 
Communist threat should not be met by stra-
tegic engagement in Eurasia. But his was an 
increasingly lonely protest. A policy of active, 
global anti-Communism united the principal 
factions of the party, including Taft and his 
supporters, who differed about the means 
rather than the ends of international engage-
ment. Anti-Communism also appealed to 
major Democratic constituencies, e.g., tra-
ditional Catholics, Southerners, much of 
organized labor, and ethnic minorities such 
as the Poles. Conservative anti-Communism 
strengthened even as liberal anti-Commu-
nism waned, first as a reaction against Mc-
Carthy, then because of the influence of Cold 
War revisionism, and finally due to the ex-
perience in Vietnam. George McGovern ar-
ticulated the anti-interventionism of the Left 
with his “Come home again, America” mes-
sage in the 1972 campaign. Democratic in-
terventionists and the ideological opponents 
of Communism migrated increasingly to the 
Republican Party.

For conservatives, one obvious prob-
lem with anti-Communism and an 
activist national security strategy was 

their apparent lack of limits. Because Com-
munism spread like cancer—or a row of fall-
ing dominoes—conservatives by and large 
rejected the notion of “strongpoint” defense, 
in which the United States would defend only 
a few critical redoubts, notably Western Eu-
rope, Japan, and the Middle East. The com-
prehensive geographic approach to American 
national security ran directly counter to the 
views of unreconstructed anti-intervention-
ists like Hoover. But it raised concerns broad-
ly among conservatives that the Soviets could 
provoke the United States into bankrupting 
itself by forcing it to defend the entire non-
Communist world. 

The solution was to place limits on how, 
rather than where, Communism was to be 
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combated. America would avoid the most 
expensive and risky form of activism—di-
rect large-scale military intervention—if at 
all possible. Conservatives loyally supported 

“Democrat wars” (Senator Bob Dole’s term) 
in Korea and Vietnam but argued that such 
wars, once undertaken, should be prosecuted 
vigorously with the idea of terminating them 
as quickly, decisively, and cheaply as possible, 
rather than accepting drawn-out battles of at-
trition or commitments to nation-building. 

Right-wingers preferred to use military 
force only when there was a clear and pres-
ent danger to American security, or when 
American honor or lives were at stake. Eisen-
hower’s doctrine of massive retaliation was 
designed to keep the country out of expen-
sive brushfire wars on the Eurasian periphery. 
Ike also engaged in covert action rather than 
direct military intervention to bring about 

“regime change” against what he regarded as 
pro-Communist governments in Iran and 
Guatemala. The Nixon Doctrine shifted the 
burden of local defense on to allies, reflect-
ing a conservative propensity to keep Ameri-
can military power based offshore wherever 
possible. The Weinberger-Powell Doctrine 
(named after former Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger and General Colin Pow-
ell), although not without controversy among 
conservatives, codified a high threshold for 
the use of force. 

Conservative internationalism also 
sought to wage the Cold War cost-
effectively by gaining the strategic 

initiative over its adversary. In John Foster 
Dulles’s formulation, the United States would 
respond to Soviet provocation “at places and 
with means of our own choosing.” One of the 
means was to challenge Communism’s moral 
legitimacy—a staple of conservative anti-
interventionism—and to refuse to legitimize 
Soviet gains through “feel good” agreements. 
When Nixon and Gerald Ford adopted such 
accommodationist policies, they generated a 
backlash of nationalist and hawkish conserva-
tism that quickly drove the Republican Party 
in the direction of the unabashed anti-Com-
munist Ronald Reagan. 

Conservative activism did not stop at the 
border between the Free and Unfree Worlds. 

“Places of our own choosing” included at 
least moral support for the rollback of Soviet 
power and the liberation of its client states. 
Granted, the Eisenhower Administration 
backed away from its rhetorical commitment 
to liberation during the Hungarian Revolu-
tion of 1956. Eisenhower could see no choice 
at the time, other than direct military inter-
vention, which violated the basic strategic 
tenets of the new conservatism. The Reagan 
Administration later adopted a number of 
indirect means to challenge the Soviet em-
pire—economic and political pressure, aid to 

anti-Communist rebels, and the like—with 
better results.

The “means of our own choosing” to roll 
back the Communists did include one major 
ideological deviation—the development of 
a de facto strategic alliance with the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). For the most part, 
conservative hostility to Communism was 
universal. There was no such thing as a good 
or less bad Communist, or much sympathy 
for the argument that Third World Com-
munists were really nationalists and agrarian 
reformers at heart. Many hard-line conserva-
tives therefore opposed rapprochement with 
the PRC, much as anti-interventionists like 
Hoover had resisted the alliance with Stalin 
in World War II. They fought to retain close 
ties with Taiwan and the Nationalist Chinese. 
The Republican Party did not split over this 
matter, however. Nixon’s credibility as an anti-
Communist paved the way for the initial rap-
prochement with Beijing. There was an ideo-
logical as well as realistic argument to be made 
in favor of the opening to the PRC, because 
the Chinese “deviation” exposed Soviet ag-
gressive designs to the non-Western world in a 
credible way. After the death of Mao Zedong, 
the Chinese moved increasingly in a free mar-
ket direction, leading conservatives (for the 
moment) to relax their ideological vigilance. 

Although conservative internationalists re-
tained their predilection against piecemeal in-
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terventionism and limited wars, they insisted 
that strategic activism had to be underwritten 
by substantial military capability. This raised 
the danger of an American garrison state if the 
new defense establishment became too large 
and powerful and especially if it provided a 
back door for big-government programs such 
as industrial policy and social engineering in 
the name of “national defense.” This concern 
provoked Eisenhower to place strict limits on 
overall defense spending and warn against a 

“military-industrial complex” that would erode 
limited government. The preferred conserva-
tive solution, even during the Reagan defense 
buildup, was to rely on high-leverage, cost-
effective instruments of military power where 
the United States possessed an inherent ad-
vantage—initially, nuclear weapons and then 
conventional high technologies; and through 
the exploitation of air, sea, and space power, 
rather than expensive ground forces. The So-
viet Union could not readily contest these ad-
vantages and, if it did, the United States was 
in a position to win an arms race.

All this may seem like ancient history. 
Yet the publication now of Freedom Be-
trayed, as the Soviets would have said, 

is surely no accident. The ghost of Herbert 
Hoover stands before us, pointing to the un-
happy and costly experiences of Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, brought on (he would say) by the 

imperial hubris that naturally accompanies 
interventionism, even in the best of causes. 
Hoover would accuse conservatives of em-
bracing the liberal project of remaking the 
world in America’s image—something that 
liberals, ironically enough, have largely aban-
doned. Fighting the war on terror has cost a 
trillion dollars and created an ever-more in-
trusive domestic-security state. The spectral 
Hoover might point to the impending collapse 
of the welfare state in Europe, which America 
has subsidized for decades by providing for 
our profligate allies’ defense. And now the 
chickens of collectivization have come home 
to roost, because we can no longer afford to 
subsidize them, or ourselves. 

And yet. As Robert Kagan observed in A 
Twilight Struggle: American Power and Nicara-
gua, 1977–1990 (1996), the influence of the 
United States is such that anti-intervention-
ism in the purest sense is no longer an option. 
The United States for decades had become 
such a force in Nicaraguan politics and society 
that American abstention there was under-
stood to be a decision to allow the Sandinistas 
(supported as they were by other outside pow-
ers) to win, and not a magnanimous policy of 
permitting the Nicaraguans “to determine 
their own destiny.” The same phenomenon 
is more or less true on a global scale. During 
the heady days after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, Americans might have assumed that 

history had ended and therefore the right side 
would win, or that it didn’t matter who won. 
It is hard to make that argument today, even 
after the experiences of Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The range and destructiveness of mod-
ern military technology, the fragile state of a 
globalized world economy, and the growing 
virulence of anti-liberal thought, make it im-
possible for the United States simply to stand 
on the sidelines and hope for the best. 

At the same time, just because we will in-
tervene in some places does not mean that 
we must intervene in every place, or that 
one manner of intervention (or abstention) 
fits all. Strategy matters. Conservative sen-
sibilities, including the concern for limited 
government, the need to retain the strategic 
initiative, and properly restrained expecta-
tions about remaking the world, are not bad 
starting points. Our goal is perhaps to keep 
the dominoes from stacking up against us in 
the first place—to prevent advanced military 
power, economic leverage, and totalitarian 
ideology from being fused into such a com-
prehensive global threat that the choice of in-
tervention would effectively be taken out of 
our hands. 

Patrick J. Garrity is a senior fellow of the Clare-
mont Institute and writes the monthly online fea-
ture “Notes on Strategy and Statesmanship” for 
the Claremont Review of Books. 
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Book Review by John O’Sullivan

Reagan Democrat
Political Woman: The Big Little Life of Jeane Kirkpatrick, by Peter Collier.

Encounter Books, 368 pages, $27.99

Peter collier, founding editor of and 
consultant to Encounter Books, wrote 
this surrogate autobiography of Jeane 

Kirkpatrick as an act of loyalty and friendship 
because she either wouldn’t or couldn’t write 
her own. Kirkpatrick had a fierce aversion to 
invading her own privacy. Twenty years be-
fore her death, she had been compelled to re-
turn a large advance for a memoir of her time 
in government. She was unable to make much 
headway on it despite writing reams of mate-
rial. Somehow they never cohered into a lively 
finished account. 

In the late 1990s, knowing little or noth-
ing of this episode, Collier sought to persuade 
her to write a conventional autobiography. He 
thought he had her consent. Over the next few 
years they had about ten pleasant discussions 
over dinner about the shape and direction of 
the work. But she was continually distracted 
by another project, a “big policy” book (pub-
lished posthumously in a heavily-edited form 
as Making War to Keep Peace [2007]) and by 
the spiraling tragedies of her family life. Be-
sides, her enthusiasm for it was never keen. 
And as she saw death approaching, she con-
fessed to Collier that the book about her life 
would remain unfinished. 

Collier lightly replied that then maybe he 
should write it. “Well, maybe you should,” she 

replied. This throwaway remark gradually 
acquired the force of an obligation for Col-
lier, and drawing on conversations with her 
friends and relatives, and her private papers, 
he put together Political Woman: The Big Lit-
tle Life of Jeane Kirkpatrick. 

This brief history of the book’s ori-
gins points us towards an apparent 
mystery. Why should a woman with 

such sterling achievements—who had many 
Republicans urging her to run for the presi-
dency—be so nervous of revealing more of 
herself and of her struggles in a forum that, 
after all, she ultimately controlled? Why did 
she not relish the chance to pay off old scores 
from her bureaucratic battles in the Reagan 
presidency? Why did she not want to retali-
ate against the angry feminists such as Naomi 
Wolf who had scorned her achievements and 
questioned her very status as a woman? The 
answer may be that she herself had doubts, not 
about her femininity to be sure, but about her 
achievements and her status in other respects. 

George Orwell famously remarked that 
“An autobiography is only to be trusted when 
it reveals something disgraceful. A man who 
gives a good account of himself is probably ly-
ing, since any life when viewed from the in-
side is simply a series of defeats.” This insight 

is not peculiar to Orwell. A psychologist told 
me some years ago that many of the most suc-
cessful people feel themselves to be frauds, 
and the more they are praised and rewarded, 
the more fraudulent they feel. Some feel this 
more strongly and consistently than others, 
but most feel it from time to time. And if we 
actually have experienced defeats, our anxiet-
ies will be reinforced and we will likely have 
qualms about revisiting them in public—es-
pecially if we have underlying doubts about 
our worth in the first place. Does Political 
Woman suggest that this could be true about 
Jeane Kirkpatrick?

Her childhood days in oklahoma 
and Illinois, as she remembered 
them later, were idyllic in much the 

same small-town way as Ronald Reagan’s, if 
slightly more prosperous. Her parents were 
loving, her home modestly comfortable, her 
life organized around lessons, tomboy antics 
after school, recitations, leading parts in plays, 
deep schoolgirl friendships, and lighter high 
school romances, all against a hopeful back-
ground of America at peace. Jeane Jordan was 
more serious than most girls; she refused one 
date in order to stay home reading The Feder-
alist. She was more interested in politics, too. 
She was a yellow dog Democrat—her family’s 
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choice—and her best friend was a Republi-
can. (They put the friendship on hold during 
elections.) In most respects, though, she was 
a popular girl living the good small-town life. 
She was present in the local cinema when its 
manager halted the movie and brought this 
paradise to an end by announcing that Japan 
had attacked Pearl Harbor. But later in life she 
kept a small statue of Will Rogers on her cof-
fee table at the American Enterprise Institute. 

There is no reason to doubt the sincerity 
of Kirkpatrick’s nostalgia and her affection 
for the American Midwest and its provincial 
Protestant values. But they were not the focus 
of her worldview and loyalty, as they were for 
Ronald Reagan and, in a different context, for 
Margaret Thatcher. As the story about The 
Federalist suggests, she had a precocious inter-
est in “big ideas.” As soon as she could, she 
pursued big ideas in big places by heading to 
Chicago (briefly), New York, and Paris. Her 
choice of discipline was political science, and 
her particular interest was the totalitarianism 
that had recently wrecked and still threatened 
the world. She studied with Marxisant aca-
demics such as Franz Neumann and Herbert 
Marcuse. She met Hannah Arendt. She spent 
her weekends in Greenwich Village where she 
knew James Baldwin well enough to call him 

“Jimmy.” In short, she moved in radical circles 
and, like many an unformed young girl from 
the provinces, she might have gone to the 
bad and become a socialist herself. But three 
events, plus a pragmatic tough-mindedness 
evident even in her early ideological exploring, 
saved her from that fate. 

The first was the alger hiss case. she 
took the trouble to read daily reports of 
the congressional hearings and decided 

that Hiss had lied and so might well be guilty 
of greater lies. She became irritated with her 
radical friends who were caught up in the myth 
of his innocence and victimhood. The second 
was the 1948 election. Barnard College was 
divided between “country-club Republicans 
for Thomas Dewey and romantic leftists for 
Henry Wallace.” Jeane went to a Wallace rally, 
heard the candidate warn that the FBI would 
soon be rounding up dissidents if he were not 
elected, realized that his campaign was effec-
tively a Communist front, and voted for Tru-
man. She later believed that casting this vote 
had been a key moment in her life. Not as key, 
however, as the third event: her job interview 
with Evron Kirkpatrick, who headed the Of-
fice of Intelligence Research in the State De-
partment. 

Evron “Kirk” Kirkpatrick lived, prospered, 
and exerted great influence in three overlap-
ping worlds—the academic discipline of polit-

ical science, the liberal anti-Communist wing 
of the Democratic Party, and the intelligence 
agencies of the United States. He was close 
to Hubert Humphrey in the “Minnesota Ma-
fia,” and at a time when the Democrats were 
signed up to fighting the Cold War aggres-
sively, he was what Collier calls an “action in-
tellectual.” He was charming and cultivated 
but, like Jeane, somewhat self-contained and 
even Delphic. He was also unhappily married 
for the second time. Shortly after hiring Jeane, 
he began to pay her marked attentions, drop-
ping by her office for long chats, taking her out 
to lunch, and introducing her to such impres-
sive friends as Humphrey and Max Kampel-
man. He was plainly smitten. She in turn fell 
in love, began with him what Collier describes 
as an impulsive “intimate relationship,” and 
obviously feeling conflicted, first retreated to 
a hospital and home, and then fled to Paris. 

“Fled” is perhaps the wrong word. Her an-
guish over Kirk gave her the immediate incen-
tive, but no Julian Sorel has ever been keener 
to get to Paris than the young Jeane Kirkpat-
rick. One of her lifelong friends was a wealthy 
Frenchwoman whom she had met at Barnard, 
and her intellectual interest in totalitarian-
ism made her want to immerse herself in the 
Parisian disputes between Albert Camus and 
Jean-Paul Sartre. She did so. She met Camus 
and was his passionate supporter in debates 
with Sartre. She regretted bitterly that he was 
eclipsed by the toad-faced anti-American un-
til the Berlin Wall fell. And though sick for 
much of her ten months there, she discovered 
a love of France and a taste for French cuisine 
that never left her. But this was still a sort of 
convalescence. She was not really healed (or 
decided on what to do). Kirk decided the mat-
ter. He turned up in Paris. They returned to 
America, overcame the doubts of Jeane’s fam-
ily, and got married in 1955.

For the next 20 years, with kirk’s 
help and guidance, Jeane settled into 
a new life and identity. She had three 

children, a moderately successful academic ca-
reer, and wrote a book, Political Woman (1974) 
that ticked all the right academic boxes but, as 
Collier notes with mordant amusement, con-
cluded that successful political women were 
much more like Jeane herself than like the 
strident feminist leaders of the 1960s and ’70s. 
She had found her métier and her milieu. She 
was a political scientist and an anti-Commu-
nist liberal Democrat and her circle of friends 
included the most distinguished members of 
both groups. This identity fitted in with both 
her family loyalties and the drift of her schol-
arly interest in totalitarianism. It reflected 
her husband’s life and opinions too. It was 

the safest, most respectable thing to be in the 
ages of Eisenhower and Kennedy. It was an 
identity in which she felt perfectly comfort-
able. And it helps to explain her initial doubts 
about joining the Reagan Administration and 
the fierceness of her reluctance to change her 
registration and become a Republican later. 
In the 1950s she would have thought such an 
outcome impossible—a sort of treason. 

That is not to say her life was untroubled. 
She had to overcome the distrust of some 
of Kirk’s friends who saw her as a “home-
wrecker,” which was extremely painful for 
Jeane. She was probably the beneficiary of 
the break-up of Kirk’s marriage rather than 
its cause, but she felt some guilt, and was of-
ten vague about Kirk’s marital status when 
they had met. In addition, as her three boys 
grew up, they gradually disappointed the high 
expectations of their parents, one boy disas-
trously so when he became an irrecoverable 
alcoholic. A friend remembers Jeane breaking 
down years later and sobbing that she would 
happily trade all her celebrity and distinctions 
for her son’s recovery. And as the ’50s wore on 
into the ’60s and ’70s, the ideological climate 
changed. Her secure identity became an em-
battled one as the radicals she rejected in her 
youth began their takeover of the Democratic 
Party and most of the better political science 
departments. She was one of the small group 
of academic liberals who resisted the revolu-
tion and became known as “neoconservatives.” 
Kirkpatrick probably deserved this title more 
than many others because of the practical 
tough-mindedness that she brought to her 
thinking on ideology and foreign policy. 

Neoconservatism was a cul-de-sac for 
young academics. But Kirkpatrick leapt into 
a new life on the trampoline of an article for 
Commentary magazine, “Dictatorships and 
Double Standards” (1979), arguing that au-
thoritarian regimes, being less complete in 
their repression of civil society, were more 
likely than totalitarian regimes to evolve 
into democracies. This article made her fa-
mous outside the distinguished circle of her 
and Kirk’s friends. It came to the attention 
of Ronald Reagan who recruited her into his 
campaign, appointed her U.S. Ambassador to 
the United Nations, and gave her a Cabinet 
position. Her serious public life had begun.

Kirkpatrick was a successful ambas-
sador to the United Nations in the 
fighting tradition of Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan. She waged what became called 
“diplomacy without apologies.” She took on 
those U.N. member-states—the great major-
ity—that believed they could oppose the U.S. 
on important U.N. votes without imperiling 
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their access to American aid and benefits. She 
challenged the anti-American statements of 
other diplomats and countered them by recit-
ing the records of their governments on hu-
man rights. She revived the spirits of U.S. dip-
lomats and of their colleagues from friendly 
U.N. delegations. And she managed to turn 
around some votes—notably, a Cuban resolu-
tion criticizing the U.S. on Puerto Rico—on 
which previous U.S. ambassadors would have 
surrendered in advance. As a result she be-
came popular with the general public and ex-
ercised greater influence in the cabinet. 

Allied to defense secretary Casper Wein-
berger and CIA director Bill Casey and enjoy-
ing the benevolent approval of the president, 
she was a formidable force within the admin-
istration on a range of issues redolent of “Dic-
tatorships and Double Standards,” notably 
the Reagan doctrine and funding the Nicara-
guan Contras. She was right on these issues 
and Reagan appreciated her stance. On one 
occasion, to signify his support for her follow-
ing criticism from Secretary of State Al Haig, 
Reagan walked the long way out of the cabi-
net room in order to kiss her en route. Such 
favors encouraged her to believe she might 
become the national security advisor when 
the post became vacant. But when Bill Clark 
resigned in late 1983 she lost the internal bu-
reaucratic battle, refused the secondary post 
of counselor to the president, and after a fairly 
long diplomatic interval left the administra-
tion to campaign for the Reagan doctrine as a 
private citizen and academic expert. 

Jeane was realistic enough to accept that 
her career in government had ended in defeat. 
That defeat was unfair but also unsurprising. 
She was simply no good at bureaucratic in-
fighting and no match for such professionals 
as George Shultz, Mike Deaver, and James 
Baker. She had not cultivated them; they were 
hostile to her ambitions; and when the crunch 
came, they united against her. They also had 
ammunition. She was probably over-invested 
in her thesis in “Dictatorships and Double 
Standards.” It was of only moderate applica-
tion to the main Cold War dispute with the 
Soviet Union and issues such as arms control. 
And as Collier points out, she was too rigid 
in her skepticism about the positive use of de-
mocracy promotion and human rights diplo-
macy to the point of being uninterested in the 
work of the National Endowment for Democ-

racy (NED). Reagan himself had embraced 
the NED and this approach, which was being 
conducted by her own disciples such as Carl 
Gershman and Joshua Muravchik.

Above all, kirkpatrick had one or 
two serious lapses of prudential judg-
ment that allowed her opponents to 

present her as too risky to head the National 
Security Council (NSC). The single most 
damning example of her bad judgment was her 
resistance to siding with Britain in the Falk-
lands War. She defended this on the grounds 
that Britain had not always supported U.S. 
interests and that Washington’s obligation to 
support Britain as a NATO ally did not apply 
to issues outside NATO. She did not see that 
winning the Falklands War was not merely a 
British interest but a vital British interest and 
that Britain was not merely a NATO ally but 
a U.S. ally on a worldwide range of interests. 
Everyone else in the NSC—Reagan, Bush, 
Casey, Weinberger, even Haig—saw these re-
alities. She did not. And it damaged her.

Not enough, however, to prevent her be-
ing considered as a presidential candidate five 
years later. Was she ever serious about the 
Republican nomination in 1988? She took 
the proper soundings, rounded up potential 
donors, hired campaign consultants, and re-
cruited a possibly key supporter in the gov-
ernor of New Hampshire. She even became 
a Republican. Having marched her troops 
to the top of the hill, however, she promptly 
marched them down again. After agreeing to 
walk onto the stage with the other Republican 
hopefuls for a 1987 debate moderated by Bill 
Buckley—unannounced for maximum the-
atrical effect—she decided it was not for her 
and pulled out of the debate and the race. It is 
very likely that she flirted with running just as 
she flirted with writing an autobiography. But 
she drew back when the moment came. 

She could not avoid controversies, however; 
they attached themselves to her with super-
glue. Two in particular arose following the end 
of the Cold War. The transformation of Po-
land into a democracy and the collapse of the 
Soviet Union led her old adversaries on the 
Left to question her argument that totalitar-
ian states were less likely than authoritarian 
ones to become democracies. The Kirkpatrick 
doctrine had therefore been disproved. Then 
her argument—rooted in conservative real-

ism—that the U.S. could now afford to be a 
“normal” nation pursuing its national interests 
prudently aroused opposition from the second 
generation of neoconservatives who favored 
a more interventionist policy of democracy 
promotion. Between 1989 and Kirkpatrick’s 
death in 2006 neither dispute was settled, but 
the balance of the debate shifted back in her 
favor—in the first case, decisively. Shortly 
before her death, Aviezer Tucker, a young 
scholar whose specialisms include a study of 
post-totalitarianism, pointed out that post-au-
thoritarian societies were plainly superior to 
post-totalitarian societies in their ability to ad-
just to democracy. The reason was straight out 
of Jeane’s essay: authoritarian governments 
do not decapitate all the non-political elites in 
society; totalitarian governments do just that. 
So a post-totalitarian society is one in which 
the only surviving expert elites are the nation-
al security and intelligence ones—and what 
we get is Putin’s government by siloviki.

Looking back on kirkpatrick’s life, a 
dispassionate observer sees a happy, fruit-
ful, and successful one marred by some 

private unhappiness, mainly over her children, 
and a very forgivable failure to get to the very 
top of the political tree. She had a 40-year mar-
riage with her soulmate, a successful academic 
career, a dramatic leap into the Cabinet, a U.N. 
ambassadorship (the first woman to obtain that 
bauble) in an administration that won the Cold 
War, the respect of colleagues and opponents, 
and the affection of many friends. But did she 
see it that way? Or did she like Churchill feel 
that her achievements, though widely admired, 
were below what she expected of herself? Did 
she even look at her life and feel, like Orwell, 
that it was little more than a series of defeats? 

Who knows? All we can say is that she was 
very reluctant to write about her life and even 
to discuss large areas of it with friends. She 
is extremely fortunate, therefore, that a light 
remark to Peter Collier triggered a biography 
that is truthful, sympathetic, highly read-
able—and supportive of the dispassionate 
observer’s view that Jeane Kirkpatrick’s was a 
life well-lived. 

John O’Sullivan is editor-at-large of National 
Review and the author of The President, the 
Pope, and the Prime Minister: Three Who 
Changed the World (Regnery).
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

The Spirit of the Law
America’s Unwritten Constitution: The Precedents and Principles We Live By,

by Akhil Reed Amar. Basic Books, 640 pages, $29.99

Akhil amar’s new book has a great 
deal of charm. The author, a professor 
at Yale Law School, displays admira-

ble mastery of constitutional history, going far 
beyond case law. He offers his various argu-
ments, not as hectoring moralism or formu-
laic theorizing, but in a soothing, engaging 
manner, like a cagey lawyer intent on getting 
jurors or appellate judges to sympathize with 
his conclusions rather than endorse all the 
precise elements of his doctrines. 

The book ambles from topic to topic and 
doesn’t present itself as a polemic against any 
alternative approach to constitutional inter-
pretation. But it is, in effect, an argument 
against the background assumptions of “origi-
nalist” jurisprudence now embraced by many 
conservatives. 

The very title—America’s Unwritten Con-
stitution—may provoke some conservatives. 
Early on, Amar tries to reassure readers that 
his unwritten Constitution can’t supplant the 
written text. He concedes that “an assortment 
of ‘constitutional rules’ conjured up out of 
thin air…would do violence to the fundamen-
tal choice of the American people over the 
centuries to ordain and amend a single writ-

ten text that sets forth the nation’s supreme 
law.” But he insists that if “read in a literal or 
flatfooted way,” particular constitutional pro-
visions “would seem indeterminate or even 
perverse when measured against the larger 
purposes of the document itself.” So, he con-
cludes, “the written text presupposes and in-
vites certain forms of interpretation that go 
beyond clause-bound literalism.” 

In support of this last claim, Amar offers 
a footnote reference—without any word of 
caution or qualification of his own—to two 
recent books by natural law theorist Hadley 
Arkes. In this, his own book, however, he does 
not try to identify an unvarying set of first 
principles to resolve constitutional ambigui-
ties. His method is rather to view the Consti-
tution in a “holistic” way, seeking interpreta-
tions that reconcile various provisions into a 

“coherent” whole.

The “terseness” of the written text 
does often seem to demand such an ef-
fort. To cite an example that Amar does 

not mention, the Constitution stipulates in 
Article I, section 9, that “habeas corpus shall 
not be suspended, unless when in cases of war 

or rebellion or invasion the public safety may 
require it.” The qualification implies that ha-
beas corpus can be suspended in the proper 
circumstances, but the enumeration of con-
gressional powers in Article I, section 8, does 
not actually mention that power. Chief Justice 
Roger Taney in Ex Parte Merryman (1861) in-
sisted the power was implied—but exclusively 
assigned to Congress (given the presence of 
the restriction in Article I, dealing mostly 
with powers of Congress). Abraham Lincoln’s 
attorney general, Edward Bates, argued the 
president had the power to suspend habeas 
corpus on his own authority, given his unique 
oath to “preserve, protect and defend the Con-
stitution,” while members of Congress, like all 
other public officials, are only required to take 
an oath to “support the Constitution.” 

And what was the constitutional ground 
for all the other war measures, by Congress 
and the president, to prevent Southern states 
from seceding? Lincoln insisted they were all 
justified by the vague wording of Article IV, 
section 4: “The United States shall guaran-
tee to every state in this union a republican 
form of government.” Nothing could be guar-
anteed, Lincoln argued, if states could simply 
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incomes unconstitutional. He argues that 
since the income tax was understood to have 
redistributive potential, the Court should 
have recognized the amendment as justifi-
cation for wages and hours regulation and 
a range of other regulatory measures which 
courts continued to resist (until the 1930s) 
as infringements of liberty. It is not exactly a 
knock-down argument. 

But it gets worse. amar argues that 
the 19th Amendment—prohibiting 
denial of voting rights “on the basis of 

sex”—implicitly called into question the le-
gitimacy of previous legislation, enacted by 
legislatures derived from electorates that ex-
cluded women. On that basis, he proceeds to 
argue that Roe v. Wade (1973) may have been 
rightly decided, since restrictions on abortion 
were initially enacted by legislatures chosen 
by all-male electorates. 

Among other things, this approach il-
lustrates the difficulty of viewing the text in 
isolation from the known expectations of 
those who proposed and ratified it. It is most 
unlikely that the 19th Amendment would 
have been ratified if it were clearly identified 
as excluding all legal constraints on abortion, 
since there was general consensus at the time 
that abortion should be forbidden. If courts 
are free to attribute new meanings to amend-
ments, far beyond what sponsors had em-
braced, then adding amendments is a much 
more dangerous venture than it might seem. 

The feminist Equal Rights Amendment, 
proposed by Congress in 1972, ultimately 
failed to gain approval from the required 
three-quarters of the states. That was partly 
because, given the scale of judicial activism 
in that era, opponents found it easy to depict 
the amendment as an open license for activ-
ist courts to launch even more questionable or 
willful policy ventures in the name of “equal-
ity.” It weakens Amar’s argument that he fails 
to address the implications of this episode 
(except to claim that the 14th Amendment al-
ready justified courts in extending their scru-
tiny to sex discrimination in the 1970s). 

Amar defends Griswold v. Connecticut 
(1965; overturning a law against distribu-
tion of contraceptives) and Lawrence v. Texas 
(2003; overturning a criminal prohibition on 
sodomy) as reasonable applications of the 9th 
Amendment, when read in light of the 14th 
Amendment guarantee of “privileges or immu-
nities of citizens.” Amar sees the 9th Amend-
ment as protecting “the people’s right to dis-
cover and embrace new rights and to have 
these new rights respected by government, so 
long as the people themselves do indeed claim 
and celebrate these new rights in their words 
and/or actions.” He then argues that the fail-
ure to enforce these laws—and the widespread 

detach themselves from the Union, whenever 
some cabal of leaders sought to maintain an 
un-republican government. And how, Lincoln 
asked, could the Constitution secure “a more 
perfect Union” (as the Preamble promises) if 
states were free to secede at will from a union 
already described as “perpetual” in the Ar-
ticles of Confederation?

Amar’s distinctive twist is to empha-
size amendments to the Constitution 
and the “gravitational force” they exert 

on earlier provisions. Some applications of 
this technique seem quite compelling. There 
might be some doubt about whether guaran-
tees of the “right to vote” in the 15th Amend-
ment (against race discrimination) and the 
19th Amendment (against sex discrimination) 
apply to primary contests for party nomina-
tions, as well as actual elections for office. But 
the 24th Amendment (against poll taxes) 
specifies that it applies to “any primary or 
other election,” which supports (Amar says) 
the inference that earlier amendments should 
henceforth be given the same reach. 

Amar argues that a somewhat similar ret-
roactive interpretation justified the Warren 
Court’s application of the Bill of Rights to 
the states, given that the 14th Amendment 
already does say, in very general terms, that 
states must not deprive citizens of “the privi-
leges or immunities of citizens of the United 
States.” He reads the text of the 14th Amend-
ment as a reinforcement of the republican 
guarantee clause, after the secessionist states 
had attempted their rebellion against a duly 
elected government. There is much to com-
mend the general theory—though the more 
activist interpretations of particular amend-
ments seem to undermine the general notion 
that each state should retain its own republi-
can form rather than being ruled by five re-
mote judges with life tenure.

Other applications are still more tenuous. 
Amar claims that the 25th Amendment im-
plicitly endorses independent regulatory com-
missions—that is, establishing some adminis-
trative officials beyond the reach of presiden-
tial removal power—because it refers to the 
possibility of removing a disabled president 
on the petition of a “majority of the principal 
officers of the executive departments.” He 
gives no reason to think this language differs 
in any meaningful way from that in the origi-
nal Constitution, authorizing the president to 

“require the opinion in writing of the principal 
officer in each of the executive departments.” 

Amar finds “gravitational force” in the 
16th Amendment, which simply autho-
rizes Congress “to lay and collect taxes on 
incomes.” It was added to the Constitution 
in 1913, less than two decades after the Su-
preme Court had held a direct federal tax on 
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defiance of them in practice—shows “the peo-
ple” had embraced new rights as part of “the 
sexual revolution” and courts could properly 
ratify this popular understanding.

Amar concedes that courts can misinter-
pret the Constitution, “as a matter of text and 
original intent” but even a case that was “wrong 
when decided” may “become right thanks to 
an intervening change of fact—broad and deep 
popular endorsement—that the Constitution’s 
own text, via the 9th and 14th Amendments, 
endows with special significance.” But popu-
lar ratification only works, on his telling, for 

“rights-expanding” rules; a case that “construes 
a textual constitutional right too narrowly” 
can’t claim support from “the text of the Ninth 
and Fourteenth Amendments so as to specially 
immunize it from subsequent reversal.” 

So when liberal justices fail to rally a ma-
jority for their favored claims today, they can 
still hope to deliver them down the road. At 
the end of the book, Amar deplores the idea 
of a constitutional amendment “to ban gay 
marriages” since it would “constrict the scope 
of the grand idea that government should not 
demean a person because of his or her birth 
status—because she was born out of wed-
lock…or he was born gay.” Barring such an 
amendment, it is easy to see the path to a 5-4 
ruling requiring recognition of same-sex mar-
riage in all 50 states based on what Amar calls 

“our national narrative” of successive amend-
ments and court rulings that “have expanded 
freedom and egalitarianism.”

It is not surprising, then, that a whole 
generation of conservative scholars has 
sought to resist such “national narratives,” 

empowering courts to impose anything that 
law professors or liberal journalists now see 
as “expanding freedom and egalitarianism.” 
Amar, himself, tries harder than some to give 
constitutional grounds for his preferred out-
comes but he doesn’t provide much material to 
resist those with larger ambitions. He gives no 
attention to the ongoing rancor of the abor-
tion debate, which has become entangled in 
every second Supreme Court nomination and 
has cast its shadow on almost every presiden-
tial election since the Court’s ruling in Roe v. 
Wade. Scholars who weigh the constitutional 
costs of such ongoing polarization are bound 
to be much more skeptical of court-inspired 
ventures in “expanding freedom and egalitari-
anism.” You can see why so many conservatives 
demand that courts show that their rulings 
are grounded in clear evidence about the origi-
nally intended meaning of particular clauses 
in the written Constitution—and refuse to be 
drawn along by clever lawyers, offering beguil-
ing claims from the “unwritten Constitution.”

Though he does not call his constitutional 
interpretation “progressive,” Amar does seem 

to place his trust in the idea of “progress.” In 
his account, the Constitution “has traced a 
clear and remarkable trajectory” from “liber-
ty-loving supporters of the Bill of Rights, Re-
construction Republicans [who sponsored the 
post-Civil War amendments], early twentieth-
century Progressives, and late twentieth-cen-
tury crusaders for civil rights.” Who wouldn’t 
want to go with the flow if the flow is always 
toward expanding freedom and equality?

It is much harder to sustain such com-
placency once you notice that all good 
things don’t always fit in the same package. 

New Deal-style regulation might have fostered 
a certain kind of “egalitarianism” but making it 
harder to start new businesses is not well de-
scribed as “expanding freedom.” Perhaps an 
economy where most economic ventures re-
quire licensing approval is one where licenses—
and resulting opportunities—will generally 
go to those with good political connections, 
which may work against “egalitarianism,” after 
all. Does allowing unlimited access to abor-
tion, even for purposes of sex selection of off-
spring, really encourage respect for women or 
for those most vulnerable? Is it clear, then, that 
it contributes to “egalitarian” protection? Do 
we foster “greater freedom and egalitarianism” 
by constraining government support for reli-
gious schools in order to encourage a common 
public forum—or by allowing government 
subsidies in order to foster greater choice? 

The more you think about trade-offs, the 
less likely it is that courts will always or gener-
ally make the right call. Certainly it is harder 
to believe that there is a clear distinction be-
tween “rights-expanding” and rights-narrow-
ing rulings. So, why not insist on a minimalist 
approach to the Constitution, admonishing 
courts to steer clear of everything except rul-
ings based on very clear historical evidence of 
original understanding in relation to particu-
lar clauses?

One reason might be that our greatest 
statesmen and many of our greatest judges—
including Chief Justice John Marshall (as Amar 
rightly claims in this book)—did not interpret 
the Constitution in such a narrow way. I think 
there are several other reasons to welcome talk 
of an unwritten Constitution, even today.

One is that it’s appropriate to acknowl-
edge a distinction between the actual text of 
the Constitution and the interpretations we 
place on it. To his credit, Amar acknowledges 
that courts do make mistakes and ought to 
reconsider them when they do. He derides 
the Court’s sanctimony about precedent in 
the 1992 Planned Parenthood v. Casey ruling—
which defended Roe v. Wade as a precedent 
too established to question. That approach to 
precedent was itself unprecedented, Amar ob-
serves, less grounded in actual practice than 

in a judicial penchant for “unchecked institu-
tional self-aggrandizement.” 

He also includes within the unwritten Con-
stitution a range of precedents and practices in 
the executive branch and in Congress, which 
have developed without guidance from courts 
but have attained over time a considerable de-
gree of authority—though they might still be 
disputed. To acknowledge that some “applica-
tions” of the Constitution are disputable is to 
leave room to contest wrongful rulings of the 
past and hope for better in the future—with-
out having to claim that alternative interpre-
tations have the same authority as the words 
of the Constitution (or those provisions in the 
written text whose meaning is very clear).

In the second place, when it comes to un-
written or implicit rules, there are basic con-
stitutional principles which conservatives 

should want to see more fully recognized and 
more reliably protected. Amar’s book says al-
most nothing about federalism. The Rehnquist 
and Roberts Courts, however, have shown re-
newed interest in it—and with good reason. It 
is crucial to the Constitution’s structure and it 
safeguards basic American principles, such as 
personal choice and tolerance of diversity. 

Similarly, Amar says little about property 
rights, apart from insisting that “privacy” is a 
more appealing and generally supported con-
stitutional claim. Whatever you think about a 
right to privacy, it doesn’t substitute for prop-
erty guarantees unless you take for granted 
that government can be trusted to manage, 
in honest and effective ways, the use and al-
location of land and capital across our entire 
economy. Most Americans still have a lot of 
doubts about that.

Finally, there is something self-defeating 
about a conservative constitutionalism that 
leaves all the structural inferences and extrap-
olations from core principles—all the “read-
ing between the lines,” as Amar says—to lib-
eral advocates, and simply grumbles about the 
need for precise documentary warrants from 
the framers. Once you acknowledge that the 
Constitution is not simply what courts say it 
is, you must be able to press arguments and 
perspectives that compete for public attention 
and respect. Denying that the Constitution 
actually has much to say is no way to encour-
age attention to, and respect for, your constitu-
tional arguments. If the Left alone can appeal 
to the spirit of the Constitution, the Right will 
be left with no spirit and a set of constitutional 
interpretations with no capacity to inspire. 

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University School of Law, and the author, most 
recently, of Law Without Nations?: Why Con-
stitutional Government Requires Sovereign 
States (Princeton University Press).



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2012 
Page 41

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

Essay by Richard E. Morgan

Justice Alito, Dissenting

Some disappointing free speech de-
cisions have issued from the Roberts 
Court in the past two years. But in 

order to understand just how disappointing 
they are, it is necessary to flash back briefly 
over what the Supreme Court did to free 
speech doctrine during the past half century. 
Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire (1942) is the 
place to start—it allows us to appreciate just 
how far we have departed from First Amend-
ment sanity. 

On a busy Saturday afternoon in late 
November 1941 on a public street in Roch-
ester, New Hampshire, Walter Chaplinsky, 
a Jehovah’s Witness, was preaching and dis-
tributing Witness literature. Several citi-
zens complained to City Marshal (i.e., Police 
Chief) James Bowering that Chaplinsky was 
denouncing all organized religion as a “racket.” 
Bowering told the complainers that Chap-
linsky had not broken any law, but he also 
warned Chaplinsky that his hearers were be-
coming “restless” and then went on his way. 
Soon, however, someone caught up with the 

chief and told him a riot had broken out; as he 
rushed back toward the scene he met Chaplin-
sky, being escorted away by a foot patrolman 
who had been directing traffic nearby. Chap-
linsky had certainly been heckled (Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were unpopular at that time for 
refusing to salute the flag), and he may have 
been manhandled. The officer who took him 
in charge certainly did so to clear the obstruc-
tion to traffic caused by the angry crowd, and 
probably also for Chaplinsky’s physical safety.

Bowering reminded Chaplinsky that he 
had been warned not to start a riot. At that 
point, Chaplinsky called Bowering “a damned 
racketeer” and “a damned fascist,” opining fur-
ther that “the whole government of Rochester 
are fascists or agents of fascists.” By the time 
the case worked its way through the courts of 
New Hampshire to the U.S. Supreme Court 
(where it was argued in February 1942) the 
war against Nazi Germany was on. The con-
text is important: today grounded teenagers 
mutter “fascist” at their parents. In 1941 the 
word had quite a different valance of insult.

Chaplinsky was convicted of violating a 
state statute providing that “No person shall 
address any offensive, derisive, or annoying 
word to any other person who is lawfully in 
any street or other public space, nor call him 
by any offensive or derisive name” (emphasis 
added).

In considering the constitutionality of 
the law under the speech clause of the First 
Amendment (operating against the state 
through the due process clause of the 14th 
Amendment), the justices had the benefit of 
an authoritative and narrowing construction 
of the statutory language by the Supreme 
Court of New Hampshire. The only words 
forbidden, that Court had held, were “such 
as have a direct tendency to cause acts of vio-
lence.” Furthermore, the “word ‘offensive’ is 
not to be defined in terms of what a particu-
lar addressee thinks…. The test is what men 
of common intelligence would understand 
would be words likely to cause an average ad-
dressee to fight.” Thus clarified, a unanimous 
U.S. Supreme Court upheld the New Hamp-
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shire law, and Justice Frank Murphy’s brief 
opinion contained what would become one of 
the most famous passages in American con-
stitutional law:

There are certain well defined and nar-
rowly limited classes of speech, the 
prevention and punishment of which 
have never been thought to raise any 
Constitutional problem. These include 
the lewd and obscene, the profane, the 
libelous, and the insulting or “fighting” 
words—those which by their very ut-
terance inflict injury or tend to incite an 
immediate breach of the peace. It has 
been well observed that such utterances 
are no essential part of any exposition 
of ideas, and are of such slight social 
value as a step to truth that any benefit 
that may be derived from them is clearly 
outweighed by the social interest in or-
der and morality.

As a summary of the American law of free 
speech as it had evolved up to 1942, Murphy’s 
formulation was spot on. As a guide to what 
the U.S. Supreme Court would do in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century, it was almost 
worthless. 

Fifty Years of Free-Speech Radicalism

Of course, the court’s journey into 
vaulting free-speech libertarianism 
did not happen all at once. As late 

as 1952, in Beauharnais v. Illinois, a bare ma-
jority, speaking through Felix Frankfurter, 
could uphold a state law criminalizing the 
exhibition in any public space of any publi-
cation which “portrays depravity, criminal-
ity, unchastity, or lack of virtue of a class of 
citizens, of any race, color, creed or religion 
which…is productive of breach of the peace 
or riots.” But by the late 1970s, when Skokie, 
Illinois, struggled legally to keep Nazi parad-
ers off its streets, the Seventh Circuit Court 
of Appeals brushed off Beauharnais as no lon-
ger good law and the Supreme Court left the 
Circuit’s opinion undisturbed. Beauharnais is 
still in all the casebooks, but it is now taught 
(to the extent it is taught at all) as a dead letter.

Nineteen fifty-seven saw the new deal for 
sexually explicit speech rolled out by William 
Brennan in Roth v. U.S.: does the dominant 
theme of the material, taken as a whole, ap-
peal to the “prurient interest” of the average 
reader, exceed “contemporary community 
standards,” and is it utterly without “redeem-
ing social importance”? Suffice that it proved 
unworkable and, even after a cleanup by 
Chief Justice Warren Burger in 1973 (Miller v. 

California), it remains wickedly cumbersome. 
There are few prosecutions (because they are 
so difficult), and Justice Brennan himself ul-
timately abandoned his handiwork, opining 
that he would protect all sexual expression 
as free speech, and uphold only laws aimed 
at protecting minors or protecting the public 
against intrusive sexually explicit advertising. 
Brennan also lowered the boom on libel, rais-
ing the bar for recovery to the almost impos-
sibly high “actual malice” (New York Times Co. 
v. Sullivan) in 1964.

But that was only a preview of the down-
ward spiral of the 1970s. In 1971, profanity 
disappeared as an unprotected category in 
Cohen v. California. The unlikely executioner 
was John Marshall Harlan who, in an unin-
tentional descent into postmodernism, wrote 
of the “Fuck the Draft” message on the back 
of Paul Cohen’s famous warm-up jacket that 

“one man’s vulgarity is another’s lyric.” (The 
phrase was actually supplied by one of Justice 
Harlan’s clerks, who was following his boss’s 
guidance to make the opinion “sound Elizabe-
than.”) The following year saw Brennan again 
on the attack in Gooding v. Wilson where he 
came close to finishing off fighting words as 
an unprotected category, employing a recently 
created judicial doctrine called “overbreadth.” 
This doctrine, unique to the free speech area, 
looks beyond the facts of the case at hand (did 
what this defendant said constitute fighting 
words?), to ask whether it might be possible 
for the statute to be applied to some notional, 
future defendant whose words might not sat-
isfy the constitutional standard. If such can be 
imagined, the statute is said to have a “chilling 
effect” on free speech, and cannot be applied 
to anyone no matter what he has said. 

Nor did the late Burger and Rehnquist 
Courts of the 1980s and 1990s do much bet-
ter. One bright spot was Justice Byron White’s 
majority opinion in 1982, in Ferber v. New 
York, which allows prosecutions for the pro-
duction of and trafficking in child pornogra-
phy to go forward without the material having 
been shown to be “obscene” under the incom-
prehensible Roth/Miller test. Because of this, 
law enforcement efforts in the area of child 
pornography are the only currently effective 
governmental action containing the “adult en-
tertainment” industry. But set against this in 
the 1990s was the refusal of the Court to allow 
a less labored standard than obscenity (“in-
decency”) to be used to protect minors from 
pornography on the internet after Congress 
so provided in the Communications Decency 
Act of 1996. Stepping nimbly around the fact 
that the Court had for decades allowed the 

“indecency” rubric to be employed by the gov-
ernment in the special area of broadcasting, 

Justice John Paul Stevens, in Reno v. American 
Civil Liberties Union in 1997, concluded that 
indecency “lacks the precision that the First 
Amendment requires when a statute regulates 
the content of speech.” 

There was much more (e.g., constitutional 
protection for flag burning), but enough is 
enough. The question now is whether, in the 
era of the more conservative Roberts Court, 
we are going to see any moderation of the free 
speech radicalism of the past fifty years.

Troubling Trends

In the roberts court’s most famous free 
speech case, of course, the majority got it 
exactly right. The restriction on political 

issue advertising struck down in 2010 in Citi-
zens United involved core political speech—
speech directed to the outcome of elections. 
In his famous “Report” to the Virginia legis-
lature in 1800, James Madison explained that 
the English conception of free speech (limited 
to prohibiting prior restraint of publication) 
was inadequate in a republican form of gov-
ernment, precisely because “freedom in can-
vassing the merits and measures of public men” 
was crucial to the conduct of elections under 
a constitution of popular sovereignty—up to 
and including toleration of the inevitable dis-
tortions and untruths (“animadversions”) that 
are part of the process. Government manage-
ment of electoral communications (or of how 
they are financed) is intolerable, and it re-
mains remarkable that so many people (such 
as Justice Stevens in Reno) ready to defend the 
First Amendment right of persons to access 
internet pornography, remain blinded to this.

In recent decisions dealing with what can 
be called, following Frank Murphy, “low-val-
ue speech,” however, the Roberts Court has 
disappointed. There are reasons for hope, but 
they remain slight.

The first of the troubling cases, United 
States v. Stevens, decided in 2010, dealt with 
a federal statute criminalizing any auditory 
or visual depiction “in which a living animal 
is intentionally maimed, mutilated, tortured, 
wounded, or killed,” provided that the act 
itself was illegal in the jurisdiction in which 
the display took place. Aimed at “crush vid-
eos” (a genre that includes women in stiletto 
heels impaling living kittens), the statute in-
vited the Court to create a new category of 
unprotected utterance, defined simply by the 
acts portrayed. As prominent constitutional 
law professor Kathleen Sullivan put it: “Is 
the Chaplinsky list open to new entrants?” 
After decades of chipping away at Chaplinsky, 
here was a chance to amplify it. The Court’s 
answer, by a resounding 8-1, was “no.” The 
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opinion by Chief Justice John Roberts for the 
eight relied heavily on that precious creation 
of the Warren Court, the “overbreadth” doc-
trine. Noting that sport hunting was illegal in 
the District of Columbia, the Chief wondered 
whether hunting videos (for which there is a 
large national demand) might be an offense 
under the statute in D.C. After all, hunting 
videos did not fall within any of the statutory 
exceptions to coverage since they lacked any 

“serious religious, political, scientific, educa-
tional, journalistic, historical or artistic value.” 
Furthermore, some states forbade the hunting 
of certain game animals, which other states 
allowed, and this might create “a bewildering 
maze of regulation from at least 56 separate 
jurisdictions.”

Justice Samuel Alito (the hero of this 
story) was the lone dissenter. He began with 
the embarrassingly obvious point that Rob-
ert Stevens’s video, the one actually at issue 
in the case, portrayed dog fighting. Why, Alito 
asked, strike the entire law as facially uncon-
stitutional when it would have been so easy to 
treat the case as an “as-applied” matter hold-
ing that the words of the statute simply did 
not cover what Stevens had done. This would 
have left all the hypotheticals in the closet for 
another day, another case, with another set of 
facts. Why go right for the “strong medicine” 
of the overbreadth doctrine? Besides, Alito 
went on, a proper application of the over-

breadth doctrine requires “that substantial 
overbreadth exist,” not just a richly imagined 
tableau of possible problems. Quoting from 
precedent, Alito wrote that “there must be 
a realistic danger that the statute itself will 
significantly compromise recognized First 
Amendment protections of parties not before 
the Court for it to be facially challenged on 
overbreadth grounds” (emphasis Alito’s). As 
to Roberts’s labored hunting video example, 
the dissent points out that “hunting is legal 
in all 50 States” and that “the vast majority of 
hunting depictions indisputably falls outside” 
the statute’s reach. Why had the majority 
strained so hard to produce a tortured liber-
tarian result?

The second, and best known, of the trou-
bling cases, decided last year, was Snyder v. 
Phelps, involving the Westboro Baptists. Con-
vinced that God was punishing America for 
its toleration of homosexuality by (among oth-
er things) killing its soldiers, this tiny, cranky 
congregation had for 20 years been picketing 
the funerals of American servicemen. In this 
case, Marine Lance Corporal Matthew Sny-
der died in the line of duty in Iraq, and his fu-
neral was held in a church in his hometown of 
Westminster, Maryland. Fred Phelps, and his 
handful of followers, were there. The protes-
tors obeyed all local ordinances; they carried 
their signs (“God Hates Fags” and “Thank 
God for Dead Soldiers”) and chanted on a 

small plot of public land 1,000 feet from the 
church. The funeral procession passed within 
200 to 300 feet of the picket site, and Mat-
thew Snyder’s father later filed suit against 
the Westboro Baptists alleging various torts 
under Maryland state law, the most impor-
tant of which was “intentional infliction of 
emotional distress.” At trial, a jury found for 
Snyder on the emotional distress claim, but 
the Fourth Circuit reversed, holding that the 
Westboro Baptists’ speech was fully protected 
by the First Amendment. The Supreme Court 
then affirmed the Circuit 8-1, again with the 
Chief writing. 

Roberts’s opinion relied heavily on a 1988 
precedent, Hustler Magazine v. Falwell, in 
which a unanimous Court had extended First 
Amendment protection to Larry Flint’s jape 
that Jerry Falwell’s first sexual experience had 
been with his mother in an outhouse. The 
new Chief read former Chief Justice William 
Rehnquist’s opinion in that case barring any 
recovery for the tort of “infliction of emo-
tional distress” unless the offending words 
were of a purely “private” nature (making no 
reference at all to matters of public concern). 
Without reconsidering the soundness of his 
former boss’s conclusion (Roberts had once 
clerked for Rehnquist), Roberts found it deci-
sive that the Westboro Baptists’ words spoke 
to matters of public concern (American public 
policy respecting homosexuality). In his view, 
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that immunized them whatever the circum-
stances of their utterance or the degree of col-
lateral emotional damage they inflicted. And 
he hammered home the public words/private 
words distinction by reference to various 
Warren, Burger, and Rehnquist era decisions; 
no impulse to reform was detectable. 

Only Samuel Alito was willing to take a 
new look at the question of how the speech 
clause should be understood to limit recovery 
for emotional distress. He noted that “most if 
not all jurisdictions” recognized the tort of in-
tentional infliction of emotional distress, and 
that the ordinary bar for recovery in such ac-
tions is set very, very high—“the distress must 
be ‘so severe that no reasonable man could be 
expected to endure it.’” Furthermore, a “plain-
tiff must also establish that the defendant’s 
conduct was ‘so outrageous in character, and so 
extreme in degree, as to go beyond all bounds 
of decency, and to be regarded as atrocious and 
utterly intolerable in a civilized community.’” 
To drive the point home, Alito argued that the 
Westboro Baptists’ lawyers had “abandoned 
any effort to show that those tough standards 
were not satisfied” in their case; they relied 
wholly on the First Amendment defense.

In rejecting the free speech defense, Jus-
tice Alito unhesitatingly reached back to that 
part of Chaplinsky that had recognized that 
words may “‘by their very utterance inflict 
injury,’ and that the First Amendment does 
not shield utterances that form ‘no essential 
part of any expression of ideas…clearly out-
weighed by the social interest in order and 
morality.’” Turning to Roberts’s distinction 
between public and private speech, Alito ar-
gued that the protesters had engaged in both, 
with the private speech attacking Matthew 
Snyder, private person, as a Roman Catholic, 
implicitly as a homosexual, and as a member 
of the debauched military of a debauched 
country. In fact, the private attacks on Mat-
thew were precisely intended to give media 
visibility to their public attacks on America. 
In Alito’s view, Roberts had held that because 
the attack on Matthew had not resulted from 
a “private grudge” but only from a desire for 
increased publicity, they were entitled to pro-
tection. Alito asked why this mattered? His 
was a lone dissent, but it pointed in a new 
direction. In a short concurrence, Justice 
Stephen Breyer, clearly uneasy with the Rob-
erts opinion he was joining, cautioned that it 
should not be overread. In a nod toward the 
dissent, he opined that he did not read the 
Court’s opinion as implying “that the State is 
always powerless to provide private individu-
als with necessary protection.”

The third troubling case, Brown v. Enter-
tainment Merchants Assn., also decided in 

the summer of last year, involved a California 
statute that regulated (responsible adult per-
mission required) the sale to minors (under 
age 18) of video games that invite the player 
to engage in “killing, maiming, dismember-
ing, or sexually assaulting an image of a hu-
man being.” This time the conservative Justice 
Antonin Scalia wrote for the Court, declaring 
the law unconstitutional on its face; but this 
majority opinion got only five votes. Violent 
entertainment for children, Scalia announced, 
was as American as cherry pie, and always had 
been. From Hansel and Gretel (think oven!), 
to the Brothers Grimm, to the Leatherstock-
ing Tales, generations of American young 
people had thrilled to blood and dismember-
ment. Nor, Scalia argued, was the virtual vio-
lence of the games, where the participants are 
kinetically involved in the action, any differ-
ent from the portrayal of violence in imagina-
tive literature.

albeit for differing reasons, would have upheld 
the California law. Thomas, characteristically, 
offered a pure originalist analysis: “The prac-
tices and beliefs of the founding generation es-
tablish that ‘the freedom of speech,’ as original-
ly understood, does not include a right to speak 
to minors (or a right of minors to access speech) 
without going through the minor’s parents or 
guardians.” Breyer, by contrast, looked to new 
wisdom rather than old. What was decisive for 
him was the weight of social scientific evidence 
(cavalierly brushed aside by Scalia) showing 
that the violent video games might indeed in-
flict psychological harm on immature players, 
increasing the likelihood of antisocial behavior. 

“Video games [unlike literature] combine phys-
ical action with expression.” And “California’s 
law imposes no more than a modest restric-
tion on expression.” No one is prevented “from 
playing a video game, it prevents no adult from 
buying a video game, and it prevents no child 
or adolescent from obtaining a game provided 
a parent is willing to help.”

A Ray of Hope

The two 2012 cases that round out 
our review fit the emerging pattern, 
although the first of them, FCC v. Fox 

Television Stations, is not easy to read. The is-
sue here was the so-called “broadcast excep-
tion” to the obscenity doctrine (deriving from 
the Court’s 1978 decision in FCC v. Pacifica 
Foundation), which allowed the Federal Com-
munications Commission to fine broadcast 
licensees for “indecent” language of content 
without a cumbersome showing of “obscenity.”

 For over 30 years, free-speech purists 
and, of course, the broadcast industry had 
attacked this doctrine as a First Amendment 

“anomaly” that reduced broadcasts to free-
speech “poor relations” and “orphans.” Thus, 
when, in 2004, the commissioners (after sev-
eral well-publicized on-air incidents) issued 
tightened rules for when indecency would be 
punished, opponents of Pacifica saw a golden 
opportunity to do it in. Not only had the 
indecency concept not been extended to the 
burgeoning new medium of cable TV, but, as 
noted earlier, when Congress attempted to 
employ the indecency standard to regulate 
sexually explicit material on the internet (the 
Communications Decency Act of 1996), the 
Court shot down the standard on free-speech 
grounds (Reno).

At oral argument, however, the attack on 
Pacifica encountered some stiff head winds. 
Justice Scalia said “sign me up” for continuing 
stricter regulations of broadcasting, and Chief 
Justice Roberts, the only member of the cur-
rent Court who is also a parent of young chil-

Again, Alito was not persuaded. He con-
curred only in the Court’s judgment, and only 
on the narrow ground that the California law 
was unconstitutional because it was worded 
with insufficient precision. He then launched 
a thoughtful assault on Scalia’s reasoning. 
New technologies, he argued, may present 
new kinds of dangers and it would be foolish 
to simple-mindedly extend the First Amend-
ment protections based on old technologies 
(books) before the possibility of new dangers 
can be carefully assessed. Although the action 
in older games was often directed with but-
tons or a joystick, players dictate the action 
in newer games by engaging in the same mo-
tions that they desire a character in the game 
to perform. “For example, a player who wants 
a…character to swing a baseball bat—either 
to hit a ball or smash a skull—could bring 
that about by simulating the motion of actu-
ally swinging a bat.” 

Nor was Alito alone this time; the Chief 
Justice joined his opinion. And there were two 
dissents! Justices Clarence Thomas and Breyer, 

In the long struggle 
to pull constitutional 

law back from the 
radicalism of the 1970s, 
Justice Alito has at least 

planted a standard.
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dren, remarked plaintively: “All we are asking 
for…is a few channels where…they are not 
going to hear the S-word, the F-word. They 
are not going to see nudity.” And Justice Alito, 
advancing what can only be called a tactical 
defense of the FCC standards, argued that 

“[b]roadcast TV is living on borrowed time…
so why not let this [the Pacifica doctrine] die a 
natural death?”

The attackers did find some support among 
the Justices. Ruth Bader Ginsburg signaled 
readiness to overrule Pacifica; Elena Kagan 
doubted the consistency with which the Com-
mission enforced its rules (“The way this poli-
cy seems to work it’s like nobody can use dirty 
words or nudity except for Steven Spielberg”); 
and Justice Breyer appeared to agree on the 
inconsistency point. 

In the event, however, the Court bypassed 
the First Amendment issues entirely, and de-
cided the case for the media plaintiffs on the 
ground that the Commission had not given 
licensees adequate notice of the rules changed, 
and had thereby denied them the due process 
of law. The effect of this, however, is to leave 
the stricter rules in place for licensees in the 
future. Nothing suggests that any of the Jus-
tices might be disposed to allow use of the in-
decency standard in other areas, but at least 
one effort to advance the limitless free speech 
agenda was turned back. Only Ginsburg was 
moved, in a brief concurrence, to state that 
she would have overruled Pacifica. 

The last case, United States v. Alvarez, 
which came down on the last day of term 
earlier this year, tested the constitutionality 
of the Stolen Valor Act, by which Congress 
criminalized knowingly false claims to have 
won any medal or decoration for service in 
the armed forces. The law included excep-
tions for “satirical, rhetorical, theatrical, lit-
erary, ironic or hyperbolic statements”—all 
of which were protected. But what about the 
knowing lie? On the one hand, a variety of 
lies had long been excluded from free speech 
protection—libel, fraud, lying to a federal in-
vestigator. On the other hand, it was argued, 
these lies involved discrete, easily identifiable 
harms to individuals or to the government. 
The harm of a false claim of having won the 
Congressional Medal of Honor, simply to 

puff one’s importance, involved, at worst, a 
much more diffuse, or perhaps ephemeral, 
harm. As libertarian Alex Kozinski, Chief 
Judge of the Ninth Circuit, commented when 
the Act was before his Court (where it was 
rejected),

Phrases such as ‘I’m working late tonight, 
hunny [sic],’ ‘I got stuck in traffic’ and 
‘I didn’t inhale’ could all be made into 
crimes. Without the robust protections 
of the First Amendment, the white lies, 
exaggerations and deceptions that are 
an integral part of human intercourse 
would become targets of censorship.

The Supremes followed the Ninth Circuit’s 
lead. Justice Anthony Kennedy, joined by the 
Chief Justice, and Justices Sonia Sotomayor 
and Ginsburg, insisted that the statute must 
be tested against the “strict scrutiny” standard 
that applied to political and other high value 
speech of communicative significance. That 
standard, often referred to as strict in form, 
fatal in fact, requires the showing of a compel-
ling (not just important or legitimate) govern-
mental interest, that the restriction on speech 
be narrowly tailored so it does not restrict a 
smidge more speech than absolutely neces-
sary to protect the governmental interest, and 
that there be no conceivable alternative, less 
restrictive ways to protect the compelling 
governmental interest. Invoking strict scru-
tiny was to line the statute up against a wall 
and shoot it. Justices Breyer and Elena Kagan 
rejected strict scrutiny (these were knowing 
and contemptible lies, after all), but applying 
the lesser standard of “intermediate scrutiny” 
were able to concur in the result—the Act was 
unconstitutional. 

Once more it was Samuel Alito who dis-
sented, this time carrying Clarence Thomas 
and, wonder of wonders, Antonin Scalia with 
him. Cutting immediately to the heart of the 
matter, Justice Alito noted that the Act had 
been passed in 2005 in response to an “epi-
demic” of false claims:

Congress responded to this problem by 
crafting a narrow statute that presents 
no threat to the freedom of speech. The 

statute reaches only knowingly false 
statements about hard facts directly 
within the speaker’s personal knowl-
edge. These lies have no value in and of 
themselves, and proscribing them does 
not chill any valuable speech.

On the question of the harms wrought by 
false claims, Justice Alito insisted they were 

“tangible”:

the proliferation of false claims about 
military awards blurs the signal given 
out by the actual awards by making 
them seem more common than they re-
ally are, and this diluting effect harms 
the military by hampering its efforts to 
foster morale and esprit de corps.

As for the alternative, non-criminal means 
available for protecting the integrity of mili-
tary decorations, Alito carefully explained 
that these “unfortunately, will not work.” 
He concluded by reminding his fellows that 

“time and again, this Court has recognized 
that as a general matter false factual state-
ments possess no intrinsic First Amendment 
value.”

So, there is a ray of hope, but only a ray. 
It is painful to see our conservative friends 
writing opinions in lesser-value speech cases 
that might have been authored by William 
Brennan or John Paul Stevens. But Justice 
Alito’s performance is approaching the he-
roic, and it is worth remembering that in 
this set of cases every member of the current 
Court except Kennedy, Kagan, and Soto-
mayor dissented or expressed doubts at least 
once. Sometimes, as in Alvarez, the doubt-
ers joined Alito’s opinion, sometimes as in 
Brown, they had reasons of their own. But 
in the long struggle to pull constitutional 
law back from the radicalism of the 1970s 
toward Justice Murphy’s more traditional 
views of lesser-value speech, Alito has at least 
planted a standard. We’ll see who ultimately 
rallies to it. 

Richard E. Morgan is the William Cromwell 
Professor of Constitutional and International 
Law and Government at Bowdoin College.
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In determining how many people of av-
erage weight could be carried on an air-
plane, engineers deal with abstractions.   

They ignore every aspect of actual, concrete 
human beings except their weight; indeed, 
they ignore even their actual weight, since it 
could turn out that no passenger weighs exact-
ly whatever the average turns out to be.  This is 
fine for the purposes at hand, though it would 
be ludicrous for those planning the flight en-
tertainment or cabin meals to rely solely on 
the engineers’ considerations. It would be even 
more ludicrous for them to insist that unless 
evidence of meal and movie preferences can 
be gleaned from the engineers’ data, there just 
is no fact of the matter about what meals and 
movies actual human beings would prefer.

Science also deals with abstractions. The 
differences between a pebble, a poodle, and a 
planet are vast, but Newton’s laws of motion 
largely ignore them, since most of the differ-
ences make no difference to how external forc-
es alter an object’s movement through space. 
Hence facts about poodle digestive systems 
and planetary atmosphere can be bracketed 
off and attention confined to mass, accelera-
tion, and the like. Frictionless surfaces, cen-
ters of gravity, and other abstract objects are 
the stock in trade of the natural scientist. Un-
like the engineer’s abstractions, though, those 
of physics, chemistry, biology, and the other 
sciences are often treated as if they captured, 
not merely aspects of reality, but the whole of 
reality. This is “scientism”—the view that the 

scientific description of the world is an exhaus-
tive description.

Scientism is not itself a scientific 
thesis but a philosophical one. That 
it is therefore self-defeating is one 

well-known problem with the view. But its 
tendency to mistake abstractions for con-
crete reality—to commit what Alfred North 
Whitehead called the “Fallacy of Misplaced 
Concreteness” and what is also often called 
the “Reification Fallacy”—is no less problem-
atic. Proponents of scientism often claim that 
if some purported feature of the world—free 
will, say, or consciousness—cannot be found 
in the description provided by physics, chem-
istry, neuroscience, etc., then it must not be 
real after all. This is like claiming that airline 
passengers have no meal or movie preferences, 
on the grounds that such preferences cannot 
be read off from the engineers’ description of 
the passengers’ average weight.

The fallacy is common in popular writ-
ing about science, and Michael Gazzaniga’s 
Who’s In Charge? Free Will and the Science of 
the Brain is, unfortunately, no exception. To be 
sure, Gazzaniga, an eminent professor of psy-
chology at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara, resists the cruder forms of reduction-
ism that figure in too many discussions of the 
implications of neuroscience. And reduction-
ism is the usual consequence of the Reification 
Fallacy. Once you’ve concluded that what sci-
ence tells us is real is all that is real, the next 

step is to insist that whatever phenomena seem 
to fall through science’s net—our conscious 
thoughts and choices, for example—must, 
contrary to appearances, “really” be “nothing 
but” what the science textbooks make refer-
ence to, whether muscle activity, neural firing 
patterns, or whatever. If they exist at all, that 
is. For those beholden to scientism, the only 
alternative to reductionism is “eliminativism,” 
the view that if some apparent feature of the 
world cannot be reduced to scientific catego-
ries, it should be eliminated altogether. Hence 
the willingness of some advocates of scientism 
seriously to entertain the suggestion that free 
will, consciousness, and thought might simply 
be illusions.

The trouble with Gazzaniga is that while 
he admirably resists such extreme conclusions, 
he is no less beholden than reductionists and 
eliminativists are to the fallacy that leads to 
them: the tendency to “reify” abstractions, i.e. 
to treat them as if they were concrete realities. 
(Albeit the abstractions in Gazzaniga’s case—

“modules” in the brain, an “interpreter” in the 
brain’s left hemisphere, and the like—derive 
from neuroscience rather than physics.)

Not that he isn’t in good company. This 
tendency has dominated theorizing about 
human nature since Rene Descartes, the fa-
ther of modern philosophy and one of the fa-
thers of modern science. Common sense tells 
us that a human being is by nature a thing 
that eats, sleeps, digests, grows, reproduces, 
moves, feels, perceives, thinks, remembers, 
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and wills. Descartes, who helped invent the 
idea that there is nothing more to matter than 
what can be expressed in the mathematical 
language of physics, re-conceived of the hu-
man body along exactly such abstract lines, as 
just one more bit of quantitatively definable 
unconscious physical clockwork among oth-
ers. The more grossly physical human activi-
ties—walking, digesting, and the like—were 
reinterpreted, accordingly, as mere move-
ments of this insensate clockwork, differing 
in degree but not kind from the motions of 
a machine. Thinking, willing, perceiving, and 
the like, which had been abstracted out of the 
clockwork, were then reinterpreted as the ac-
tivities of an immaterial res cogitans or “think-
ing substance” which somehow interacts with 
otherwise unconscious matter. Man, who had 
been an organic unity, a psychophysical whole, 
was redefined as a composite of two radically 
different abstractions: “body” (conceived of in 
purely mathematical terms) and “mind” (con-
ceived of as pure thought).

Materialists have essentially 
lopped off the latter abstraction 
while keeping the former. Their 

project has been to explain how thinking, 
willing, and perceiving can be assimilated to 
the material world as described by physics. 
Since that world has, ever since Descartes, 
been defined in a way that essentially excludes 
such features, it is no surprise that materialist 
theories have always seemed implicitly to deny 
the existence of consciousness, choice, and the 
like. And no surprise that some materialists 
have decided to bite the bullet and make this 
denial explicit. To be sure, Gazzaniga himself 
is keen to resist the tendency of some neuro-
scientists to deny the reality of moral respon-
sibility. He emphasizes that there are physical 
systems with properties that are irreducible to 
those of their parts, and whose behavior can-
not be predicted from what we know about 
the parts. He is thus critical of claims often 
made to the effect that neuroscientist Benja-
min Libet’s experiments have cast doubt on 
free will, on the grounds that descriptions at 
the level of neurons and at the level of con-
sciousness are “complementary” and that Li-
bet unduly privileges the former.

Yet Gazzaniga has by no means freed him-
self of the Reification Fallacy that underlies 
the reductionism he deplores. Although he 
allows that it is at least problematic how con-
sciousness and choice can be attributed to hu-
man beings as a whole, he casually attributes 
other mental properties to the parts of human 
beings. Hence we are assured that the left 
hemisphere of the brain “interprets” incoming 
data, that the right hemisphere “saw” items 
shown to it, that the speech center “replied” 
to a question, and so forth. This is like saying 

that it is an open question whether a puddle 
of water as a whole is really liquid but that 
we know for sure that individual water mol-
ecules are liquid. In fact, of course, only water 
as a whole can intelligibly be said to be liquid, 
whereas the concept of liquidity doesn’t even 
apply to the individual molecule. And in fact 
only human beings as a whole can intelligibly 
be said, for example, to interpret, to see, and 
to reply to questions, while these concepts do 
not even apply at the level of neural structures. 

In general, and like many other neurosci-
entists, Gazzaniga speaks of the brain and 
its parts as if they were somehow more real 
or fundamental than the whole human organ-
ism from which they have been abstracted. 
Hence Gazzaniga simply assumes that the 
higher-level phenomena of consciousness and 
choice have, if they are to be explained, some-
how to “emerge” from various lower-level neu-
ral structures and processes—as if the latter 

“wore the trousers,” metaphysically speaking; 
and as if they could even be made sense of in 
the first place apart from the higher-level be-
havioral and mental phenomena with which 
they are associated and by reference to which 
we interpret them.

The end result is that gazzaniga’s 
position, like other “emergentist” theo-
ries, comes across as obscurantist. That 

is inevitable given that it rests on the same ten-
dency to confuse abstractions with concrete re-
alities that underlies the thinking of his more 
ruthlessly consistent materialist rivals. Given 
that starting point, reductionism and elimi-
nativism are bound to seem the only serious 
options and “emergentism” a dodge. A more 
promising approach to the problem of free 
will can only proceed, not from the abstrac-
tions we’ve inherited from Descartes and his 
materialist successors, but precisely by seeing 
through those abstractions—by emphasizing 
(as Aristotle and Ludwig Wittgenstein did) 
that consciousness, choice, and other mental 
phenomena can properly be understood only 
when predicated of the concrete human be-
ing as an irreducible whole. The neuroscien-
tist M.R. Bennett and the philosopher P.M.S. 
Hacker have, in their book Philosophical Foun-
dations of Neuroscience (2003), ruthlessly ex-
posed the confusions and fallacies to which 
Gazzaniga and too many other neuroscien-
tists are prone. If Gazzaniga is aware of their 
criticisms, he does not reply to them here.

Until we see through scientism we will not 
have freed ourselves from the illusion that free 
will is an illusion.

Edward Feser is the author of The Last Super-
stition: A Refutation of the New Atheism (St. 
Augustine’s Press) and Aquinas: A Beginner’s 
Guide (Oneworld Publications).
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Book Review by Diana Schaub

Code of the Gentleman
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, translated by Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins.

The University of Chicago, 368 pages, $35 (cloth), $15 (paper)

The desire for learning came late 
to Winston Churchill. In his twen-
ties, while stationed in India with the 

4th Hussars, with the sudden conviction of 
his ignorance strong upon him, Churchill 
resolved to make up for his misspent school 
days, when he had languished at the bottom 
of the class. As he relates in My Early Life, 
the breeze for his own “second sailing” was 
a friend’s remark that “Christ’s gospel was 
the last word in Ethics.” Churchill’s curiosity 
was stirred:

This sounded good; but what were 
Ethics?…Judging from the context I 
thought they must mean ‘the public 
school spirit,’ ‘playing the game,’ ‘esprit 
de corps,’ ‘honourable behavior,’ ‘patrio-
tism,’ and the like. Then someone told 
me that Ethics were concerned not 
merely with the things you ought to do, 
but with why you ought to do them, and 

that there were whole books written on 
the subject.

Being book-shy (or maybe what is today 
termed an auditory learner), Churchill la-
mented: “I would have paid some scholar £2 
at least to give me a lecture of an hour or an 
hour and a half about Ethics…. But here in 
Bangalore there was no one to tell me about 
Ethics for love or money.”

And so Churchill’s two-year bout of book-
learning began. In his four or five hours of 
self-directed daily reading in history and phi-
losophy (with the requested books sent by his 
delighted mother), he managed to encounter 
Aristotle’s Politics but not his Nicomachean 
Ethics. Churchill’s longing for “a concise com-
pendious outline of Ethics” was not satisfied 
until a quarter-century later when he finally 
plowed through the companion volume to the 
Politics—by which point his verdict was along 
the lines of “it’s just as I thought.” 

That clipped endorsement of Aristotle’s phi-
losophy of human affairs should not be taken 
as a sign of Churchill’s indifference. Rather, it 
bespeaks the mature Churchill’s lived famil-
iarity with the ethical-political matters that 
are Aristotle’s subject. Churchill was a man of 
character who bodied forth the virtues, espe-
cially courage, greatness of soul, and practical 
judgment. The fact that he recognized himself 
(and others from his rich store of historical 
and contemporary acquaintance) in Aristotle’s 
sketches of the virtues (and vices) shows some-
thing about the enduring attraction and accu-
racy of Aristotle’s framework, despite the sub-
sequent revolutions in morality associated with 
Christianity, Machiavelli, Kant, and Nietzsche.

At some point in the years between 
Bangalore and the prime minister-
ship, Churchill did become aware of 

the distance between the counsel of the gospel 
and the code of the gentleman. In The Gather-
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I suspect they would both admire the 
University of Chicago’s new translation 
of the Nicomachean Ethics by Robert C. 

Bartlett (Boston College) and Susan D. Col-
lins (University of Houston)—Aristotle be-
cause it strives for fidelity to his original text 
and intention, Churchill because of its read-
able English. Bartlett and Collins have suc-
ceeded in the task they set themselves: “to 
be as literal as sound English usage permits.” 
Translation is never easy; moreover, ancient 
languages pose unique problems and Aris-
totle extra problems (his many translators 
agree in characterizing his style as terse and 
compressed, and his meaning as often allusive 
and indeterminate). The English renderings 
of Bartlett and Collins are better than sound; 
they come as close to graceful as one can with 
material that “tastes for all the world like 
chopped hay” (the verdict of the 18th-century 
poet and classicist Thomas Gray who, despite 
that metaphor, appreciated Aristotle).

As for fidelity, they take it most seriously. 
In “A Note on the Translation,” they point 
to the astonishing fact that neither Thomas 
Aquinas nor Averroes, the greatest Chris-
tian and Islamic commentators on Aristo-
tle, could read Greek. They were dependent 
on the labors of medieval translators. With 
those past accomplishments in view, fidelity 
requires the careful and consistent selection 
of English equivalents for key Greek terms. 
Despite a translator’s obligation to subor-
dinate himself to the author, the task is not 
purely neutral. Translation involves a certain 
inescapable measure of interpretation. One 
of the many virtues of this edition is that the 
translators have tried to make their inter-
pretive choices transparent. While it’s fairly 
standard to include a glossary (explaining 
the range of meaning of key terms), Bartlett 
and Collins offer an array of additional helps. 
There is a one-page outline of the book’s argu-
ment; a chart illustrating the doctrine of the 
mean with the 11 virtues and their flanking 
vices (in English and Greek); a list of 129 key 
Greek terms with the English equivalents 
that are used (usually just one per Greek 
term, but up to five—logos, for example, ap-
pears as “account,” “speech,” “argument,” 

“definition,” and “ratio”); an index of proper 
names; and a general index. This last is really 
more a concordance, invaluable for tracking 
key words throughout the text since the refer-
ences are by Bekker line number rather than 
page number, including how many times the 
Greek word appears on that line which may 
differ from the number of English appear-
ances. And for good measure, there is a short 
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ing Storm (the first of his six-volume history of 
the Second World War), he redrafts and rede-
ploys the line from his friend that initiated his 
self-education, now with the aim of dissenting 
from it: “The Sermon on the Mount is the last 
word in Christian ethics. Everyone respects 
the Quakers. Still, it is not on these terms 
that Ministers assume their responsibilities of 
guiding states.” Churchill goes on to make the 
case for the prudent and flexible use of force 
(without descending into out-and-out Machia-
vellianism). These reflections—which he calls 

“some principles of morals and action which 
may be a guide in the future”—are presented at 
the close of the devastating chapter devoted to 

“The Tragedy of Munich.” I think it’s fair to say 
that Churchill gave “the last word in Ethics” to 
Aristotle not Jesus—which is in a certain sense 
to say he gave the last word to himself, the man 
on the spot who discerns and chooses well. As 
Aristotle explains shortly before beginning his 
description of each of the virtues, the ethical 
standard is not supplied by fixed rules (no Ten 
Commandments, no categorical imperative) 
but rather by the morally serious individual 
(the spoudaios) who

judges each case correctly, and in each 
case what is true appears to him. For 
with respect to each characteristic, 
there are noble and pleasant things pe-
culiar to it; and the serious person is 
distinguished perhaps most of all by his 
seeing what is true in each case, just as 
if he were a rule and measure of them 
(1113a30-35).

Of course, Churchill might not have 
picked up on all the nuances and puzzles 
of Aristotle’s dialectical treatment of the 
human good. He was content to leave more 
abstruse matters to the scholars and theore-
ticians. But he understood the fundamental 
choice that had to be made between man un-
derstood as divinely contemplative and man 
understood as supremely composite and thus 
civic (a grown-togetherness of body and soul 
living deliberately with others similarly con-
structed). “After all,” as he pithily put it, “a 
man’s Life must be nailed to a cross either of 
Thought or Action.” Aristotle chose Thought; 
Churchill chose Action. But their respective 
crosses are within hailing distance of one an-
other since Aristotle thought deeply about 
action and Churchill acted with forethought 
(and then, as an afterthought, immortalized 
it all in writing). The political philosopher 
and the thoughtful statesman can admire 
one another. 
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introduction, a note on the translation where 
their approach is explained, a bibliography, 
and footnotes (blessedly, they are footnotes, 
not endnotes, and they don’t overwhelm 
the text, averaging 48 brief elucidations per 
book). Finally, there is a 65-page interpretive 
essay that makes explicit Bartlett and Collins’ 
general understanding of the Ethics. This is 
altogether an impressive package, beautifully 
designed and produced.

It might be worth illustrating the 
pitfalls of the translator’s enterprise with 
a couple of illustrative terms. Let’s start 

with megalopsychia, a term often translated 
by its exact Latin equivalent: magnanimity. 
This was the virtue that Aquinas would have 
encountered in the translation of William of 
Moerbeke. For us today, however, “magna-
nimity” is not Latin, but a Latinate borrowing 
that has undergone marked shifts in meaning. 
Its older English meaning was strongly assim-
ilated to “fortitude” (or to be more Anglo-Sax-
on, “doughtiness”). In the last couple of cen-
turies, “magnanimity” has migrated toward 

“generosity” or “forgiveness” even. You can see 
how powerful words cut new channels as the 
current of the time alters. 

This Christianizing shift is apparent in 
Churchill’s use of the term in his famous 
epigraph to The Second World War: “In War: 
Resolution; In Defeat: Defiance; In Victory: 
Magnanimity; In Peace: Good Will.” Abra-
ham Lincoln’s version of this same reparative 
stance was couched in explicitly Christian 
language when at the close of the Second In-
augural he called for “charity toward all.” I’m 
quite ready to believe Churchill and Lincoln 
were right about how one ought to behave in 
these situations (and that Aristotle wouldn’t 
in fact disagree), but to the extent that “mag-
nanimity” is now carried in this more particu-
lar direction, it doesn’t serve well as a transla-
tion of the comprehensive virtue of megalopsy-
chia—a crowning characteristic that would 
be displayed not only in victory but in all the 
doings of life. Thus, Aristotle’s sketch in book 
IV, chapter 3, describes how such an individ-
ual comports himself with respect to money, 
political power, good and bad fortune, danger, 
friends, and even how he moves his body and 
pitches his voice.

And so the search continues. F.H. Peters 
(1893) went with “high-mindedness” as does 
Martin Ostwald (1962); W. D. Ross (1925) 
with “pride.” Both have serious deficien-
cies. “High-mindedness” captures the lofti-
ness of megalopsychia but “mind” is narrower 
than “psyche.” The overall impression given by 

“high-mindedness” is too anemic or ethereal. 
“Pride” strikes me as the worst of all choices, 
since pride carries heavy Christian baggage. 
It is, of course, important to think about the 
relationship and likely tension between Ar-
istotle’s megalopsychia and Christian humil-
ity (especially since the person characterized 
by megalopsychia can be perceived by others 
as haughty). Aquinas takes up this question. 
Nonetheless, one shouldn’t prejudice the out-
come one way or the other by exaggerating the 
contest through giving the name of the sin of 
sins to Aristotle’s virtue of virtues.

Thus, our translators have adopted a more 
literal term, or in this case a phrase: “great-
ness of soul.” This is not their coinage. Others 
before them had discovered its suitability; H. 
Rackham, the translator of the Loeb edition 

are used in the Ethics, Sachs crafts neologisms 
(“being-at-work” for energeia, rather than the 
usual “activity,” as in the definition of the hu-
man good as “a being-at-work of the soul in 
accordance with virtue”) designed not for a 
smooth ride but for an off-road experience of 
all the curves and bumps. 

For classroom use, I would adopt Bartlett 
and Collins. However, it would be beneficial 
to keep Sachs on hand for occasional consul-
tation, perhaps especially since there is a sig-
nificant interpretive disagreement between 
them that affects the tone of the translations. 
This is most visible in how they translate to 
kalon. Bartlett and Collins follow standard 
practice in asserting that the term “requires at 
least three English words to capture its sense: 
that which is physically ‘beautiful,’ in the 
first place, that which is beautiful in a moral 
sense, i.e., ‘noble,’ and that which is in a more 
general sense ‘fine.’” From the first, they also 
more than hint that the paths of the noble 
and the true may diverge. By contrast, Sachs 
never strays from “the beautiful.” The fact that 
we now tend to divide the aesthetic from the 
moral is no reason to obscure the fact that 
Aristotle did not. In truth, we don’t always ei-
ther; as Sachs explains, “the Greek uses the 
word in exactly the way we might say ‘that 
was a beautiful thing you did,’ and Aristotle is 
emphatic that such a thing can be recognized 
only by sense-perception.”

As Sachs reads Aristotle, the beautiful 
is the telos (the end) of moral virtue; it is 
prominent in Aristotle’s extensive treatment 
of friendship (where the less-than-pretty 
aspects of justice, such as punishment, are 
themselves corrected or transcended); finally, 
the beautiful becomes the primary sense of 
the good, not just for human action but for 
the cosmos as well. The beautiful thus serves 
as a link (or a ladder) between the life de-
voted to ethical action and the contemplative 
life. Sachs finds harmonies more than dis-
sonances in Aristotle’s polyphonic layers of 
argument.

The possibility of such linkage can be 
glimpsed in a story that Winston Churchill 
tells of his own moment of openness to the 
purest forms of beauty. Although he strug-
gled to pass the math exam for entry into 
England’s military academy, he offers the fol-
lowing testimonial:

I had a feeling once about Mathematics, 
that I saw it all—Depth beyond depth 
was revealed to me—the Byss and the 
Abyss. I saw, as one might see the tran-
sit of Venus—or even the Lord Mayor’s 

in 1926, more recently Roger Crisp in the 
2000 Cambridge edition, Sarah Broadie and 
Christopher Rowe in the 2002 Oxford edi-
tion, and Joe Sachs in a 2002 edition by Focus 
Publishing all made the same choice. It’s just 
that in almost every case Bartlett and Col-
lins sort through the possibilities with a sure 
touch, always with the aim of allowing Aristo-
tle to engage the modern reader directly.

Of the dozens of available trans-
lations, probably their only serious 
rival on the score of literalness is 

that by Joe Sachs of St. John’s College. Sachs, 
in fact, pushes much further toward the lit-
eral, sometimes rejecting the whole panoply 
of conventional choices in favor of fresh for-
mulations that try to capture Aristotle’s phil-
osophic originality. Pointing out that even 
4th-century Greeks would have felt surprise 
at the way terms such as energeia and hexis 

Winston Churchill 
wrote that “a man’s Life 
must be nailed to a cross 

either of Thought or 
Action.” Aristotle chose 

Thought; Churchill 
chose Action. But their 
respective crosses are 

within hailing distance 
of one another. 
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Show, a quantity passing through infin-
ity and changing its sign from plus to 
minus. I saw exactly how it happened 
and why the tergiversation was inevi-
table: and how the one step involved all 
the others. It was like politics.

Perhaps the most astonishing thing about 
this passage is not that Churchill once ex-
perienced theoria, but rather the assertion 
that politics—that messy business filled with 
uncertainties—had for him a mathematical 
clarity and order.

Whether sachs is right or not 
about the identity of the good, the 
true, and the beautiful, translating 

to kalon as “the beautiful” does, I think, place 
readers in the best position to make their 
own judgment about its meaning and status. 
There is perhaps a touch of parti pris in the 
insistence of Bartlett and Collins on the limi-
tations of the moral horizon (as seen from the 
twin, and rival, peaks of greatness of soul and 
justice in books 2-5). Despite their attention 
to language, they occasionally make claims 
that don’t seem well supported by the text. 
For instance, in their presentation of the two 
books on friendship, they assert that “happi-
ness reenters the scene” and that the “noble” 

departs (inasmuch as “strikingly absent here 
[in the opening definition of the lovable] is 
what is ‘noble’”). Their detailed index indi-
cates otherwise. Book 8 is one of two books 
in which the word “happiness” never appears. 
A quick glance at the index suggests it never 
appears in book 9 either; however, a check of 
the line numbers reveals that it does appear a 
handful of times in 9.9—unfortunately, the 
index mistakenly lists these under book 7. 
Although the explicit considerations of hap-
piness in books 1 and 10 are dense with the 
word (52 and 36 times to be exact), in the in-
tervening books, “happiness” rarely or never 
appears. However, since at the end of Book 1 
happiness was said to be “a certain activity of 
soul in accord with complete virtue,” to which 
subject the inquiry turned, it is misleading to 
say that “the question of happiness as our end 
all but disappears” from Books 2-5 or that 

“happiness” reappears in Books 8-9. We may 
be more ready to “better contemplate happi-
ness” (as the last chapter of Book 1 anticipat-
ed) as our understanding of virtue is rounded 
out (and remember, friendship is said to be 
either a virtue or “accompanied by virtue”), 
but the concern for happiness has throughout 
driven the examination of virtue. Whether in 
Book 2 or Book 8, happiness is as much there 
as not there.

So too, the claim about the disappearance 
of the noble is odd. It is true that Aristotle 
divides the lovable into three categories: the 
good, the pleasant, and the useful, matched 
with three types of friendship. However, 
those categories then serve to challenge and 
refine the ordinary view of friendship, such 
that soon enough only the friendship of the 
good is true friendship and, of course, what 
guides those true friends is to kalon. (Indeed, 
Aristotle recommends that decent folks act 
beautifully even towards false friends.) Thus, 
the two books on friendship are drenched 
in the noble/beautiful. The index reveals 
that the books most replete with references 
to the noble/beautiful are Book 3 (37 times, 
including the first indication that “the end 
of virtue” is “for the sake of the noble”) and 
Book 9 (34 times).

After bartlett and collins summa-
rize the conclusion of Book 9, where 

“the noble” figures prominently, they 
express doubts about the perfect equality and 
sustainability of the friendship of the good, on 
the grounds that even rivals in well-doing are 
still rivals, seeking the larger share of the no-
ble for themselves rather than for their friends, 
even if the friend is a sort of second self. Ad-
mittedly, there is something to this “after you, 
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my dear Alphonse” problem; however, their 
certainty that they have seen through “the 
noble” seems to leave them less attentive to 
the troubles in Aristotle’s treatment of the 
alternative: namely, the contemplative life as 
exemplified by the pre-Socratic cosmologists. 
This life of pure theoria suddenly emerges in 
Book 10 as the superior, happier alternative 
to the political life. Ronna Burger, however, 
in her very fine book, Aristotle’s Dialogue with 
Socrates: On the “Nicomachean Ethics,” (2008) 
argues that there are parallel inadequacies—
failures of self-knowledge—in these two 
widely divergent lives. One sign of the prob-
lem is that this version of wisdom has no place 
for political philosophy, for the very activity 
that Aristotle has been engaged in throughout 
the Ethics and which he enlarges and extends 
when he invites us to pursue the inquiry into 

the regime in his Politics. Burger finds a resolu-
tion (and the peak of happiness) not so much 
in Aristotle’s words as in his (and our) deeds:

The energeia of theōria in which we have 
participated is not solitary or disinter-
ested contemplation of the cosmic whole. 
Its subject matter is the human things—
which means, above all, those concep-
tions of the just, the beautiful, and the 
good that play a determinative role in 
political life—and its way of proceeding, 
in the absence of perfect wisdom, is an 
ascent from opinion through the exami-
nation of opinion. This is an energeia of 
theōria that takes place through the ac-
tivity of sharing speeches and thoughts, 
which is, as the discussion of friendship 
established, what living together means 

for human beings; it is in that way a re-
alization at once of our political and our 
rational nature, which the dichotomy of 
political action and contemplation hold 
apart.

This dispute does not need to be set-
tled here, especially since all these com-
mentators agree on the essential point: 

our need of Aristotle. Bartlett and Collins 
trenchantly summarize the main objection 
to the project of recovery: “Everybody now 
knows that nobody knows what the good life 
is!” In response, they simply note that Aristotle 
undertook his investigations into the human 
good undeterred by either the radical relativ-
ists of his own day or the then reigning moral 
orthodoxy. The fact that relativism is now the 
politically correct position should not be an 
insuperable obstacle to appreciating Aristotle. 
They hold out the hope that modern readers, 
like readers throughout the ages and across 
civilizations (Greek, Roman, Jewish, Christian, 
and Islamic), will find the work “both compel-
ling and liberating.” Perhaps more than ever, 
individuals cut adrift seek answers to the ques-
tions raised in the Nicomachean Ethics: What is 
a happy life? How much of happiness is within 
my power? What characteristics would make 
me a better person? Do those characteristics 
work together or are they sometimes at odds? 
Do I need knowledge to be virtuous—if so, 
what kind of knowledge? How should I bring 
up my children? What can the laws do to help? 
Is self-love a good thing or not? What about 
pleasure—how does it figure in? What are 
friends for? How should I live my life? 

In September 1902, W.E.B. Du Bois pub-
lished an essay in The Atlantic Monthly entitled 

“Of the Training of Black Men.” This essay, 
which appeared the following year in his The 
Souls of Black Folk, closed with a wonderful 
evocation of the great good of great books. Al-
though Du Bois’s embrace of liberal learning 
was made with special reference to the needs of 
African Americans, what he said of the “boon 
and guerdon” of entering a timeless conversa-
tion is universal: “I summon Aristotle and Au-
relius and what soul I will, and they come all 
graciously with no scorn nor condescension. So, 
wed with Truth, I dwell above the Veil.” This 
new translation of the Nicomachean Ethics by 
Bartlett and Collins makes the summoning 
of Aristotle that much easier. A wedding with 
truth, as with other weddings, is just the begin-
ning of a long and fruitful, occasionally conten-
tious, dialogue between the best of friends. 

Diana Schaub is professor of political science at 
Loyola University Maryland.
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

The Wealth of Nations
Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty,

by Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson. Crown, 544 pages, $30

Development economics is a morale-
building discipline. Its practitioners 
get called upon to explain why cer-

tain peoples are rolling in wealth while others 
have to live with hookworm and kleptocracy. 
In such explanations optimism is mandatory, 
taboos are many and a bias towards progres-
sive internationalism is assumed. Develop-
ment economists are not expected to say that 
such-and-such a nation lacks the wisdom to 
rule itself or the get-up-and-go to prosper. In 
How Nations Fail, Daron Acemoglu of MIT 
and James Robinson of Harvard, both pro-
lific economists, lay out an explanation for the 
causes of wealth and poverty that differs a bit 
from those of their colleagues. 

What holds back the peoples of the equato-
rial regions, the authors think, is neither dis-
ease nor culture nor lack of agronomic know-
how. Their problem, rather, is the political in-
stitutions that shape incentives. Technological 
changes—new products, new services, new 
ways of working—drive economic growth. 
Economist Joseph Schumpeter described this 
process as “creative destruction.” The creative 
part of it benefits everyone. The destruction of 
the old means of production is inflicted on the 
elites who control the old means of production. 

And that is not something those elites 
take lying down. For most of history, control 
of political institutions by tight-knit groups 
has allowed potential economic losers to 
block progress. Result: stagnation. Only af-
ter England’s Glorious Revolution did an-
other attitude become possible. A coalition 
took power that was broad enough to hold 
elites to account. Result: the rule of law, se-
cure property rights, centralization of soci-
ety’s political power in Parliament, and pow-
erful incentives to further innovation and 
prosperity. 

Thus, for Acemoglu and Robinson, Eng-
land reclaims its traditional position as Top 
Nation—not for the 18th-century virtue 
of liberty but for the 21st-century one of di-
versity. They call old, stagnant institutions 

“extractive,” a term that comes from natural-
resource management. They call the new, pro-
gressive institutions “inclusive,” a term that 
comes from personnel departments. Whether 
a country is rich or poor today, the authors 
argue, depends on whether it embraced or re-
sisted the Industrial Revolution, and that, in 
turn, is a function of what institutions it had. 

“Inclusive” countries got rich, “extractive” ones 
missed the boat. 

The authors give impressive examples 
of resistance to progress. Not until cen-
turies after Gutenberg announced the 

invention of the printing press in 1445 was 
it first used in the Ottoman empire. Inven-
tor William Lee showed Queen Elizabeth 
a “stocking frame” knitting machine in 1589 
but she coldly refused to issue him a patent, 
saying that it would throw her subjects out 
of work. The boatmen of the Weser River 
smashed a steamboat invented by the French-
man Dionysius Papin when he tried to sail it 
to the city of Münden in 1705. There are also 
some charming anecdotes here that illustrate 
exactly how modern extractive institutions 
function, particularly in Sierra Leone. “Na-
tional television broadcasts stopped in 1987,” 
the authors write, “when the transmitter was 
sold by the minister of information.”

It is the usual view of development econo-
mists that the “legacy of colonialism” accounts 
for much of the gap between today’s rich coun-
tries and poor ones. The authors agree, but 
their account is not the usual one. For them, 
native elites are at least as big a problem as 
colonial exploiters. Slavery, for instance, was 
more deeply rooted in Africa than elsewhere 
in the world, even before the Atlantic slave 
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trade began. But the globalization of the phe-
nomenon made things worse. African leaders 
changed their penal codes to permit them to 
reap the profits of selling people. “No matter 
what crime you committed,” a contemporary 
observer recalled, “the penalty was slavery.” 
Because of its importance to African econom-
ic elites, slavery persisted in Africa long after 
its abolition in the West.

While Acemoglu and Robinson’s thesis is 
sensible enough, their book is overlong, dis-
organized, repetitive, and boring. Anyone in-
clined to read it should be prepared for para-
graphs like this:

History is key, since it is historical pro-
cesses that, via institutional drift, create 
the differences that may become conse-
quential during critical junctures. Criti-
cal junctures themselves are historical 
turning points. And the vicious and vir-
tuous circles imply that we have to study 
history to understand the nature of in-
stitutional differences that have been 
historically structured. Yet our theory 
does not imply historical determinism—
or any other kind of determinism.

The authors may not be determin-
istic, but they simplify unduly. They 
rightly lay a lot of stress on the Spanish 

conquistadores’ perversion of South American 
Indians’ labor institutions to man the Andean 
silver mines. Yet the authors’ description of 
the situation the English settlers faced at Bot-
any Bay (Sydney) and Jamestown is an indica-
tion that geography plays a bigger role in such 
matters than they are inclined to admit. In the 
English colonies, “the initial circumstances 
did not allow for the creation of extractive co-
lonial institutions. Neither colony had dense 
populations of indigenous peoples to exploit, 
ready access to precious metals such as gold 
or silver, or soil and crops that would make 
slave plantations economically viable.” Institu-
tions matter, but where a colony offers both a 
primary resource and an enslavable populace, 
the opportunity cost of creating “inclusive” in-
stitutions will appear high—especially in the 
eyes of the rough-and-ready scoundrels tra-
ditionally called on to settle the godforsaken 
parts of distant continents. 

The authors’ rejection of culture as an expla-
nation of backwardness must be understood as 
a concession to academic bien-pensance. They 
dismiss the idea that “national cultures” (sneer 
quotes theirs), such as the English one, might 
have something to do with the creation of 
prosperity: “Though this idea sounds initially 
appealing, it doesn’t work, either. Yes, Canada 
and the United States were English colonies, 

but so were Sierra Leone and Nigeria.” Wait 
a second. Canada and the United States grew 
out of communities of Englishmen planted on 
a different continent. Sierra Leone and Nige-
ria were groupings of, respectively, African ref-
ugees and African tribes, ruled and exploited 
by Englishmen. Surely no common cultural 
description will cover England’s North Amer-
ican colonies and its African ones.

The authors’ eagerness to dismiss cultural 
explanations is even harder to understand 
when we consider what they mean by “insti-
tutions.” Oxford University is an institution. 
So are the FBI and the local 4-H Club. But 
the institutions the authors write of are gener-
ally abstract—equal citizenship, for instance, 
or freedom of expression or rule of law. The 
importance of the Glorious Revolution for 
the worldwide spread of wealth and poverty 
lay less in any physical institutions set up in 
Parliament than in the assumptions about 
right and wrong carried around in the heads 
of individual American and Australian set-
tlers. These assumptions were not—at least at 
first—in the heads of individual Sierra Leo-
neans and Nigerians. The authors’ rejection of 
any role for “culture” is disturbing. It shows ei-
ther how wide a berth scholars feel they must 
give to anything that resembles a “ranking” of 
civilizations, or how helpless the discipline of 
economics is before anything multi-causal.

As far as the long arc of development 
is concerned, Acemoglu and Robinson 
are probably wrong to say that the ab-

solutism of 19th-century China was “not so 
different from that in Africa or Eastern Eu-
rope.” If Spain, Ethiopia, Austria-Hungary, 
Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and China can 
all be lumped together as places where “extrac-
tive institutions choked economic incentives,” 
then maybe there is truth, after all, in the idea 
that the culture of the Anglo-Saxon world has 
something special about it. 

The Acemoglu-Robinson scheme is less 
comprehensive than the culture- or technol-
ogy-based accounts of Samuel Huntington, 
David Landes, or William McNeill. It is, how-
ever, flexible enough to prove almost anything 
the authors wish. Episodes that contradict it 
can be dismissed with what English journal-
ists used to call a “to be sure” clause. In France, 
the Reign of Terror “was temporary and did 
not derail the path toward more inclusive insti-
tutions.” (Temporary for France. Permanent 
for those who lost their heads.) In Rome, “the 
transition from republic to empire increased 
extraction and ultimately led to…infighting, 
instability and collapse.” (Well, yes, “ulti-
mately”—after about 500 years.) The authors 
might call this kind of growth unsustainable, 

but in the long run, we are all unsustainable. 
So are our political institutions.

Acemoglu and Robinson are interested in 
political institutions only as deliverers of eco-
nomic innovation, not as repositories of public 
sentiments and values. Explaining why China 
shrank from its global role after the 15th cen-
tury, a decision that permitted the less ad-
vanced Spaniards to take the lead in overseas 
exploration, the authors write: “International 
trade was potentially destabilizing as mer-
chants were enriched and emboldened, as they 
were in England during the era of Atlantic ex-
pansion.” In other words, China’s rulers were 
not acting on behalf of Chinese society, only 
pre-empting rivals for leadership.

In the same way, the authors mention 
the regime of Venezuela’s strongman 
Hugo Chávez as having its “roots…firmly 

based in extractive regimes.” You don’t have 
to admire Chávez to see that his movement 
is about more than his own enrichment. His 
party has its roots in what is most modern 
about Venezuela, as well as what is most prim-
itive. Chávez is the successor to the collapse 
of two technocratic parties that spent four de-
cades following what seems to be the natural 
inclination of any “inclusive” two-party sys-
tem. They drove the economy into the ground 
by trying to spare the electorate of this oil-rich 
nation the indignity of working too hard. 

Though the authors are faithful students 
of Schumpeter’s views on development, they 
lack his sense of the way advanced econo-
mies can undermine advanced political sys-
tems. There can be such a thing as too much 
creative destruction. The businessman’s right 
to a profit can be won at the expense of the 
citizen’s right to know where the hell he is. 
When technologies supplant each other too 
rapidly, as they have done since the 1990s, 
they cease to be worth studying, mastering, or 
building a career in. Those who learn a skill 
in order to make themselves useful to society 
discover they have made themselves disposable. 
Sooner or later, the system meets resistance. 
Sometimes battles over creative destruction 
pit sybaritic dauphins and cigar-chomping 
overseers, jealous of their privileges, against 
public-spirited inventors. But probably the 
more common alignment is the one we see in 
our own day, when the privileged incumbents 
arrayed against The People include a large part 
of The People themselves, with their unions, 
vacations, retirement funds, medical benefits, 
and a sense of what the world owes them that 
is as unshakeable as it is unaffordable.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor of the 
Weekly Standard.
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Book Review by Deirdre N. McCloskey

The Poverty of Communitarianism
What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets, by Michael J. Sandel.

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 256 pages, $27

Michael sandel is well 
known for his writings on 
political philosophy, and 

about a thousand Harvard undergrad-
uates annually crowd into his course 
titled “Justice.” In contemporary terms 
he is a liberal, though of a decidedly 

“communitarian” bent. His new book, 
What Money Can’t Buy, offers a good 
occasion to examine his communitar-
ian moral convictions and his resulting 
distaste for the market.

One cannot disagree with him 
abut the need to remoralize the study 
of markets. We should know why we 
believe, morally speaking, that bread 
should be allocated by a market but 
children should not. It’s not enough 
to simply sneer at these propositions—
even economists must perform their 
philosophical due diligence. “Markets 
are not mere mechanisms,” he wisely 
observes, but “embody certain norms.” 
He is right that “[m]arket reasoning is 
incomplete without moral reasoning.” 

But the book does not perform the 
work it calls for. Sandel knows moral 
and political theory, yet his book is 
strangely shallow. He does not pro-
vide, as he promises early on, “a philosophical 
framework for thinking…through” the “role 
and reach of markets.” Instead, he mounts 
a tendentious assault, often veiled as mere 
reporting of what “some people” say, against 

“market triumphalism,” which he understands 
to be an unsophisticated and unprecedented 
drive to price everything. He does battle with 
the more easily defeated utilitarian econo-
mists (Judge Richard Posner, for example), 
but ignores the best that has been thought 
and written about the merits of a commercial, 
innovative society. (John Tomasi’s new Free 
Market Fairness is one book Sandel could 
have profited from, among others.) Playing 
to his audience’s least examined dispositions 
about what’s fair and what’s reprehensible, 
Sandel doesn’t try to elevate the philosophi-
cal game of the people he lectures. 

He does, to his credit, give many interest-
ing examples of the moral dilemmas of allo-
cating things by money rather than by status 
or queuing, from selling kidneys to buying 
baseball players. Yet, Sandel’s ideas display 
little connection to human moral thinking 
since Moses and Confucius and Socrates. The 
students, and the readers, deserve better.

His moral thoughts in fact are two only, 
and thin versions of these: Equality is good. 
And the sacred can be corrupted by the pro-
fane. “The fairness objection [to what money 
should buy] asks about the inequality that 
market choices may reflect; the corruption 
objection asks about the attitudes and norms 
that market relations may damage.” That, 
philosophically speaking, is it.

About the fairness objection, Sandel re-
peatedly declares without much argument 

that “part of what’s troubling” about 
whatever scheme to market some-
thing he doesn’t want marketed “is 
the unfairness of such a system under 
conditions of inequality.” His analysis 
of equality as a moral principle never 
gets beyond the schoolyard taunt that 
such-and-such is “not fair.” He asserts, 
for example, that scalping tickets to 
Shakespeare in the Park or campsites at 
Yosemite “is unfair to people of modest 
means, who can’t afford to pay $150.” 

“Afford” means that people 
literally cannot pay for an item. 
I cannot “afford” to buy Oprah 

Winfrey’s house in Chicago, now up for 
sale at $2.8 million. If I cashed in all 
my assets, and got the largest mortgage 
that I could persuade a bank to give me, 
and robbed a few convenience stores on 
the side, the $2.8 million would be un-
affordable, beyond my means. It is, as 
the economists put it, outside my bud-
get line.

But even a family of four living at 
the federal poverty line of $23,050 per 
year can afford an expenditure of $150, 
which is less than 8% of their monthly 

income. That sum is inside their budget line. 
The occasional harmless indulgence of a quart 
of ice cream for the kids, or a movie, adds up 
to a good deal more than $150 in a year.

What Sandel probably means, though nev-
er says, is that people of modest means would 
be pinched by a $150 discretionary purchase, 
whereas Oprah would scarcely notice either it 
or a $2.8 million house. But you cannot use 
the poverty of the man of modest means as a 
philosophical tool against markets simply by 
brandishing the word “afford.”

The slender argument Sandel does offer 
makes things worse. He contends, as do many 
on the Left, that “market choices are not free 
choices if some people are desperately poor or 
lack the ability to bargain on fair terms.” As 
Anatole France famously noted, “The law, in 
its majestic equality, forbids the rich and the 
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poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the 
streets, and to steal bread.” Yet “bargaining on 
fair terms” has little to do with how people get 
into or out of poverty, contrary to what many 
well-intentioned people think. The well-inten-
tioned believe in the benefits from intervening 
in and curtailing markets. Labor unions are 
supposed to make workers better off, for ex-
ample, by giving them more bargaining power. 
In fact, the rising productivity of the economy 
improved the standard of living much, much 
more that what can reasonably be attributed 
to unionization.

Having desperately poor people is 
a moral problem in itself, regardless 
of the alleged lack of “bargaining 

power.” The problem has been partly solved 
in many countries from 1800 to the present 
by innovation, previously blocked. If the lack 
of bargaining power, not the supply of their 
labor relative to demand, were truly the prob-
lem the poor faced, bosses would drive down 
their wages to nil. 

Indeed, the American poverty line of 
$23,050 is around the world average, and 
would buy a comfortably middle-class ex-
istence in India. Sandel never explains why 
we Americans should ignore the desperation 
of people earning $1 a day in Chad, and at-
tend instead to the unfairness of “unafford-
able” tickets for Shakespeare in the Park. 
It is a moral failure that communitarian-
ism values our community, our fellow New 
Yorkers or Angelinos, so much more than it 
values poor people elsewhere in the world, 
ignoring the good a commercial, innovative 
society would do for Chadians or Bangla-
deshis. Introducing free markets in agricul-
tural products by removing European and 
American protection for “our” farmers, or 
having rich countries pay poor ones to put 
our garbage in their landfills, as Lawrence 
Summers once suggested in blunt but sound 
reasoning, would ameliorate a most terrible 
lack of affordability. In short, the best policy 
for the $1-a-day wretched of the earth is to 
let capitalism rip, which is what China has 
been doing since 1978 and India since 1991, 
with vastly more gain to the poor than from 
communitarian hand-wringing and redistri-
bution. Sandel doesn’t face the actual, moral 
problem—which is real, desperate poverty. 
Instead, he recommends that we fiddle with 
prices and create queues for A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream.

Sandel’s philosophy ignores, too, the 
slippery-slope objection to allocating goods 
outside the price system. If charging tolls on 

congested highways is “unfair to commut-
ers of modest means,” what’s to stop us from 
concluding that charging for bread, hous-
ing, clothing, cable TV, and Fritos is unfair? 
The unanalyzed dictum that it’s unfair that I 
lack a 100-foot yacht (which I do indeed find 
troubling) would slope downward to North 
Korean-style allocation of everything. One 
could perhaps imagine moral dicta to halt 
our descent down the road to serfdom. But 
Sandel does not tell his readers what these 
might be.

Moreover, he ignores the moral issue 
of the source of unequal incomes, famously 
posed in the Wilt Chamberlain Example in 
Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia 
(1974). Suppose 4 million people willingly 
pay Chamberlain 25 cents each to watch him 
perform hook shots. He ends up a millionaire, 

of you—rich by historical and international 
standards. In 2010 incomes averaged $129 a 
day per person in the United States as against 
$6 a day in the same prices in 1800 and $1.40 
a day, even now, in Zimbabwe. The Deal is 
not in the first act egalitarian, which is as far 
as Sandel’s economic and philosophical anal-
ysis reaches. Yet by the third act it has been 
powerfully improving the lot of the worst off. 
The daily income per person in the average 
country that has agreed to the Bourgeois 
Deal has risen, in inflation-corrected terms, 
from $3 a day in 1800 to $100 a day now—
and much higher if one properly allows for 
the superior quality of modern travel, medi-
cine, and other goods. 

The poor have benefited the most from 
capitalism. Had Sandel’s “fairness” prevailed 
three centuries ago it would have killed the 
modern world and kept us in the appalling 
poverty ubiquitous before 1800. In some 
countries it did. After 1947 India embraced 
egalitarianism, which yielded “the Hindu 
rate of growth,” as Indians themselves bitter-
ly described their anemic economy. I worry 
that Sandelian dispositions will kill, quite 
unintentionally, the only chance the world’s 
poor have to achieve the scope for a full hu-
man life.

Sandel’s second principle, and his 
much better argument for what money 
can’t buy, is that the love of gain can 

cause the sacred to be spoiled by the profane. 
Sandel does not actually use the theological 
words, though they would have been clarifying, 
arguing instead that “we corrupt a good, an ac-
tivity, or a social practice whenever we treat it 
according to a lower norm than is appropriate 
to it.” Such a sensible rule is not usable, how-
ever, absent a framework for deciding what is 
lower. Without one, we can only express our 
disgust when professional ethics in banking, 
say, is corrupted by sheer profit maximization, 
but cannot think through the ground or justi-
fication of our reactions. 

He does give good examples of the dan-
gers of profanation. (His book is mainly raw 
examples, in fact, scores and scores of them.) 
We can agree that parenthood is sacred, and 
therefore that selling children is disgusting, 
and even that “trafficking in the right to pro-
create promotes a mercenary attitude toward 
children that corrupts parenthood.” Pay-
ing a child to read a book may give her the 
idea that reading books is a “way of making 
money [though in truth it is], and so erode, 
or crowd out, or corrupt the love of reading 
for its own sake.” Paying for the daily paper 

able to afford a moderately big yacht. If the 
source of high incomes is legitimate—Fred 
Astaire’s feet, Jane Austen’s pen, Warren 
Buffett’s investing acumen—why shouldn’t 
the recipients be able to spend the proceeds 
as they wish, enjoying preferred access to 
goods, even necessities? Sandel gives no re-
ply. Indeed, John Rawls argued in A Theory of 
Justice (1971) that if Andrew Carnegie or Bill 
Gates innovates in a way that makes even the 
least among us better off, then their profits 
should be left alone. (Sandel is well known in 
philosophical circles for attacking Rawls as 
insufficiently communitarian.)

Or turn to the most fundamental philo-
sophical argument for allowing the price 
system to get on with the job. Suppose, as in 
fact happened in Holland and then Britain in 
the 17th and 18th centuries, we agree to the 
Bourgeois Deal: you let me make a fortune 
inventing the coffee trade, cheap steel, or a 
computer operating system, and in the third 
act of the economic drama I’ll make you—all 

Sandel never explains 
why we Americans should 
ignore the desperation of 

people earning $1 a day in 
Chad, and attend instead 

to the unfairness of 
“unaffordable” tickets for 
Shakespeare in the Park.
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is one thing, paying to have a second child in 
China is another. (Notably, Sandel does not 
commend the direct solution, which would 
be for China to drop the One Child Policy 
itself.) 

His examples suggest why the growing 
fashion for “libertarian paternalism,” the 

“nudging” that Cass Sunstein brought into 
the Obama Administration, might be mis-
taken. “If cash can cure us of obesity,” San-
del asks rhetorically, channeling the nudg-
ers, “why cavil about manipulation?” “One 
answer,” he notes, “is that a proper concern 
for our physical well-being is a part of self-
respect,” and that “paying people to take their 
meds does little to develop” and “may even 
undermine” self-respect. 

Here sandel sounds almost lib-
ertarian, since self-respect is one 
of the chief goods of a market so-

ciety, one in which the community does not 
provide all of our needs. He might have re-
flected, as Tomasi does in his book, about the 
self-respect that comes from earning one’s 
way. Minimum-wage laws that prevent people 
from working can undermine self-respect, for 
instance, by making unskilled people wards 
of the community. But Sandel, combining 
superficial philosophy with page after page of 
unanalyzed and politically slanted examples, 
does not so reflect.

He is persuasive, admittedly, when he goes 
after the naïfs of Prudence Only, especially 
the economist Gary Becker, Judge Posner, or 
the Freakonomics writers Steven Levitt and 
Stephen Dubner. Sandel is right that what is 
called “agency theory,” which has taken over 
American graduate schools of business in the 
past 40 years, is naïve in declaring that all we 
need, like trained seals, are incentives. We 
also need professionalism, judgment, history, 
and norms, as bankers have recently learned. 

Yet Sandel offers no philosophical standard 
for the bankers. One can readily agree that 
buying school grades or honorary degrees, or 
paying for a friend’s advice or a husband’s sexu-
al services, are viewed nowadays by “some peo-
ple” as immoral. But why? Once upon a time 
all such things were for sale. In the European 
Middle Ages one could buy almost anything—
wheat and iron, yes, but also husbands, mar-
ketplaces, kingdoms, eternal salvation. Sandel 
claims repeatedly that “market triumphalism” 
is a novelty. But it is mistaken to imagine that 
in olden days we were pure and fair, and now 
we are capitalist and corrupt. Before 1933, for 
example, markets ruled in China and India as 
much as in England and Italy.

Sandel worries, properly, that the market 
can crowd out the sacred. A corporate market 
in instruction in elementary classrooms, say, 
could crowd out unbiased teaching about cap-
italism. Yet he does not tell his own classroom 
that state schools could crowd out unbiased 
teaching about, say, the environment. 

And what about crowding in? a society in 
which goods are allocated by race, gender, or 
party membership is not obviously superior in 
moral terms to one in which prices rule. San-
del declares that we must ask “whether market 
norms will crowd out nonmarket norms,” but 
fails to consider the opposite case, as when 
white Southerners’ non-market, communitar-
ian norms decreed that a black person’s money 
is not as welcome at a lunch counter as a white 
person’s. A market society is by no means con-
temptible ethically. The French spoke in the 
18th century of doux commerce, the civilizing 

effect of markets introduced into societies 
previously based on status.

Over the front door of the late-medieval 
city hall in the Dutch city of Gouda is the 
motto of the first modern economy, the first 
large society in which commerce and inno-
vation instead of state regulation and social 
status were honored. It says, Audite et alteram 
partem—Listen even to the other side. It’s 
good advice for a bourgeois society, and for a 
philosophy classroom.

Deirdre N. McCloskey teaches economics, his-
tory, English, and communication at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago and economic history 
at Gothenburg University in Sweden. Her latest 
book, Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics 
Can’t Explain the Modern World (University 
of Chicago Press), is the second volume in a series 
of three entitled The Bourgeois Era.
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Book Review by James R. Stoner, Jr.

Rawls Meets Hayek
Free Market Fairness, by John Tomasi.

Princeton University Press, 368 pages, $35

John tomasi undertakes in free market 
Fairness to refute the late John Rawls on 
Rawlsian grounds. The director of the 

Political Theory Project at Brown University, 
Tomasi argues that Rawls’s principles are bet-
ter served by market democratic than by so-
cial democratic institutions. His noble effort 
is to show liberals the value of free markets 
and to teach conservatives not to fear the idea 
of social justice. It succeeds as far as it 
goes, and the places it doesn’t go are 
instructive.

Tomasi accepts from Rawls’s A 
Theory of Justice (1971) the “veil of igno-
rance,” the priority of rights, the “differ-
ence principle,” ideal theory, and even 

“ justice as fairness.” Uncomfortable 
with libertarians’ demand for absolute 
individual rights grounded in self-
ownership, and even more with Rand-
ian contempt for social justice, Tomasi 
agrees with Rawls to base rights on 
first principles acceptable to all mem-
bers of society, whether fortune has 
dealt them a good or bad hand. Ac-
cordingly, Free Market Fairness grants 
basic rights and liberties to all, guar-
anteeing not only formal but effective 
opportunity. The author concedes with 
Rawls that social institutions should 
improve the lot of the least advantaged, 
which means however the working 
poor rather than the grievously handicapped. 
Justice means “fairness” in treating everyone 
as free, equal moral agents in a society under-
stood as a cooperative venture. Finally, Tomasi 
acknowledges that outlining a “realistic utopia” 
for a people who adhere to Rawlsian justice is 
compatible with recognizing that sociological 
particularities mean actual implementation of 
those principles would depart from, and fall 
short of, the ideal. 

He differs from Rawls on two crucial 
points. First, he insists that the basic rights 
and liberties guaranteed to all must encom-
pass economic liberties, too. Even Rawls en-
dorses the rights to choose one’s profession 
and own some personal property. Tomasi 
adds a list including rights to own produc-
tive property, to make all sorts of contracts, 
to accumulate capital and invest it profitably, 
and to bequeath and inherit. These rights are 

not absolute for Tomasi any more than rights 
to religious liberty or free expression are for 
Rawls. They can be limited since basic free-
doms often conflict with one another.

What Rawls accepts and Tomasi rejects, 
however, is a preferred position for expressive 
and political liberties over economic ones. For 
many people character and agency are best ex-
ercised in the ordinary activities of making a 

living, contends Tomasi. The wealth acquired 
through economic growth is more valuable to 
their ability to make important choices than 
the small satisfaction that comes from par-
ticipatory workplace democracy—especially 
if all that inclusiveness results in less prosper-
ity. Contrary to the story told by “high liber-
als” from John Stuart Mill to John Maynard 
Keynes to Rawls, economic growth and social 
wealth make people—even and perhaps espe-
cially people of limited means—more, not less, 
appreciative of economic liberties, and insis-
tent on their protection. Tomasi enthusiasti-
cally endorses this insight, which he reminds 
us is widely shared by popular opinion. In the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries liberalism 
evolved from laissez-faire toward social de-
mocracy on the grounds that concentrations 
of private wealth had depressed actual oppor-
tunity for most people. By the late 20th and 

early 21st centuries, however, it was clear that 
liberalism’s next advance lay in rejecting the 
suppression of opportunity by state power, 
and reviving the prestige of free markets as an 
element of human well-being, valuable both 
in itself and for fostering economic growth.

Second, Tomasi recalibrates Rawls’s dif-
ference principle even as he applies it. The 
preponderance of modern economic evidence 

shows that market societies do signifi-
cantly better than social democracies 
at raising the life prospects of ordinary 
workers, in terms both of real income and 
of actual goods and services delivered. 
Whatever today’s workers may lose in 
union benefits is made up for by control 
of their own choices as consumers. More-
over, Tomasi is confident that behind the 
veil of ignorance, people would choose, so 
to speak, to be paid in cash, not in prom-
ises of bureaucratic protection.

But what guarantees that mar-
kets will succeed in raising the 
prospects of the poor? What, re-

plies Tomasi, ensures that nanny states 
will succeed in providing the benefits 
they promise over the long run without 
bankrupting their societies and betray-
ing their promises? Ask the Greeks how 
well they sleep at night.

Having agreed to spar on the level of 
“ideal theory,” Tomasi contends that Rawl-
sians can’t dismiss his socio-economic gen-
eralizations any more than he can dismiss 
theirs. Friedrich Hayek’s account of the in-
evitable failure of centralized planning in the 
face of the superior local knowledge conveyed 
by markets supports Tomasi’s confidence 
in spontaneous order. Hayek famously de-
nounced the very idea of social justice, but 
what he really objected to was the effort by 
government to coerce distribution, which he 
thought nonsensical. Government can no 
more repeal the law of unintended conse-
quences than it can repeal the law of supply 
and demand.

Tomasi embraces social justice—defined 
as a better life for the least advantaged—but 
replaces the coercive means its champions 
usually favor with reliance on markets. Like 
Hayek and Adam Smith, and unlike some 
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libertarians, he accepts a role for the state 
in administering justice, providing defense, 
building roads, and offering education, but is 
open to free-market approaches, especially for 
healthcare and old-age insurance. His simul-
taneous concern for social justice and market 
freedom makes sense, he argues, of Hayek’s 
otherwise perplexing statement in a late work 
that his differences with Rawls were “more 
verbal than substantive,” since they agree “on 
what is to me the essential point.”

Tomasi is too realistic to expect that 
his argument will persuade commit-
ted Rawlsian liberals. Confident of sus-

tained economic growth, he is willing to let 
them retire with their pensions intact, so to 
speak, and to make his case to the young, who 
he believes are on his side. Should his argument 
persuade conservatives, old or young? They al-
ready agree with him about the value of mar-
kets for economic growth and individual free-
dom. Should they agree as well that the way to 
vindicate markets and stipulate their limits is to 
adopt, and then adapt, a Rawlsian framework?

I have my doubts. First, Tomasi’s “Kan-
tian constructivism” ignores the serious re-
flection that contemporary philosophy is 
paying once again to the knowability of the 
human good. Hayek and Rawls both accept 
the fact-value distinction, the claim that 

empirical facts can be known but norma-
tive values are pre-rationally or irrationally 
given. This is why Rawls calls his theory “de-
ontological.” Unable to assume more than a 

“thin theory” of universal good, it lets each 
person define what’s good for himself. And 
it’s why even the advent of supercomputing 
and sophisticated market research would not 
budge a disciple of Hayek from respecting 
the market knowledge of individuals, since 
only they can decide how much they value 
something, which they do in the act of de-
ciding what they are willing to pay for it. 
Contemporary social science still makes the 
fact-value distinction its hidden premise, but 
serious philosophy has drawn that distinc-
tion into question. If the human good can be 
known, even in an outline form that leaves 
individuals ample room to choose their way 
of life, then the question of distributive jus-
tice has to be revisited in light of what is 
known about the goods to be distributed. To 
avoid the whole question is to dwell amidst 
superficialities—sometimes prudent in poli-
tics, always devastating in philosophy.

Perhaps Tomasi would point to his notion 
of individual self-authorship as the foundation 
on which he builds his theory. He means it as 
an improvement on the libertarian concept of 
self-ownership, providing flexibility and choice 
in defining justice: authors know they have to 

accept editorial revision if they want to be pub-
lished, while ownership is absolute. But this 
corrective highlights a second problem. Toma-
si’s self-authorship leaves little or no room for 
religious believers, for whom the term denies 
an Author of their being by whose authority 
they are bound and by whose care they hope 
to thrive. It’s no accident that Tomasi says next 
to nothing about the social questions that rend 
society today: if we are all self-authors, isn’t 
public morality as stifling as socialism?

Although tomasi brackets the so-
cial questions, he gives a silent nod to 
traditional positions on them: for ex-

ample, he writes eloquently of the dignity of 
working to support one’s family rather than 
relying on government transfer payments, and 
on the value of inheritance as it passes from 
parent to child. But if family is productive of 
such goods, can’t society promote the family 
as a good? Indeed, society would seem to have 
a duty, on Tomasi’s terms, to guide the young 
in forming families and support the middle-
aged in maintaining them, lest lives be ruined 
by radical experimentation. Hayek explains 
the discovery of social rules retrospectively, 
but what can be said prospectively against 
the claim that in modern conditions—in the 
world of infinite “growth”—the old rules no 
longer apply?

Finally, Tomasi undercounts the impor-
tance of politics. It’s not wrong to say the 
poor want wealth rather than activism, but 
it is too simple. The poor sometimes vote 
for those who make them proud instead of 
promising to line their pockets, and kids 
from modest backgrounds join the military 
and fight hard for their country while their 
peers are making money. Even less does eco-
nomic determinism explain what is denied to 
the more virtuous if their talents are limited 
to moneymaking and never applied to the 
exercise of political virtue, which often re-
quires economic sacrifices, or at least absorb-
ing “opportunity costs.” Partisanship is not 
justice, but it is an inevitable part of politics 
in a free society. The bonds of political asso-
ciation are not reducible to market relation-
ships—at least not without the destruction 
of something valuable and ennobling. Be-
cause the bureaucratic state is no substitute 
for political virtue and political friendship, 
free-market liberals and conservatives can 
be, well, political friends in the fight against 
its domination of society. But such political 
friendship is not the achievement of a genu-
ine common good—which no philosophic ac-
count of justice ought to neglect.

James R. Stoner, Jr., is professor of political sci-
ence at Louisiana State University.
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Book Review by Bill Whalen

Trouble in the Golden State
California Crucible: The Forging of Modern American Liberalism, by Jonathan Bell.

University of Pennsylvania Press, 352 pages, $47.50

Eureka! How to Fix California, by Arthur B. Laffer.
Pacific Research Institute, 220 pages, $26.95

California’s 38 million residents, a 
population exceeding Canada’s, may 
not be getting the government they 

deserve but seem to be getting the one they 
want. In the 2010 election, while Republicans 
made unprecedented gains around the coun-
try, California Democrats won every state-
wide race for political office. Meg Whitman, 
the former chair of eBay, spent $178.5 million, 
$43 for every one of the 4.13 million votes 
she received as the Republican gubernatorial 
nominee, which was only 40.9% of the total in 
that year’s contest. 

How did California, which Republican 
presidential nominees carried nine times 
in the ten presidential elections from 1952 
through 1988, become one of the country’s 
most Democratic states? There’s no better tu-
torial than Jonathan Bell’s California Crucible 
for understanding how Golden State Demo-
crats transformed a position of acute political 
weakness into one of great strength over the 
course of the 1950s. After a decade of defeats 
and disarray, the Democrats’ sweep in 1958 
took them from holding only 11 state sen-
ate seats in 1952 to 28 (out of 40), and from 
26 General Assembly seats to 47 (out of 80). 
Their newly elected governor, Pat Brown (Jer-
ry’s father) won by a landslide and used his 
party’s legislative majorities to enact an ambi-
tious progressive agenda.

Bell, a historian at the University of Read-
ing, stresses that from 1950 to 1960 Cali-
fornia’s population skyrocketed from 10.6 
to 15.7 million. New residents arriving from 
across the country brought new sensibilities 
regarding civil rights, social progress, and gov-
ernment initiatives. The state GOP adjusted 
slowly and poorly to a political climate less 
fueled by McCarthyism, and drifted into in-
tra-party feuds. Meanwhile, the Democratic 
message crafted in the 1950s called for using 
government to promote a common citizen-
ship in terms of access to economic resources 
and basic civil rights. The victories of 1958, 
Bell writes, represented the “culmination of 

a process of political self-definition that had 
gathered pace in the decade since World War 
II and established California Democrats as 
trendsetters for the emergence of a left-of-cen-
ter program for the later twentieth century.”

California republicans might bene-
fit from studying Democrats’ adapta-
tion in the 1950s to a changing popu-

lation. After voters in 2005 rejected a series 
of initiatives designed to change the balance 
of power in Sacramento, the economist Ar-
thur Laffer, father of supply-side economics, 
departed the state for the greener pastures of 
Tennessee. At the time Laffer wrote, “Cali-
fornia is embarking on a radical path of tax 
increases and budget-busting spending pro-
grams. The Golden State is becoming one of 
the most oppressive, intrusive, anti-wealth 
states in the nation—if we’re not there already.” 

It has been six years since his departure, 
but Laffer still thinks the state is worth saving. 
According to his trenchant new book, Eureka! 
How to Fix California, California lost some 
869,000 tax filers from 1992 to 2008 (3.5 mil-
lion moving in, 4.4 million fleeing). The exiles, 
mostly Republicans, relocated to Nevada, Or-
egon, and Arizona. Two of their other top 
destinations—Florida and Texas—pursue 
pro-growth policies, including shunning a 
state income tax. The emigrants to California 
over the same 16-year period overwhelmingly 
came from New York, New Jersey, Massachu-
setts, Michigan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, 
Connecticut, and Maryland. Small wonder 
the state has grown more Democratic.

As Laffer sees it, Sacramento politicians 
have painted themselves into a corner. The 
progressive tax code showers riches on the 
state during prosperous times, such as the 
technology bubble of the late 1990s. When 
the downturn arrives, however, state reve-
nues are reduced disproportionately because 
high-bracket incomes decline dramatically. 
Meanwhile, government expansion, which 
the booms make possible, proves far easier 

than contraction, which the downturns 
make necessary.

Laffer proposes some familiar remedies, 
including teacher merit pay, abolishing tenure, 
more charter schools, and putting the Califor-
nia Teachers Association on a leash. Others 
are novel. Charging all water users (residen-
tial, commercial, and agricultural) the same 
rate and quintupling water prices would pro-
mote conservation and open the public’s eyes 
to the state’s cozy relation with agri-business. 
Laffer also favors tying pay for politicians and 
functionaries to the state’s economic perfor-
mance, and sun-setting all state commissions.

His biggest idea is a revenue-neutral flat 
tax with one base for personal adjusted gross 
income, and another for businesses’ net sales 
or value added. “What is needed is a true pro-
growth tax code that eliminates the boom 
and bust revenue cycle and creates the largest 
incentives for firms and workers to come to 
California,” he writes.

If he were california’s philosopher king, 
enacting these meritorious proposals and 
watching the state prosper would be easy. 

In California’s democracy, however, ruinous 
ideas seem to flourish and sound ones whither. 
Laffer’s when-all-else-fails proposal is to divide 
California into four states, each having rough-
ly the same population as the entire state did 
in 1950. At least one or two of those new states 
might be interested in multiplying wealth in-
stead of dividing it. Of course, even in the 
unlikely event Californians would consent to 
this cell division, the other states would have 
to agree to see their own power in the United 
States Senate diluted by the addition of six ad-
ditional senators from the newly formed mini-
Californias—an unimaginable prospect. 

In other words, California—with enor-
mous dangers and no discernible path for es-
caping them—is a state in deep, deep trouble.

Bill Whalen is a research felow at the Hoover 
Institution.
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Essay by John J. DiIulio, Jr.

Moral Sense and Social Science

James q. wilson died on march 2, 2012 at 
the age of 80. Every major American news-
paper ran a long obituary, magazines and 

syndicated columnists examined his life and 
work, and prominent officials of both parties, 
from governments past and present, issued 
statements.

Why the fuss over a retired political sci-
ence professor? Because, as President George 
W. Bush stated when awarding him the Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom in 2003, Wilson 
was arguably “the most influential political 
scientist in America since the White House 
was home to Professor Woodrow Wilson.” 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan once called his for-
mer Harvard colleague “the smartest man in 
America,” a judgment Wilson rejected.

He served six presidents as an advisor on 
such disparate topics as crime, foreign policy 
intelligence, and bioethics. After receiving a 
doctorate in political science from the Univer-
sity of Chicago in 1959, he held professorships 
at Harvard (1961–1987), UCLA (1987–1997), 
and Pepperdine University (1998–2009). He 
had board chairmanships or other leadership 
positions with the Joint Center for Urban 
Studies of Harvard and MIT, the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute, among others. He 

won major academic awards in political sci-
ence, criminology, public administration, and 
policy studies. 

In 1960 Wilson published his first book, 
Negro Politics: The Search for Leadership. In 
2010 he published his last, American Politics, 
Then and Now and Other Essays. Over that 
half-century he authored or co-authored 17 
books (and edited half-a-dozen more), plus 
hundreds of articles and a bestselling text-
book on American government.

From the time it was diagnosed in 2010, 
Wilson battled leukemia with heart and hu-
mor, but reckoned his time was short. The 
13th edition of his textbook, published in 
2012, opened with a “A Letter from the Au-
thor” explaining the book’s rationale and 
summarizing for one last time how the “Con-
stitution, our adversarial political culture, and 
a commitment to freedom and limited gov-
ernment” make America “a unique democracy, 
not necessarily the best one.”

Wilson’s vast and varied corpus has four 
corners: his work on bureaucracy and organi-
zation theory; on crime and criminal justice 
policy; on American politics, government, and 
policy making; and on the light science can 
shed on the moral behavior necessary for soci-
eties to cohere and succeed. For the first three 

decades of his career, he wrote mainly about 
bureaucracy, crime, and politics. During the 
last two decades, every book he wrote, with 
the exception of his American government 
textbook, was focused on morality. Between 
1993 and 2000, he published three books in 
a row with the word “moral” in the title. He 
considered the first book in this series, The 
Moral Sense (1993), to be his most important.

I number among Wilson’s now late-mid-
dle-aged former Harvard graduate students. 
He and I collaborated on a few articles, wrote 
for some of each other’s edited volumes, and 
occasionally reviewed each other’s draft 
manuscripts. From 1992 through 2012, I co-
authored 8 of the 13 editions of his textbook. 
(“Our textbook!” he would say, but I never 
yielded on that.) 

Wilson, who voted for Democrats up to 
Hubert Humphrey in 1968 but then became 
a Republican, was known as a neoconserva-
tive public intellectual. He eschewed that la-
bel (he preferred “policy skeptic”), but he de-
fined his brand of neoconservatism in his 1991 
book On Character: 

I was a neoconservative (if that is what 
you wanted to call me) because I was 
raised in a Catholic family in a Southern 
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California city populated mostly by Mid-
western Protestants. At school we un-
hesitatingly saluted the flag every morn-
ing; our disputes—and they were often 
vicious—were rarely over politics but 
often over dates, cars, sports, and (above 
all) male reputation. Almost everybody 
went to church on Sunday…. [A] neo-
conservative such as myself understood 
the public’s worry over crime and disor-
der and respected its allegiance to family, 
neighborhood, church, and country.

The Book’s the Thing

Wilson’s body of work—the books 
and the rest—is beautifully written 
but simply too vast to be easily sum-

marized. So let me confine my attention to 
The Moral Sense and several of Wilson’s other 
books. He would applaud that focus, for he 
held an old-fashioned idea about the impor-
tance of books, namely, that almost no aca-
demic article, popular essay, op-ed, or (heaven 
forbid) blog posting, however trenchant or 
timely, can do the sustained intellectual heavy-
lifting, refine the writer’s understanding, and 

written. So it was mostly all new material being 
published under the old title. I had done some 
last-minute fact-checking on the revised edi-
tion. In 1984, I asked him how the work was 
being received. As it turned out, while the first 
edition had made a huge splash, the revised 
edition made hardly a ripple. “Too bad,” he la-
mented, “because this is by far the better book.” 

Wilson wanted each book not to teach read-
ers what to think about a particular problem 
(any decent pundit’s column can do that much), 
but how to think about it. He counted it a suc-
cess if the reader finished the book prepared to 
grapple with all the caveats and nuances that 
might be needed for a reasonable mind to un-
derstand the topic in ways the author did not 
anticipate or with which he might differ.

Wilson resisted all marketing and other 
pressures to dumb down his American gov-
ernment textbook. And though he read as 
many academic journals in as many different 
fields as anyone could, he learned mainly by 
reading and reacting to books, and beckoned 
others to be bookish, too. Thus it was that 
Wilson considered his seminal 1967 essay, 
“The Bureaucracy Problem,” published in The 
Public Interest, to be important, but deemed 

illuminate the reader’s mind, the way a good 
book can. As a collegiate debating champion, 
Wilson knew the difference between winning 
an argument, on the one hand, and under-
standing something for oneself or teaching 
it to others in a way that, as he often said, is 

“general, meaningful, and true.” Good books 
on complex empirical subjects leave the reader 
convinced that a shorter work could not pos-
sibly have done justice to the subject.

Wilson practiced what he preached. Long 
after he had anything to prove, he wrote 
books. Some he crafted from his best essays 
on a large subject, like On Character and the 
two editions of his Thinking About Crime. He 
would tweak, revise, or entirely rewrite each 
essay to fit into an intellectually coherent 
whole. But he never felt that mission to be ful-
ly accomplished. He introduced On Charac-
ter by noting that the “essays in this book are 
fragmentary precursors of work in progress. I 
am not quite satisfied with them.” 

In 1975, Wilson transformed a bunch of 
essays into Thinking About Crime. Eight years 
later, he issued a revised edition with thirteen 
chapters including five that did not appear in 
the first one and three that were thoroughly re-
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his 1989 book, Bureaucracy: What Govern-
ment Agencies Do and Why they Do It, to be 
not only more detailed but of an entirely dif-
ferent, and higher, intellectual character.

By the same token, Wilson’s famous 1982 
magazine article in the Atlantic, “Broken Win-
dows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety,” 
co-authored with George L. Kelling, anec-
dotally illustrated what became known as the 

“broken windows” thesis: serious crime can be 
curbed by policing disorderly behavior in pub-
lic spaces, such as arresting turnstile jumpers 
in subways. But Wilson really did not consider 

“broken windows” to be a significant concept 
until 1996 when Kelling and Catherine M. 
Coles co-authored Fixing Broken Windows: 
Restoring Order and Reducing Crime in Our 
Communities. Wilson penned that fine book’s 
foreword. Still, to his last days, if you asked 
Wilson whether police behavior could be pre-
dictably and reliably altered in ways that affect-
ed crime rates, he would express skepticism. 

In his own book, Varieties of Police Behav-
ior: The Management of Law and Order in 
Eight Communities (1968), he had concluded 
that the “police can do relatively little about 
preventing most common crimes,” and had 
counted “reducing the incidence of…crimes 
committed by repeaters” among “those things 
that the police cannot do.” Fixing Broken 
Windows, subsequent empirical studies, and 
veteran police chiefs’ reports about tangible 
successes, caused him to scale back but not 
discard his doubts about our capacity to lower 
crime by engineering prescribed changes in 
policing tactics and organizational structures. 
In 2009 he told me, “Nobody has yet written 
the definitive book on the subject.”

A Connecticut Yankee’s Apprentice

It’s impossible to understand wilson 
and his books without first understanding 
at least a little something about Edward 

C. Banfield and his books. Banfield, who died 
in 1999, was Wilson’s dissertation supervisor, 
Harvard political science colleague, and dear 
friend. When Wilson learned that I had en-
rolled in one of Banfield’s graduate seminars, 
he let his mentor know that I was a married 
working-class kid from South Philly, the first 
member of my family to go to college, and that 
my family members and friends included cops, 
car mechanics, and plumbers. “Professor Ban-
field,” Wilson wryly predicted, “will be pleased 
to learn that you are close to a plumber.”

A one-time New Deal government em-
ployee and enthusiast, Banfield became a 
self-described “vintage Burkean conservative.” 
His early career had him immersed in the so-
cial sciences that promised deliverance from 
urban ills via urban planning. But he shook 

off those illusions decades before doing so 
became fashionable, arguing that the limits 
of rationality, the realities of practical poli-
tics, and the moral conflicts that underlie all 
political choices, render the experts’ govern-
ment-backed quest to “solve” complex human 
problems a pseudo-sophisticated fool’s errand. 

In 1958, Banfield published The Moral Ba-
sis of a Backward Society, about peasants living 
in the southern Italian village of Montegrano 
(a pseudonym). A narrowly self-regarding, 
highly present-oriented civic culture of “amor-
al familism,” he argued, had kept the Monte-
granese from caring about and cooperating 
with their neighbors. As a result, they lived in 
extreme poverty. By contrast, people in other 
southern Italian villages, and most northern 
Italians, had more pro-social and future-ori-
ented civic cultures. Despite having no bet-
ter natural resources than the Montegranese, 
these people were far less afflicted by poverty. 

A decade later, Banfield observed in Ameri-
ca’s poorest inner-city neighborhoods much the 
same weak civic culture that he had observed 
in Montegrano. His 1970 book The Unheaven-
ly City: The Nature and the Future of Our Urban 
Crisis challenged the day’s leading social science 
theories about the “root causes” of urban street 
crime, poverty, and educational failure. Unlike 
Wilson, Banfield studiously avoided function-
ing in the least as a public intellectual. But the 
controversy sparked by The Unheavenly City 
thrust him into the spotlight. Despite chronic 
health problems, from the mid-1970s through 
the early 1990s he continued to write impor-
tant books, including, in 1984, The Democratic 
Muse: Visual Arts and the Public Interest. 

Shortly after Banfield died, Wilson penned 
“A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court: 
A Biography.” Affectionately and authorita-
tively written, this roughly 50-page profile of 
Banfield and Banfield’s books was published in 
Edward C. Banfield: An Appreciation, a 2002 
publication by the Henry Salvatori Center 
of Claremont McKenna College, edited by 
Charles R. Kesler, and available online. 

Banfield, wrote Wilson, “was dedicated to 
doing what social scientists are supposed to do, 
namely, finding simple or general explanations 
for a variety of complex behaviors.” Those 
words echoed what Wilson had written in the 
spring 1992 edition of the Public Interest about 
Banfield’s collection of essays, Here the People 
Rule (1985): “What Edward Banfield has done 
in books and essays spanning nearly half a cen-
tury has been to challenge the central tenet of 
Progressive thought in America, namely, that 
society could and should be rationalized (and 
for some, moralized) by government action.” 
Wilson added, “It is a pity that none of the 
chapters in this collection contains any part of 
Banfield’s many books, for there one sees the 
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social scientist at work, explaining the limits of 
human cooperation…the making of political 
decisions…some reasons for economic stagna-
tion…and the causes of urban problems.”

In 1963, Banfield and Wilson co-authored 
City Politics. The book’s introduction plucks 
three ideas that would recur for the next 50 
years in Wilson’s books: First, even the best 
work by social scientists can tell us little or 
nothing that will enable us to improve indi-
viduals or reform institutions. Second, social 
science as an effort to understand complex em-
pirical realities is intrinsically satisfying and, if 
done honestly and well, requires no practical, 
civic, or other non-intellectual justification. Fi-
nally, when deciding between esoteric research 
findings and lessons based on experience and 
backed by common sense, choose the latter. 

The reason why knowledge about politics 
(whether in the form of general propo-
sitions or as practical wisdom) will not 
lead to better solutions of social prob-
lems is that impediments to such solu-
tions are a result of disagreement, not 
lack of knowledge.… Perhaps the most 
intrinsically satisfying of man’s activities 
is trying to understand the world he lives 
in.… Responding to the challenge is, we 
think, its own justification and reward.

In 1962 Wilson wrote The Amateur Democrat: 
Club Politics in Three Cities. In certain respects, 
The Amateur Democrat is Wilson’s most pro-
phetic work. Political party regulars, he grasped, 
were losing their grip on the electoral process. 
They were being replaced by “amateurs” who 
believed “that principles, rather than interest, 
ought to be both the end and motive of politi-
cal action.” A half-century before MoveOn.org 
and the Tea Party, he saw today’s hyper-parti-
san, hyper-ideological politics coming. 

Wilson reminded his readers that no one 
had “used the power of patronage more ruth-
lessly than Abraham Lincoln,” and that “no 
one relied more heavily on big-city machines 
than Franklin D. Roosevelt.” But even in his 
preface to the second edition in 1966, he es-
chewed any purpose for the book save under-
standing the situation for what it was: “This 
book is about the functions of political par-
ties…. [I]t is not about municipal reform, good 
government, the honest ballot, or public pol-
icy.” He hoped that “in time” he would learn 

“not to be irritated” by people who insisted 
that he take a stand for or against “reform.”

Social Scientist at Work

In academic circles, the reaction to 
Wilson’s Thinking About Crime in 1975 was 
not as fierce as the reaction to Banfield’s The 

Unheavenly City five years earlier, but it could 
hardly be called restrained. Whereas Banfield 
was lambasted as a reactionary or worse, Wil-
son was labeled a conservative—for life. 

Wilson’s “conservative” fighting words in-
cluded the observation that “so few knowledge-
able persons, especially among the ranks of 
many professional students of crime, are even 
willing to entertain the possibility that penal-
ties make a difference” or that criminals are not 

“radically different from ordinary people.” Like 
most people, criminals pay attention “to the 
costs and rewards of their activities.” On aver-
age, the more they believe they are likely to get 
caught and punished, the less likely they are to 
murder, rape, rob, burglarize, or vandalize.

I have already noted Wilson’s conclusions, 
as expressed in his 1968 book, Varieties of Po-
lice Behavior, about how difficult it is to engi-
neer changes in policing that yield reductions 
in crime. It is widely asserted that he sang a 
different tune seven years later in Thinking 
About Crime. In fact, however, he stressed that 
“there is as yet no way of knowing whether im-
proved police ability to solve crimes will affect 
the crime rate.” 

Wilson was at pains to show that social 
science does not contradict the policing and 
other crime-control strategies that most av-
erage citizens think are just common sense. 
Thus, “a massive increase in police presence 
on foot in densely settled areas will probably 
lead to a reduction” in crimes. And thus “both 
an increased certainty of a sentence and an in-
creased length of sentence” will reduce crimes, 
first and foremost among those high-rate vio-
lent criminals who “cannot harm society while 
confined or closely supervised.” In the 1983 
edition of the book, Wilson did not change 
the core “message of the first edition,” namely, 
that we cannot control crime “by exchanging 
slogans, rehearsing our ideology, or exagger-
ating the extent to which human nature or 
government institutions can be changed ac-
cording to plan.” And the book still ended 
deploring a crime debate guided by academics 
and others who “trifle with the wicked, make 
sport of the innocent, and encourage the cal-
culators. Justice suffers, and so do we all.”

Two years later, Wilson co-authored with 
the Harvard psychologist Richard J. Herrn-
stein Crime & Human Nature: The Definitive 
Study of the Causes of Crime. The book was 

“definitive” in the sense that it weighed the evi-
dence on virtually all the “independent vari-
ables” that scientists in many different fields 
had studied in relation to crime (biological and 
genetic factors, age, intelligence, family struc-
ture, schools, labor markets, and others). Af-
ter more than 500 densely argued and obses-
sively footnoted pages, Crime and Human Na-
ture offered no easy answers about the causes 
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of crime. But that was its answer. Especially 
regarding the perennial debate over whether 
criminals are “born or made,” Wilson and 
Herrnstein took pride in having demonstrated 
beyond a reasonable empirical doubt that “the 
question is badly phrased.” Alas, “partitioning 
variations in criminality between two types of 
causes neglects, obviously, the complex inter-
actions that exist between those causes.” 

I once asked Wilson how the little-read 
1983 edition of Thinking About Crime would 
have been different if he knew then what he 
and Herrnstein knew in 1985. “It would have 
been longer and it would have sold even few-
er copies,” he quipped. I also asked him why 
crime and bureaucracy became so central to 
his research and writing life. “Accidents,” he 
said. He started studying crime because the 
opportunity to ride around with cops pre-
sented itself when he was a graduate student, 
and nobody else volunteered. And he started 
studying bureaucracy because teaching a “pub-
lic administration” course was in his Harvard 
contract. But what kept Wilson engaged in 
both cases was the fact that, at least so far as 
his early book reading in each domain enabled 
him to judge, nobody had yet really figured 
out how to think about crime or bureaucracy.

Thinking about Bureaucracy

Wilson’s trilogy on bureaucracy 
begins with Political Organizations 
(1973), continues with The Inves-

tigators: Managing FBI and Narcotics Agents 
(1978), and culminates with Bureaucracy. 
Treating Political Organizations as the first of 
his books on “bureaucracy” may seem odd. 
After all, the book is generally read as a study 
about how interest groups influence policy-
making, and also as a work that mediates dis-
putes between so-called rational choice theo-
rists and other schools of thought about how 
policy making works. 

But the crux of the book is a “theory of in-
centives” that Wilson and a friend of his from 
graduate school, Peter Clark, co-developed 
under Banfield’s tutelage in 1961. The theory, 
which undergirds all his subsequent work on 
bureaucracy, concerns how formal organiza-
tions constrain individual behavior, and how 
different types of organizations use differ-
ent types of incentives to induce individuals 
to join, sustain membership, and contribute 
their time, energy, or other resources. Wilson 
posits that there are three main types of in-
centives: solidary, the sense of pleasure, status, 
or companionship that arises out of meeting 
people in groups; material, including money, 
or things and services readily valued in mon-
etary terms; and purposive, a psychic benefit 
that comes from serving a cause, defending 

a principle, or advancing a purpose that one 
values. Wilson and Clark noted in 1961 that 
organizations often switch their incentive sys-
tems. What Wilson explained in 1973 was 
that certain types of political organizations 
do the same, sometimes when they must, and 
other times when their leaders wish.

For instance, labor unions (the topic of the 
book’s seventh chapter) can induce member-
ship by offering better wages, friendships, and 
a common vision. When times are hard, they 
may rely more on social or purposive incen-
tives to get and keep members. When laws 
change, they may lose members who joined 
only because they felt compelled to do so. Or 
when ideologically committed leaders rise to 
power, they may emphasize abstract beliefs to 
a degree that does more to alienate than to an-
imate the rank and file. Using Wilson’s frame-
work, other social scientists have attempted to 
explain changes in diverse political organiza-
tions’ memberships and lobbying prowess.

Political Organizations was Wilson’s most 
theoretical work. In The Investigators he com-

agencies actually gets defined” not by elected 
leaders, lobbyists, political appointees, pro-
gram beneficiaries, professional policy ana-
lysts, political pundits, or the public at large, 
but by the agency’s workaday “operators,” the 
men and women who are paid to perform the 
organization’s “critical tasks.”

[G]overnment executives have limited 
influence over subordinates because the 
incentives controlled by managers are 
weak and hard to manipulate. Thus in 
a public bureaucracy the tasks of its key 
operators are likely to be defined by nat-
urally occurring rather than by agency-
supplied incentives…. Suppose you take 
a job as a police officer, prison guard, 
school teacher, State Department desk 
officer, or inspector in the Occupation-
al Safety and Health Administration. 
When you report for work the behavior 
of your clients and the technology avail-
able to you will powerfully shape what 
you do, no matter what the stated goals 
of the organization may be.

In yet another echo of what he wrote with 
Banfield in City Politics, Wilson’s preface to 
Bureaucracy advised that the book was “nei-
ther…very practical” nor will you “learn very 
much—if anything—about how to run a gov-
ernment agency (though you might learn why 
it persists in running in a certain way despite 
your best efforts to change it).”

Why read it then? Only because you are 
interested, and might want to know a 
little more about why our government 
works the way it does. To me, that is jus-
tification enough. It has been for almost 
thirty years.

Wilson leaned on doctoral dissertations 
and seminar papers written by his former 
graduate students. As he read all that work 
plus scores of other books on the subject, he 
concluded that, except during the period in 
which a new agency is founded, leadership in 
government agencies is inevitably limited. The 
only real question for agency leaders is wheth-
er “their management systems and adminis-
trative arrangements are well or poorly suited 
to the tasks the agencies actually perform.”

I was deeply honored that Wilson heavily 
cited my own research on managing prisons. 
And, apart from “our” textbook, Bureaucracy 
was the only one of his books that he shared 
fully with me as he drafted and re-drafted 
it. But I disagreed, fundamentally, with his 
conclusions about the limits of leadership in 
government agencies. My 1994 article, “Prin-
cipled Agents: The Cultural Bases of Behav-

pared the leadership, management, and cul-
tures of the Drug Enforcement Agency to that 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. On one 
level, the book attempted to explain why the 
former agency had avoided tackling anti-drug 
law enforcement while the latter agency had 
bounced between two distinct approaches to 
nabbing dealers and disrupting narcotics dis-
tribution networks at home and abroad. On 
a deeper level, however, The Investigators, like 
Political Organizations, was all about apply-
ing Wilson’s old incentive theory. But it took 
Wilson nearly another dozen years to read 
all the relevant books, write Bureaucracy, and 
crystallize this insight: while interest groups’ 
and most other political organizations’ incen-
tives systems are often determined from the 
top down by the organizations’ external mas-
ters or internal leaders, government agencies’ 
incentives systems more commonly “emerge 
from within the organization” and from the 

“bottom up.” The key to understanding “what 
government agencies do and why they do it” is 
to understand that “the work of government 

Wilson wanted each 
book not to teach 

readers what to think 
about a particular 

problem, but how to 
think about it. 
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“majoritarian” issue depends on whether you 
believe, in effect, that “everybody benefits, ev-
erybody pays.” Second, issues can “migrate” 
from one type to another. Let another energy 
crisis create long lines for $10-a-gallon gaso-
line and the regulatory regime will quickly 
slip into something less comfortable for the 
oil industry than client politics. Third, it is 
under some conditions possible for even a 
previously disorganized, disempowered, or 
unpopular group to gain real influence; just 
ask former General Motors executives about 
the “entrepreneurial politics” mastered by 
Ralph Nader. Finally, each policy domain 
involves predictably different (and larger or 
smaller) roles for different governmental and 
nongovernmental organizations (parties, in-
terest groups, media outlets, and others) and 
for public opinion.

All Grown Up

During his last decade, wilson 
worried more than he had previously 
about what, in the closing paragraph 

of his textbook, he described as “a decline in 
public confidence in those who manage…gov-
ernment. We expect more and more from gov-
ernment,” he observed, “but are less and less 
certain that we will get it, or get it in a form 
and at a cost that we find acceptable.”

We talked about this problem now and 
again, and he encouraged me to write about 
it. Maybe, he suggested, this was a moment 
to recall what Banfield had taught him about 
all political problems being at bottom moral 
problems. “I’ve got it,” I joked. “Let’s pass a law 
requiring everyone to read The Moral Sense.” 

Or maybe I was only half-joking. The 
Moral Sense is Wilson’s best book. On nearly 
every page, poetry punctuates the social sci-
ence prose. Here, for example, is how Wilson 
referees the intramural social science debate 
between, on the one side, anthropologists 
who believe that “[m]an has no nature other 
than an ability to acquire a culture,” and, on 
the other side, economists and psychologists 
who believe that “man has a nature and it is a 
calculating one.”

To me, “man is a social animal” who 
struggles to reconcile the partially war-
ring parts of his universally occurring 
nature—the desire for survival and sus-
tenance with the desire for companion-
ship and approval. And not just a social 
animal by accident, but a social animal 
by nature—that is, as the consequence 
of biological predispositions selected for 
over eons of evolutionary history.

Or this:

Human nature is knowable only in 
broad outline; human wants and the best 
means for satisfying them are not know-
able at all by any single mind or single 
agency. Democratic politics matches, 
better than any alternative, the diversity 
and spontaneity of the human spirit.

Or, finally, these last lines in the book’s con-
cluding section, “The Light of Human Nature”:

Mankind’s moral sense is not a strong 
beacon light, radiating outward to illu-
minate in sharp outline all that it touch-
es. It is, rather, a small candle flame, 
casting vague and multiple shadows, 
flickering and sputtering in the strong 
winds of power and passion, greed and 
ideology. But brought close to the heart 
and cupped in one’s hands, it dispels the 
darkness and warms the soul.

Wilson never complained about anything, 
but I knew he wished The Moral Sense had 
reached a wider audience and done more to 
influence the sciences of pro-social and moral 
behavior. 

But he pushed on, publishing in 2002 
The Marriage Problem: How Our Culture Has 
Weakened Families. While the book’s con-
cluding admonition concerned husbands and 
wives, it could as well be applied to taxpay-
ers, community members, and citizens more 
generally:

The collective good—that is, the obli-
gation to share resources, live together, 
raise children in concert, and avoid 
sexual temptations—seems to improve 
individual lives. But to understand the 
benefits of that commitment one has to 
be—well, grown up.... But not everyone 
is grown up.

From Professor James Q. Wilson, we will 
receive no more instruction on how to think 
about crime, bureaucracy, politics, or morality. 
But we do not need more. He was a grown-up 
for all seasons, and he left us his books.

John J. DiIulio, Jr. is the Frederic Fox Leadership 
Professor of Politics, Religion, and Civil Society 
at the University of Pennsylvania. He served 
as the first director of the White House Office 
of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, and 
is co-author, with James Q. Wilson and Meena 
Bose, of American Government: Institutions 
and Policies, 13th edition (Cengage).

ior in a Federal Government Bureaucracy,” 
helped persuade him to amend, but not aban-
don, how he thought about leadership in gov-
ernment agencies. What would it take to get 
him to go all the way? “Buckle down and write 
the book,” he cheerfully challenged me more 
than once. Regrettably, I never did.

Understanding Politics

Figuring out how to think about 
bureaucracy and crime is not easy, but 
figuring out how to think about politics 

and morality is much harder. Wilson waited 
until he was 60 to tackle morality in earnest, 
and he spent his entire career thinking and re-
thinking the nature of politics.

Wilson concluded that his single most sig-
nificant insight about politics related to how 
political power is (or, as importantly, is not) 
distributed in America, and how policymak-
ing actually works. The answer to “who gov-
erns” is not simple, though many theories 
make it seem so. The answer is not the selfish 
rich, the bovine bourgeoisie, the power elite, 
or government bureaucrats. Nor is the answer 
an obstructionist Congress, an imperial presi-
dency, an activist judiciary, or we the people. 

Rather, as Wilson teaches in American 
Government: Institutions and Policies, “the dis-
tribution of political power” cannot be “in-
ferred simply by knowing what laws are on 
the books.” Who “did what in government is 
not hard to find out, but who wielded power—
that is, who made a difference in the outcome 
and for what reason—is much harder to dis-
cover.” Although “political scientists ought to 
be able to give clear answers, amply supported 
by evidence,” in “reality they can (at best) give 
partial, contingent, and controversial answers.” 

Wilson offered a brilliant set of these an-
swers as a fourfold “way of classifying and ex-
plaining the politics of different policy issues.” 
Majoritarian politics promises benefits to large 
numbers of people at a cost that large numbers 
of people have to bear. Interest group politics 
confers benefits on some relatively small, iden-
tifiable group and imposes costs on another 
small, identifiable group. Client politics ben-
efits some identifiable, often small, group, but 
everybody—or at least a large part of society—
will pay the costs. Finally, entrepreneurial poli-
tics benefits society as a whole or some large 
part of it while imposing substantial costs on 
some small, identifiable segment of society, 
down to a particular group or industry. 

Wilson stressed four things about this 
matrix of costs and benefits. First, it is the 
perceived distribution of costs and benefits 
that matters. Whether Social Security is a 
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The American Founding: Its
Intellectual and Moral Framework,

edited by Daniel N. Robinson and
Richard N. Williams. Continuum,

176 pages, $90 (cloth), $27.95 (paper)

Claremont Institute senior fellows Thomas 
West and Hadley Arkes have the central and 
concluding chapters of the seven chapters in 
this instructive book, West on “The Universal 
Principles of the American Founding,” and 
Arkes on “Constitutionalism and its Presup-
positions.” Princeton University’s Robert 
George sets the tone with his opening chapter 
on “Natural-Law, God, and Human Dignity.” 
All the chapters offer intelligent, learned, and 
soberly urgent reflection on “the intellectual 
and moral foundations of civic life” in Amer-
ica. Citizens and politicians cogitating about 
how to strengthen and restore the conditions 
for self-government in our democracy will 
find in this book some excellent examples 
of how to think and talk about that impor-
tant endeavor. It is a book that could be as-
signed with good effect to undergraduates in 
American Government courses, too. Carroll 
William Westfall of Notre Dame’s School 
of Architecture expands the conversation in 
pleasantly surprising ways with an engaging 
chapter on the “City as Teacher,” in which 
we learn through analysis of several vivid ex-
amples, ancient and modern, how the archi-
tecture of “The good city…teaches about the 
best possible proportionate balance between 
tradition and innovation.”

Natural Law and the Antislavery
Constitutional Tradition,

by Justin Buckley Dyer. Cambridge
University Press, 208 pages, $90

Justin Dyer is the intellectual heir of some 
of the arguments in the Robinson-Williams 
book, and Dyer’s book is a kind of logical se-
quel to it. An assistant professor of political 
science at the University of Missouri, Colum-
bia, Dyer “seeks to contribute to the ongoing 
debate about the meaning and place of natu-
ral law in the American constitutional regime,” 
and in this respect his study is concerned with 
the whole ancient, medieval, and modern nat-
ural law and natural rights tradition. Dyer is 
not focusing on philosophers, however, but on 
the “natural-law arguments made by judges 

and statesmen” in America in the mid-19th 
century. His book attempts “to distinguish 
between better and worse formulations of the 
natural-law arguments that were made during 
the course of the debate on American slavery,” 
when the language of natural law was idiom-
atic in American political discourse. Interest 
in the subject is whetted by the thought that 
abolitionists, antislavery constitutionalists, 
and advocates of slavery all at one time or an-
other argued from the natural law. 

On the Meaning of Sex, by J. Budziszewski. 
ISI Books, 155 pages, $27.95

Eventually, everything seems to get around 
to sex, and the American Founding and natu-
ral law are no exceptions. Allan Bloom la-
mented amusingly that the founding might 
have been more appealing had there been 
more sex in it. And if there were, and if it 
wanted to be meaningful, J. Budziszewski 
would recommend that it be natural law sex, 
with a Christian consummation. His la-
ment is that contemporary American culture 
has largely forgotten the Christian natural 
law tradition that can make sex meaningful. 
Budziszewski, a professor of government at 
the University of Texas, Austin, tries to write 
about sex with the art of love, but admits he’s 
a bit clumsy at it. He writes, with apologies, 
about “erotic charity,” but judges that writing 
about “romantic charity” would be going too 
far. He does not think it goes too far to write 
about “polaric complementarity” of the sexes, 
a pivotal idea and oft-repeated phrase in the 
book (it even rates an entry in the index). So 
this is not a book that will put most young lov-
ers in the mood. But after you have listened 
to some Cole Porter tunes and danced a little 
cheek to cheek, with the lights down low, and 
you’re wondering how in the world that won-
derful feeling can be so wonderful, you might 
pick up this slim volume to find out. Just don’t 
imagine all you need is love. 

The Open Door: 100 Poems, 100 years of 
Poetry Magazine, edited by Don Share and 

Christian Wiman. The University of
Chicago Press, 224 pages, $20

If you’re not careful, sex often turns to love, 
and love before you know it inspires poetry. 

But probably not Modernist poetry. Mod-
ernist poetry doesn’t know much about love’s 
delights. It is almost by definition conceived, 
written, and read in pain. The history of mod-
ern poetry in America is inseparable from the 
history of Modernist and post-Modernist po-
etry, and for the last 100 years this history is 
inseparable from the history of Poetry maga-
zine. The Open Door takes the occasion of 
Poetry’s centennial year to offer, as advertised, 
100 poems from the first 100 years of the mag-
azine—not the best poems, or even the most 
famous of the many thousands of poems pub-
lished in its first century, but poems the cur-
rent editors for different reasons think reflect 
well on the “open door” policy the magazine 
has boasted of from its founding. It would 
take a zealous lover of poetry to love most of 
these poems. In fact, the editors take pains to 
suggest to their readers that there’s something 
contemptible about “liking” a poem. So don’t 
look here for sweetness and light. 

Essays in Biography, by Joseph Epstein.
Axios Press, 603 pages, $24

If sweetness and light are not exactly the 
bread and butter of Modernist poetry, they 
seem to be the guiding stars of Joseph Epstein’s 
prose. His personal mission statement, appar-
ently, is to instruct and delight. His essays 
here are essays in the old-fashioned sense—at-
tempts—as well as in the more familiar sense. 
The essays are gathered idiosyncratically and 
casually, as seems suited to the genre, into four 
categories: Americans, Englishmen, Popular 
Culture, and And Others (that’s a category). 
The Americans include, surprisingly, George 
Washington and Xenophon appears, even 
more surprisingly, among the And Others. 
Most of the rest of the subjects are of the 20th-
century intellectual writerly sort, including 
the Americans George Santayana, Saul Bel-
low, Bernard Malamud, Gore Vidal, Irving 
Kristol, and A.J. Liebling; the Englishmen 
Max Beerbohm, T.S Eliot, and Isaiah Ber-
lin; in popular culture—departing from the 
norm—Michael Jordan (reflecting Epstein’s 
Chicago connection that shows up in several 
essays), W.C. Fields, George Gershwin, and 
Joe DiMaggio. This is a book you can pick up 
and skip around in with pleasure and profit. 

— Christopher Flannery

B O O K S  I N  B R I E F
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Essay by John Blundell

A Modern Library of Liberty

When sir antony g.a. fisher, the 
founder and co-founder of many 
free-market think tanks around 

the world, passed away in the summer of 
1988 I was president and CEO of the Atlas 
Economic Research Foundation, which he 
had founded nearly a decade earlier to help 
support such groups the world over. He was 
the Johnny Appleseed of free-market think 
tanks and it was an honor to try to fill his 
shoes. With his widow, I set up an annual 
prize of $10,000 in his name for the best 
public policy book of the previous two years. 
Two decades later the list of winners is an as-
tonishing international list, a modern library 
of liberty. 

An early judge for the prize was 1986 Nobel 
Laureate in Economics James M. Buchanan, 
the co-founder (and co-leader, with Gordon 
Tullock) of the public choice school of eco-
nomics. Jim once wrote to me that we needed 
to reward publications that had changed the 
way readers looked at the world lastingly and 
for the better. 

So in choosing for this brief essay on the 
best public policy books of the past 50 years, 
I applied Buchanan’s test: had they changed 
the way I viewed the world? This being my list, 
I included some other criteria: they had to be 

available in English, have sold reasonably well, 
and be continuously in print. They did not 
need to be top bestsellers, but they did need 
to have been popular. They had to be of use to 
both professionals and lay people. They had 
to be really well-written books, and the sort of 
volumes that could easily end up on the read-
ing lists of several disciplines. They had to get 
to the heart of an issue. And they had to have 
touched a nerve; to have stirred up controver-
sy when published.

Great American Cities

I discovered jane jacobs’s oeuvre in the 
early 1970s, and though I followed her 
writings intently, nothing she wrote drew 

me in quite like The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities (1961). It remains one of my 
favorites. Eschewing college, Jacobs learned 
her trade the hard way, as a working journal-
ist who walked or bicycled through neighbor-
hoods, observing the rise and fall of cities 
firsthand. Her writing teaches a new appre-
ciation for the complexity of urban life, and 
makes one fascinated with cities and a keen 
observer of them. 

Jacobs has said “I believe in control from 
below and support from above,” and she is re-

lentless in her criticism of city planners and 
elected officials who, backed by tax money, 
think they can plan our lives. To Jacobs, the 
best cities are the result of human action, not 
human design. They are built on diversity 
and dense mixed use, rather than zoning and 
government attempts to impose order. They 
are spontaneous and unique. They don’t have 
centralized public transit systems, but private 
competition among many types of vehicles 
and operators. In them, the rights of citizens 
and private companies are known and pro-
tected, and it is difficult for public authorities 
to ride roughshod over them.

Losing Ground

The central question of charles 
Murray’s Losing Ground (1984) is very 
simple: how did the poverty level re-

main the same between 1968 and 1980 while 
the welfare budget quadrupled? During those 
12 years, the percentage of Americans defined 
as poor remained steady at 13%, though amid 
a growing population that meant a steady in-
crease in the absolute number of poor people. 

“We tried to provide more for the poor and 
produced more poor instead,” Murray wrote 
in the book’s introduction. “We tried to re-
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move the barriers to escape from poverty, and 
inadvertently built a trap.” How could we 
have spent more on welfare, but increased the 
number of welfare recipients? Because our ef-
forts created a system of disincentives to good 
behavior by, for example, rewarding single 
moms to have more babies and encouraging 
the poor to stay at home.

The scope of Losing Ground is enormous: 
from race, crime, education, and the family 
to illegitimacy, job programs, poverty, trans-
fer programs, unemployment, and welfare. 
Murray leaves no stone unturned. The book 
caused a sea change in the debate on social 
policy in the United States and Great Brit-
ain. As Murray wrote in the introduction to 
the book’s 10th anniversary edition, “much of 
what was controversial when Losing Ground 
first appeared has since become conventional 
wisdom.” He attributes this success to three 
things: first, the tone of the book, which made 
it accessible to the Left, by being about “not 
how much it costs, but what it has bought.” 
Murray’s approach showed a concern not so 
much for dollars and cents but for results.  
David Boaz of the Cato Institute comment-
ed: “it changed the discussion from ‘what it 
costs the taxpayers’ to ‘what it costs the re-
cipients’ in terms of dependency and poor 
life outcomes.” Also, it gave previously silent 
conservatives an intellectual framework for 
opposing new federal programs, while argu-
ing for, and often personally funding, private 
aid. Then there was the sheer power of Mur-
ray’s arguments—and his marshalling of an 
impressive amount of data.

Crisis and Leviathan

When it comes to how, why, and 
when government grows there 
is no better scholar than Robert 

Higgs. His Crisis and Leviathan (1987) has 
a very clear, crisp framework. It outlines the 
many reasons why government grows, as well 
as the countless occasions of government ex-
pansion, from modernization, public goods, 
and the welfare state, to political redistri-
bution, ideology, and crisis. Next follows 
a discussion of the dimensions of govern-
ment growth and the concept of the one-way 

“ratchet”: the observation that government 
growth at times of necessity later becomes 
permanent, even though the crisis has disap-
peared. The idea of enacting a “reverse ratch-
et” permeated Margaret Thatcher’s thinking 
as manifested in her privatizations of the coal 
mines and steel mills, for example, and in her 
successful campaign to grant to occupants of 
public housing the right to buy their houses 
and apartments. 

The beginning of the book alone provides 
a graduate course in government growth. But 
Higgs goes on to study six key historical mo-
ments, dispelling numerous myths about the 
normality and inevitability of the state’s en-
gorgement: the depression of 1893–1896, the 
Progressive Era, World War I, the Great De-
pression, World War II, and recent history up 
to 1986. 

Such is the importance of Crisis and Le-
viathan that a 25th Anniversary Edition has 
come out from the Independent Institute of 
Oakland, California, where Higgs is a senior 
fellow.

operate legally a commercial sewing machine, 
and over two years to get a permit for a new 
bus route. 

It was an astonishing revelation at the time 
that most people in Peru and similar societ-
ies were operating outside the law, and most 
property and businesses were too. The big 
insight De Soto brought was not only the 
absence of property rights throughout many 
economies but also how this inexorably led 
otherwise honest entrepreneurs into the drug 
trade; without property rights there is no in-
centive to invest long term, so people opt for a 
much shorter term, drug-related crop.

They had even created an “extralegal law” 
for settling little local disputes. But this 
makeshift law was insufficient, leaving most 
poor people vulnerable to a range of threats 
from Sendero Luminoso to the drug barons. 
Gangs took advantage of the absence of prop-
erty rights to force farmers into growing crops 
for the narcotics trade. 

As much as 75% of mankind lives in a simi-
lar condition, without the protections neces-
sary for prosperity. “How can you fill a bill 
of lading if you don’t have a legal address or 
an officially recognized business?” De Soto 
writes. Place a Harvard MBA in a favela next 
to Sao Paolo in Brazil and he will be lost. 
He could get no credit, because no property 
rights are protected by the state. Try being a 
financial wizard without any access to finance. 
The people of the Third World do not need 
injections of “aid” or even well-meaning Peace 
Corps volunteers. They need property rights.

Sendero Luminoso saw the book take off 
like a rocket. There was even a condensed 
version—issued as a newspaper supplement—
and a cartoon version. Trade associations rep-
resenting hundreds of thousands of extralegal 
entrepreneurs took out newspaper ads pro-
claiming support for The Other Path. Its pub-
lisher was Hernando’s think tank, the Insti-
tute for Liberty and Democracy, and by 1991 
a national poll ranked the place fourth among 
Peru’s “most powerful institutions,” behind 
the presidency, the army, and the church. 

Inevitably the Maoists, called by the State 
Department “the bloodiest and most mur-
derous guerilla group ever to operate in the 
Western hemisphere,” attempted to take out 
de Soto with attacks on his home, his car, and 
finally, on July 20, 1992, a 400-kilo car bomb 
at his office. Three people were killed that day, 
and 19 others—mostly innocent passers-by—
were injured. De Soto narrowly escaped, and 
the 17 men assigned to kill him were caught 
and jailed. His ideas soon defeated the Mao-
ists, and led to sweeping reforms throughout 
Peru and Latin America. The Other Path has 
also reached large parts of Africa, Asia, and 
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The Other Path

The other path (2002) first appeared 
in its author’s native Peru as El Otro 
Sendero. It was a title chosen very de-

liberately: the country was under internal at-
tack by the violent Maoist guerilla movement 
Sendero Luminoso, or Shining Path. In place 
of its Communist agenda, Hernando de Soto 
offered the capitalist Other Path. His insight 
was that the poor were attracted by Maoism 
not because they were poor, but because they 
were excluded from the legal economy. For ex-
ample, it took lobbying and standing in line 
six hours a day for a year to get a license to 
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Central and Eastern Europe, and today, based 
on this book and his later The Mystery of Capi-
tal (2000), he advises about 20 heads of state. 

The Beautiful Tree

James tooley’s the beautiful tree 
(2009) is a masterpiece. It changed my 
views on two issues: education and eco-

nomic development. Tooley’s story is a sur-
prising account of how very large numbers of 
the poorest children in the world are receiv-
ing superb private educations from for-profit 
entrepreneurs. Reading his work was the 
single most eye-opening moment of my life 
in public policy. 

As a student of P.T. Bauer, I knew that 
foreign aid was the corrupt way for the poor 
in rich countries to support the rich in poor 
countries, but Tooley has surpassed Bauer. 
He brings us a triumphant story, a story of 
enterprise, success, and achievement on an as-
tonishing scale. It is so counter-intuitive: mil-
lions and millions of the world’s poorest kids 

living in the worst slums are being taught by 
private entrepreneurs. When Tooley tested 
tens of thousands of children, he found that 
they outperformed their peers in nice neigh-
borhoods attending state-run schools.

It is hard to grasp, so hard that as Tooley 
visited country after country he met with a 
wall of denial. Even his free-market friends 
on the ground were dubious upon hearing of 
his projects. But on registering at his hotel 
it took one taxi ride into the worst slums to 
find scores, hundreds, thousands of for-profit 
schools. Some of the places where they flour-
ish are so inaccessible, it is no wonder the offi-
cials do not know they exist—not one of them 
has ever been there.

Tooley’s story is an astonishing affirma-
tion of human resourcefulness, enterprise, 
and responsibility. It is an entertaining ad-
venture story and travelogue, too: at one 
point the author is hauled in for interroga-
tion by Robert Mugabe’s thugs in Zimbabwe. 
It’s Indiana Jones meets education policy, as 
one reviewer wrote. 

Tooley found that in the state-run sector 
the licensed teachers cannot be sacked and of-
ten do not even turn up to school. When they 
do, they have huge classes, teach in a desultory 
manner, gossip out in the corridors, and even 
drink alcohol and fall asleep at their desks. In 
the private sector, though wages are a mere 
20% of the state sector, the teachers are on the 
job, passionate about what they do, and are 
held totally responsible.

When I talk to students, I show them 
The Beautiful Tree and say that if they want 
to change the world for the better, this book 
should be their model.  

John Blundell served as director general of Lon-
don’s Institute of Economic Affairs from 1993 
through 2009. He is now the IEA’s distinguished 
senior fellow and a visiting fellow at the Heritage 
Foundation in Washington, D.C. He is the author, 
most recently, of Ladies For Liberty: Women 
Who Made a Difference in American History 
(Algora Publishing) and Margaret Thatcher: A 
Portrait of the Iron Lady (Algora Publishing).

how does the United States once again establish, by statute, 
a dollar convertible to a defined weight of gold?

Step 1.  America leads by the President announcing unilateral resumption of 
the gold monetary standard at a date certain, not more than four 
years in the future (the market adjustment period).  

Step 2.   The President issues an executive order eliminating any and all 
taxes imposed on the buying, selling, and circulation of gold. 

Step 3.  Shortly after the Announcement (Step 1), the United States calls for 
an International Monetary Conference of interested nations to provide  
for multilateral currency convertibility to gold, and the deliberate 
termination of the dollar-based official reserve currency system.  

Step 4.  The conference agreement—attended by representatives of the 
BIS, IMF, WTO, and the World Bank—would establish gold as  
the means by which nations would settle residual  
balance-of-payments deficits.   

Step 5.  A multilateral international gold standard—the result of the 
currency convertibility agreement—would effectively terminate 
floating exchange rates, reestablishing stable exchange rates among  
the major nations.

The True Gold Standard, Expanded  
and Newly Revised Second Edition

By Lewis E. Lehrman  
Available on Amazon.com

in hardcover and on Kindle.
www.TheGoldStandardNow.org 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2012 
Page 76

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

Book Review by Thomas Sowell

The Perversity of Diversity
Mismatch: How Affirmative Action Hurts Students It's Intended to Help, and Why Universities

Won't Admit It, by Richard Sander and Stuart Taylor, Jr. Basic Books, 368 pages, $28.99

Anyone who follows public policy 
issues can easily think of policies that 
help one group at the expense of some 

other group. What is rarer, however, is a pol-
icy that on net balance harms all groups con-
cerned, even if in very different ways. Affirma-
tive action policies in the academic world can 
claim that rare distinction.

Many among the liberal intelligentsia dis-
miss criticisms of affirmative action as coming 
from “angry white males,” who are presum-
ably just upset at losing places in colleges or 
elsewhere to either women or minorities. But 
if that was the real reason, the question then 
is why white males are not angry at Asian 
Americans, who have displaced more white 
males at many elite academic institutions 
than have blacks or Hispanics. But, as an old 
song once said, “It ain’t what you do, it’s the 
way that you do it.” The way Asian Americans 
have done it is by outperforming others, and 
most of us still recognize that as legitimate, 
even in these excessively egalitarian times.

We can probably all agree that affirmative 
action has an adverse effect on the admissions 
prospects of white males. What may seem 
more controversial is the proposition that af-
firmative action imposes serious handicaps 
on black and other minority students. There 
have been critics (including me) who have 

been saying that for some time. However, the 
devastating new book Mismatch, by Richard 
H. Sander and Stuart Taylor, Jr., has so much 
overwhelming evidence on the harm done to 
students who are black, Hispanic, or from 
other “under-represented” minorities, that it 
will be hard for anyone with pretensions of 
honesty to be able to deny that painful fact.

Does this mean that academics and others 
will finally have a fact-based debate over this 
contentious issue? Not necessarily. Indeed, 
not likely. Another highly successful strategy 
used by academic administrators and other 
defenders of racial preferences in higher edu-
cation has been to simply ignore any and all 
evidence that goes against their policies or the 
assumptions behind those policies. Where ac-
ademics or foundations control data sources, 
they often simply refuse to release the data to 
those with differing views. However, this lat-
ter strategy will now be like locking the barn 
door after the horses are gone. Sander and 
Taylor already have a decisive quantity and 
quality of hard data in their book.

The book is titled Mismatch because the 
fundamental problem created for black and 
other minority students admitted to elite col-
leges and postgraduate programs under af-
firmative action preferences is not that those 
students are “unqualified” to be in colleges 

and universities, but that they are far too often 
mismatched with the particular colleges and 
universities that admit them under standards 
lowered to get a desired racial body count, 
whether expressed as “goals” or “quotas.”

As sander and taylor point out, the 
late Professor Clyde Summers of the 
Yale Law School was the first person 

to explain, back in 1968, why preferential ad-
missions policies for minorities were so often 
damaging to those minority students’ educa-
tion. Summers, incidentally, had years earlier 
published a landmark article that criticized 
labor unions’ discrimination against blacks, 
so he could hardly be dismissed as an “angry 
white male” opposed to minorities’ advance-
ment. Professor Summers explained that ad-
mitting black students to top-tier institutions, 
when they had academic qualifications that 
were at a level that fit second-tier institutions, 
meant that second-tier institutions now had a 
reduced pool of suitable black applicants and 
would have to dip into the pool of black stu-
dents whose qualifications fit the third tier—
and so on down the line.

The net result would be a systematic mis-
matching of black students with institutions 
up and down the ranks of academic institu-
tions. This in turn would mean unnecessary 
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academic failures among black students who 
were qualified to be successes, though not at 
the particular institutions where they were 
admitted under lowered standards for the 
sake of demographic representation.

By contrast with Professor Summers’s 
analysis, the prevailing theory of affirma-
tive action is that admitting black and other 
minority students to institutions they might 
otherwise not qualify for is giving them a 
much-needed avenue to upward mobility. But 
what are the facts?

What a wide variety of empirical 
evidence in Mismatch shows is that, 
when black and other minority stu-

dents are admitted to colleges and universities 
where the other students have substantially 
stronger academic backgrounds, the minority 
students fail to graduate as often as other stu-
dents and—a crucial fact—they graduate less 
often than other black students with the same 
level of academic credentials as themselves, 
but who attend other academic institutions 
where their preparation is more similar to 
that of the other students at those institutions. 
What Clyde Summers predicted back in 1968 
is repeatedly confirmed by data from academ-
ic institutions across the country today.

The reason is not hard to understand. As 
Sander and Taylor point out, professors tend 
to pitch their courses to the level of the stu-
dents they have. If the black students at an 
elite college score at the 75th percentile on 
tests used nationwide, most would undoubt-
edly do very well at the average American col-
lege, or at a somewhat above-average Ameri-
can college. But, if they are admitted to a top 
college where the other students score at the 
99th percentile, the courses they take are like-
ly to move at a pace that is too fast for their 
reading speed or their mathematical skills. 
These minority students may be perfectly ca-
pable of mastering the same material in these 
courses, if they were at an institution where 
the courses moved at a pace, and on a level of 
complexity, geared to students with a similar 
level of academic preparation as themselves.

As Sander and Taylor put it, “A freshman 
physics class at Dartmouth would presume 
that students were comfortable with calculus 
and fairly complex, realistic models of natural 
phenomenon, a freshman class at Fisk—or at 
the University of Tennessee—would probably 
start with algebraic approaches to more clas-
sical concepts.” Certainly when I taught intro-
ductory economics to engineering students at 
Cornell University, and came to the concept 
of “marginal revenue,” I would simply say that 
marginal revenue was the first derivative of 
total revenue, and keep moving, knowing that 

all the engineering students know calculus 
and would understand what that meant. But, 
when introducing “marginal revenue” in an in-
troductory economics course at Howard Uni-
versity, I prepared numerical examples that 
would get across the same concept.

What is the practical consequence of all 
this?

The empirical data presented in 
Mismatch shows that black students 
admitted to colleges and universities 

where the other students have higher aca-
demic qualifications do not graduate as often, 
graduate with much lower grades, and, when 
they start out trying to major in difficult sub-
jects like mathematics, the natural sciences, 
engineering, or economics, they end up ma-
joring in much easier subjects with much less 
of a payoff in terms of their careers in later life. 
Moreover, black students with very similar 
academic qualifications who attend predomi-
nantly black colleges succeed in graduating 
with degrees in the natural sciences, math-
ematics, engineering, and economics far more 
often. Nor is this simply a matter of their be-
ing granted college degrees while having less 
knowledge of their subjects. Predominantly 
black colleges are 17 of the top 21 colleges 
whose black graduates go on to receive Ph.D.s 
in scientific, mathematical, and technical 
fields.

It is not that black students who attend 
predominantly white colleges avoid majoring 
in science, mathematics, or engineering. Ini-
tially they choose such majors more often than 
white students at the same institutions. It is 
just that black students subsequently abandon 
these fields in large numbers in institutions 
where they are academically mismatched. As 
a professor at one of the black colleges put it, 
the predominantly white schools are “wast-
ing” well-qualified black students who “wind 
up majoring in sociology or recreation or get 
wiped out altogether.”

In the field of law, there is another exter-
nal criterion for the success or failure of the 
education of students admitted under lower 
academic standards. That is the ability to pass 
the bar examination. Black students admitted 
to George Mason University Law School with 
lower academic qualifications than the other 
students there had “roughly a 30 percent 
chance” of graduating and passing the bar 
exam on the first attempt, according to Sand-
er and Taylor. But “students at the histori-
cally black Howard University Law School, 
only a few miles away, had academic indices 
very similar to blacks at GMU Law but had a 
graduation-and-first-time-bar-passage rate of 
about 57 percent, nearly twice as high.”

In short, black and other minority stu-
dents seem to learn better at institutions 
where the other students are similar in aca-
demic qualifications. The same conclusion is 
implied in data on what happened after af-
firmative action in admissions was outlawed 
in the University of California system. When 
racial preferences were banned by the voters 
in California, there were dire predictions that 
this would mean the virtual disappearance of 
black and Hispanic students from the Univer-
sity of California system. What in fact hap-
pened was a 2% decline in their enrollment 
in the University of California system as a 
whole, but an increase in the number of black 
and Hispanic students graduating, including 
an increase of 55% in the number graduating 
in four years and an increase of 63% in the 
number graduating in four years with a grade 
point average of 3.5 or higher.

Instead of the predicted drastic de-
cline in enrollment in the system as a 
whole, there was a drastic redistribution 

of black and Hispanic students within the 
University of California system. Their enroll-
ment dropped at the two most elite campuses, 
Berkeley and UCLA—by 42% at the former 
and 33% at the latter. But their enrollment 
rose by 22% at the Irvine campus, 18% at the 
Santa Cruz campus, and 65% at the Universi-
ty of California at Riverside. After this redis-
tribution, the number of black and Hispanic 
students who graduated with degrees in sci-
ence, mathematics, and engineering “rose by 
nearly 50 percent,” according to Sander and 
Taylor. The number of doctorates earned by 
black and Hispanic students in the system 
rose by about 20%.

In short, the problems created by the mis-
matching brought on by affirmative action 
gave way to significant improvements in the 
academic performances of black and Hispanic 
students in the University of California system 
after those preferences were banned. In purely 
intellectual terms, these results might seem to 
vindicate what had been long said by critics 
of race preferences in college admission, and 
lead to some rethinking on the subject. But no 
such thing happened. On the contrary, new and 
more clever ways of evading the ban on affir-
mative action were created, even by academic 
administrators who privately admitted that af-
firmative action had the bad effects that were 
found—and this not just in California but in 
the academic world more generally. “Diversity” 
had become a sacred cause, and sacred causes 
are seldom defeated by statistics.

Sander and Taylor have written an out-
standing book that deserves to be read and 
pondered in many places for many years. They 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2012 
Page 78

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

have performed a major service for all those 
who have an open mind on affirmative action, 
however modest the number of such people 
may be—and a still more important service 
for those who think that black students on 
campus should be there to advance their own 
education and lives, not to serve in a role much 
like that of movie extras, whose presence en-
hances the scene for others.

The authors of mismatch draw pol-
icy conclusions from their work. The 
most obvious conclusion might seem 

to be that group preferences in academic 
admissions should be ended. But Professor 
Sander and Mr. Taylor see that as a virtually 
impossible thing to achieve, and indeed see 
a beneficial role for “a race-neutral system of 
smaller, socioeconomic preferences” focused 
on increasing the enrollment of people from 
lower income backgrounds, whether such 
people are black or white or whatever. They 
apparently see a role for thoughtful states-
manship toward that end by the Supreme 
Court, which is now considering academic 
affirmative action issues yet again, after hav-
ing tried judicial statesmanship before, in 
earlier decades.

I could not disagree more with the distin-
guished authors of this outstanding study. It 

was precisely by trying to be judicious social 
engineers and statesmanlike legislators that 
Supreme Court Justices have left affirmative 
action a bleeding sore on the body politic that 
will not heal, but which only produced polar-
izing bitterness on all sides. The time is long 
overdue for them to carry out their judicial 
function and recognize that the 14th Amend-
ment means what it plainly says about “equal 
protection of the laws.”

Nor is it at all obvious why college and 
university administrators should be entrust-
ed with the God-like role of fine-tuning soci-
ety. Neither their past record of counterpro-
ductive results for people they claimed to be 
helping nor their many disingenuous tactics 
in promoting failed policies that they seem 
hell-bent to continue, inspire any such con-
fidence. It seems plain, after all these years, 
that they are not going to stop unless they get 
stopped.

An unequivocal legal ban on the use of race 
in college admissions seems to me a necessary, 
though not a sufficient, step toward putting 
an end to this educationally and socially per-
nicious practice. To say that race can be just 

“one factor” in college admissions decisions is to 
made a judicious compromise in rhetoric while 
keeping the floodgates wide open in reality. 
From my own research for my book Affirmative 

Action Around the World (2004), I know that 
attempted restrictions on group preferences in 
other countries that leave the decision-makers 
wiggle room to factor in subjective consider-
ations virtually guarantee that those subjective 
considerations will be used to offset objective 
differences in qualifications, in order to end up 
with the group numbers desired.

If and when there is an outright ban on us-
ing race in college and university admissions 
decisions, the next step should be a return to 
the once common practice of forbidding the 
submission of photographs or other things 
that permit racial identification. Some exami-
nation papers, as well as articles submitted to 
academic journals, are already being judged 
without any identifying information, in order 
to get unbiased decisions. There is no reason 
why the same practice cannot be followed with 
applications for college or university admis-
sions. Affirmative action has already turned 
too many minority students with the poten-
tial for success into induced failures, because 
they were mismatched, quite aside from the 
racial polarization and academic corruption 
spawned by these programs.

Thomas Sowell is the Rose and Milton Fried-
man Senior Fellow on Public Policy at the 
Hoover Institution.

“Why pay more tax tomorrow, when I can
pay less tax today?”

 Current estate tax rate through 2012:   35%
 Expected 2013 estate tax rate:   55%
 Current exemption through 2012:   $5.12 million
 Expected 2013 exemption amount:   $1.0 million

changes for 2013:

The Claremont Institute can help you make sense of the current tax 
environment and provide strategies to direct your hard-earned capital
to what and whom you care about most. We can help make sure you
don’t become an “involuntary philanthropist” to the federal government.

For more information contact Skip Seagraves, Vice President, Institutional Advancement at 909-621-6825 or sseagraves@claremont.org.

With tax laws scheduled to change in 2013, the prudential planner must ask: 

Today’s low tax rates and historically high exemption amounts present 
unique estate planning opportunities for the remainder of 2012.

2013 Tax Changes Create Significant Opportunities Today

“In this world nothing can be said to be
certain, except death and taxes.”

—Benjamin Franklin
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Book Review by Richard Vedder

Dollars to Deanlets
The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It Matters,

by Benjamin Ginsberg. Oxford University Press, 264 pages, $29.95

Suppose 50 randomly selected college 
professors from around the country 
gathered to discuss higher education. 

Some are from elite private schools and 
others from downscale and decidedly non-
competitive public universities. Some are 
great scholars, some great teachers, and still 
others are neither. Within 15 minutes they 
would join together in a near unanimous la-
ment about their own university administra-
tion—its growth, excessive power, and exor-
bitant salaries. That one issue unifies profes-
sors everywhere.

Benjamin Ginsberg, a well-known politi-
cal scientist at Johns Hopkins, has gone a step 
further. He wrote a book, one that’s a little 
light on empirical evidence, a bit heavy on an-
ecdotes (though several are entertaining), and 
certainly no model of even-handed, objective 
scholarship. For all that, The Fall of the Faculty 
makes important points and offers an imper-
fect but reasonably accurate assessment of life 
on many campuses. Thankfully, unlike most 
inmates’ books about the academic asylum, it 
is not mind-numbingly dull.

Ginsberg uses government data to show 
that while the ratio of faculty to students has 
changed very little since 1975, the ratio of ad-
ministrative staff (broadly defined) to college 

students has nearly doubled. The Fall of the 
Faculty expresses acidic contempt for this new 
administrative class of “deanlets,” Ginsberg’s 
term for assistant deans, associate provosts, 
and the like. “When administrators take 
control of a program from the faculty they 
often ruin it….” “One activity with which un-
derworked administrators can and do busy 
themselves is talk.” “On average…the new ad-
ministrators are not as good as the people they 
have supplanted. They do not understand the 
character of the university or its purposes.”

Ginsberg eventually admits that 
the primacy of the faculty in univer-
sity affairs is a comparatively modern 

phenomenon, dating from the first push for 
tenure by the nascent American Association 
of University Professors in 1915. The rise of 
modern research universities provided a push 
as well. The Golden Age for faculty, however, 
came in the generation after World War II, 
between 1945 and 1970 or shortly thereafter. 
The rise of “the all-administrative university” 
began after 1970, marked by the marginaliza-
tion of tenure and the faculty members it pro-
tects in favor of increasing reliance on easily 
fired instructors employed on a temporary or 
part-time basis.

Although Ginsberg is basically correct in 
his assessment of the weakened faculty role 
in university administration and governance, 
he mentions but does not adequately assess 
three reasons for it. First, the Golden Age had 
rested upon popular support and deep admi-
ration for higher education as the means to a 
better life for the students who attended, and 
a better future for the entire nation result-
ing from scholars’ earnest, disinterested, and 
unfettered pursuit of greater understanding 
of the starry heaven above us, and the moral 
law within. The violent Vietnam Era protests 
brought public attention to universities, and 
a growing popular conception that they were 
loosely run, corrupting rather than educating 
their students. Faculty lacked the discipline, 
dispassionately objective political disposition, 
and good judgment expected of temporary 
guardians of our youth. This ebbing of popu-
lar support played into the hands of adminis-
trators, alumni, and trustees with the capacity 
to clip the faculty’s wings. 

Second, as Ginsberg does note, the rising 
demand for faculty, which had made it tough 
to recruit good professors in the 1950s and 
1960s, dried up. In those early postwar decades, 
one had to offer low teaching loads, good pay 
with nice annual salary increases, and a lot of 
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power and independence. As the number and 
size (if not the quality) of Ph.D. programs 
increased, the problem of filling faculty po-
sitions abruptly declined, also prompted by 
some slowdown in economic growth in the 
1970s from the boom years of the preceding 
three decades. Third, this increasing supply 
of prospective faculty members encountered 
declining demand for their services. As a re-
sult of the “birth dearth” there were 16% fewer 
Americans between the ages of 18 and 24 in 
1995 than in 1980. Meanwhile, the Ph.D. fac-
tory built during the Golden Age continued 
churning out faculty aspirants as if the post-
war baby boom were eternal, and would lead 
an ever-growing proportion of an ever-growing 
cohort of young adults to seek college degrees.

Ginsburg, a political scientist, 
looks at universities as he might as-
sess international relations, in terms 

of grand strategies and power struggles. (The 
term “Realpolitik” is part of one chapter title.) 
He very perceptively notes how the emerg-
ing issues of race, class, and gender worked 
to the benefit of university administrations. 
Affirmative action programs, for example, led 
to the creation of a bureaucracy of personnel 
police to vet academic appointments, previ-
ously the faculty’s domain. Deanlets in charge 
of students’ residential experience, all the col-
lege that happens outside the classroom, per-
suaded university presidents to create special 
courses promoting such causes as tolerance 
and diversity, which were often ideologically 
driven academic drivel—and also beyond fac-
ulty control. Moreover, he notes that faculty, 
always wanting to demonstrate their sympa-
thetic sensitivity to the leftish cause du jour, 
yielded their turf without ever putting up 
much resistance.

Ginsberg views faculty members as rela-
tively altruistic followers of the scholarly tra-
dition, genuinely interested in creating and 
disseminating knowledge, and in helping stu-
dents make the transition from adolescence 
to adulthood by developing an inquisitive, 
mature mind necessary for the assumption 
of responsibility. (He is clearly partial to the 
liberal arts tradition, scorning the vocational 
emphasis of the modern university curricu-
lum.) In short, college faculty members are, by 
and large, Good Persons.

By contrast, university administrators re-
ally don’t care much about the traditional mis-

sion of creating and disseminating knowledge, 
and view students as cash cows providing 
revenues in the form of fees now and dona-
tions in the future. Interested in maximizing 
their own power and income, the administra-
tors are, by and large, Bad (or at least Not-So-
Good) Persons. And because the bad guys are 
winning the upper hand over the good guys, 
American universities are in peril.

There is some truth to what Ginsberg says, 
but only some. It’s unlikely that the percent-
age of faculty members destined for either 
sainthood or eternal damnation differs mark-
edly from the percentage of administrators. 
Almost all university employees want to maxi-
mize their satisfaction in life. Most faculty get 
more joy out of helping students than most 
administrators. But administrators derive sat-
isfaction and serve the common good by, for 
example, curtailing professors’ ability to use 
the free time secured by low teaching loads to 
write papers almost no one reads.

Above and beyond the causes and ef-
fects described in The Fall of the Faculty, 
college administrators have grown nu-

merous and powerful because specialists in 
various administrative talents (raising funds, 
lobbying governmental officials, and investing 
endowments, for example) add to the revenue 
stream of universities. The chief administra-
tors, with trustee support, then distribute 
these incremental revenues in ways that meet 
faculty needs, but also those of other univer-
sity constituencies. They give the faculty nice 
facilities, good pay, and fringe benefits, and let 
them do what they want with most of their 
time. As a price for providing these things, 
the deanlets hire lots of assistants, building 
empires with growing budgets and troops. 

Thus, the rise of the all-administrative uni-
versity results not from diabolical power plays 
by smart operators who best the naïve facul-
ty, but from the nature of modern academia, 
where third parties—governments and pri-
vate philanthropists, in particular—provide a 
huge share of total funding. To Adam Smith 
the ideal would be for students to pay pro-
fessors directly, who would then subcontract 
with the university for classroom space, keep-
ing student records, conferring degrees at the 
appropriate time, etc. There would be no need 
for much of the administrative overhang we 
have today, and professors would better serve 
their students—or lose income.

This is not the argument Ginsberg makes, 
which is fine, but he doesn’t provide adequate 
support for the argument he does make, 
which isn’t fine. The Fall of the Faculty could 
use, for example, more empirical detail on the 
proportion of university budgets going for the 
enhanced administration of modern times. 
How does the number of deanlets in research-
intensive universities (of which his own Johns 
Hopkins is probably the single best example) 
compare to the number in institutions that 
concentrate on teaching, not research? Do 
schools with faculty unions have different 
patterns than ones without? Answering such 
questions would illuminate the causes and 
consequences of the rise in administration. 

Also, there are enormous variations in 
American universities. Some have vast admin-
istrative bureaucracies and a fiercely adversar-
ial relationship between administrators and 
faculty. Others, especially some of the more 
prestigious private schools, still have faculty 
wielding a very strong role in university gov-
ernance. That power can encompass vetoing 
almost anything the administration wants 
and, sometimes, even ousting unsatisfactory 
(or at any rate unpopular) presidents, such as 
Harvard’s Larry Summers. 

 Finally, Ginsberg implicitly assumes that 
the faculty really ought to run the university, 
to control its destiny. We needn’t accept this 
premise. Left to its own devices, professors 
are as rent-seeking and craven in their deci-
sions as administrators. The Golden Age of 
faculty domination often entrusted the teach-
ing of undergraduates to poorly paid adjuncts 
and graduate students. The educational and 
social value of those arrangements, predating 
the academic regime change The Fall of the 
Faculty decries, are very doubtful. 

Notwithstanding those shortcomings, 
Ginsburg writes well, a rarity for academic 
social scientists. In particular, he displays 
his prejudices with refreshing candor, de-
spite spending his adult life in a profession in 
which candor is often suppressed. The Fall of 
the Faculty is worth reading without ever feel-
ing like a homework assignment, distinguish-
ing it on that basis alone from most books on 
higher education.

Richard Vedder teaches at Ohio University, is 
director of the Center for College Affordability 
and Productivity, and is an adjunct scholar of the 
American Enterprise Institute.
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Book Review by Theodore Dalrymple

Veiled Threat
Heaven on Earth: A Journey through Shari‘a Law from the Deserts of Ancient Arabia to the Streets of the Modern Muslim World,

by Sadakat Kadri. Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 384 pages, $28

According to a statistic that has 
been many times repeated—and is re-
peated in this new book—30 to 40% 

of British Muslims would prefer to live un-
der sharia law than under the law of the land. 
Even more alarmingly, it is the younger gen-
eration that claims to be most eager to do so.

But what exactly does the statistic mean? 
Quite apart from the difficulties of interpre-
tation that attend the results of any opinion 
poll, it may be doubted whether many young 
British Muslims know much about sharia law, 
except that it has something to do with their 
ethnic and religious origins, and is feared or 
reviled by Westerners. Their opinion is more 
likely to be an expression of cultural disloca-
tion than of genuine desire. Could Sadakat 
Kadri’s Heaven on Earth: A Journey Through 
Shari‘a Law from the Deserts of Ancient Ara-
bia to the Streets of the Modern Muslim World, 
then, be recommended to enlighten them? 

I think the answer is no. The author, a law-
yer educated at Cambridge and Harvard, and 
qualified at both the English and New York 
bars, has written a work, part-history, part-
travelogue, part-apologetic, that is so heavily 
nuanced that it is not always easy to discern 
what his point is, except to keep himself out of 
trouble in certain quarters. Subtlety and nu-

ance are one thing, and evasion another; and I 
regret to say that much of the book falls well 
on the wrong side of the dividing line, not-
withstanding the chorus of praise that it re-
ceived on publication in Great Britain.

The trouble starts very early. in the 
first three pages, the author describes 
a journey to his father’s hometown of 

Badaun in North India, where the theological 
question of how jinns (spirits) should be treat-
ed by mortals comes up in discussion. The eel-
like quality of the author’s thought is evident 
from the following passage, worth quoting at 
length as it is emblematic of what is to come:

Some people might find it odd or even 
offensive that a book about the shari‘a 
should open with a discussion of jinns, 
let alone a reference to sexual congress 
with them. Westerners have been exoti-
cizing Islam for centuries, and a work 
that sets out to scrutinize Islamic juris-
prudence by reference to the supernatu-
ral can only invite suspicion. But though 
intercourse with genies is the kind of 
subject that would certainly have in-
trigued many an Orientalist scholar in 
years gone by, the fact that its lawful-

ness came up for discussion in a twenty-
first-century Shi‘a seminary is ample 
proof that it retains legal significance.

One could expend several pages on teasing 
out the evasions, half-lies, and non sequiturs 
of this passage: for example by asking whose 
suspicions, exactly, are invited, and why, if the 
question of relations with jinns remains a real 
legal issue for Islamic jurisprudence, it would 
be “exoticizing” for “Orientalists” (that is to 
say Western scholars of Islam) to bring it up, 
but not for the son of a Muslim father? Suffice 
it to say that the baleful, honesty-destroying 
influence of the late Edward Said is evident in 
what the author writes. 

On page 14, we read:

[My book] seeks unashamedly to enter-
tain as well as inform, but lest it be nec-
essary to say so—and it probably is—it 
does not intend at any point to chal-
lenge the sacred stature of the Prophet 
Muhammad, the self-evident appeal of 
Islam, or the almightiness of God.

This is another typically slippery passage, 
from which it is impossible to conclude either 
that the author is or is not a believing Muslim. 
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If he is a believing Muslim, why did he not 
simply say “I wrote this book as a believing 
Muslim,” in which case most of the rest of the 
statement would have been redundant? If, on 
the other hand, he is an unbeliever, albeit with 
some residual prejudice in favour of the reli-
gious beliefs and cultural practices of his fa-
ther, the passage exudes fear, a fear that in it-
self tells us quite a lot about the subject of the 
book. Even his use of the word “self-evident” 
is slippery: does he mean self-evidence in the 
sense that the religious doctrines of Islam are 
self-evidently true (in which case the state-
ment is self-evidently false), or does he mean 
that any doctrine that has a large number of 
believers is self-evidently attractive, that is to 
say in the sociological sense, in which case the 
term applies as well to Scientology, Nazism, 
and homoeopathy? Such inexactitude would 
not be permitted in an English court.

It seems to me probable that most gen-
eral readers (and the book is directed at 
them) will be interested principally in the 

question of sharia’s compatibility with moder-
nity and democracy, rather than in the history 
of Islam and its jurisprudence by which so 
much of it is taken up. Even here, though, it 
seems to me that the author’s account of Is-
lam’s spread and ascendency is distinctly Pol-
lyanna-ish, and I could not help thinking of 
the famous ironical passage in Edward Gib-
bon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in 
which he asks about the reasons for the rapid 
spread of Christianity throughout so much of 
the known world, a question that could just as 
well be asked of Islam: 

To this enquiry, an obvious but satisfac-
tory answer may be returned; that it was 
owing to the convincing evidence of the 
doctrine itself, and to the ruling provi-
dence of its great Author. But as truth 
and reason seldom find so favourable a 
reception in the world, and as the wis-
dom of Providence frequently conde-
scends to use the passions of the human 
heart, and the general circumstances 
of mankind, as instruments to execute 
its purpose; we may still be permitted, 
though with becoming submission, to 
ask, not indeed what were the first, but 
what were the secondary causes of the 
rapid growth of the Christian church. 

Suffice it to say that what Gibbon calls “a can-
did but rational enquiry” is not exactly the 
historiographical characteristic of this book. 

Two of the most important questions with 
regard to the compatibility of sharia with mod-
ern liberal democracy are—dare I say self-evi-
dently?—first whether sharia has any concept 

of equality under the law as we both know and 
have come to expect it, and second whether it 
has any concept of liberty of thought, expres-
sion, and religion, up to and including the right 
openly to apostasize without legal impediment 
or penalty, wherever one might happen to be? 

The first question, astonishingly, is not even 
asked, let alone answered, by the author, ex-
cept by means of insinuating assertions about 
the relative tolerance of Islam in the 10th cen-
tury and such like. I suspect that the ques-
tion is not asked because the answer is “No.” 
Acceptance of equality under the law in our 
sense would require a wholesale re-examina-
tion and re-evaluation of Islamic scripture and 
tradition, with results that have already been 
seen in the case of Christianity. The hold of Is-
lam is thus very strong but also brittle, and the 
fundamentalists have correctly intuited this.

The author deals with the second 
question, but with the evasiveness that 
by now has become habitual. Of such 

matters as the fatwas against Salman Rush-
die and the 2005 Danish cartoons, he writes:

Ideological squabbles that end in death 
are never simply ludicrous, and their 
legal validation is even less of a laugh-
ing matter. It remains possible to argue, 
however, that the monopoly over reli-
gious truth claimed by some Islamic le-
gal systems is relatively insignificant. 

What exactly is being “validated” (whatever 
validated means), and by whom, and who is 
doing the arguing? One is reminded of Mrs. 
Sparsit in Charles Dickens’s Hard Times who 
knew that there was a pain somewhere in the 
room but could not positively say that she had 
got it. It is possible to argue that the sea is 
made of melted blue cheese, because it is pos-
sible to argue anything; such all-encompass-
ing possibility is not intellectual generosity of 
spirit, it is total, and I suspect cowardly, abdi-
cation of intellectual responsibility and hon-
esty. As to the “relative insignificance” of the 
murder and attempted murder of publishers, 
translators, and cartoonists, I leave it to read-
ers to draw their own conclusions as to the au-
thor’s realism, let alone moral standpoint.

The same paragraph has the following:

Darker fears about religion have often 
lurked in the background: a credopho-
bia that is all the more pernicious be-
cause its proponents typically fail to rec-
ognize how many of its assumptions are 
just xenophobia and racism repackaged. 

The author is too intelligent and educated a 
man for the inaccuracy of this to be merely ac-

cidental; he must know that in the land of his 
birth, Britain, neither Sikhism nor Hinduism 
has evoked anything like the same reaction 
as Islam. Does it not occur to him to wonder 
why, if xenophobia and racism are the expla-
nation of “credophobia”? His words justify a 
paranoid self-pity among Muslims, which is 
not exactly what they need to catch up with 
the rest of the world. 

A little later we read, regarding the Danish 
cartoons, “Parodies of the Prophet Muham-
mad as an armed psychopath…are appalling 
because there are many people whom they 
appall.” Even if this were true in any straight-
forward sense, which it certainly is not (would 
parodies of Hitler have been appalling because 
they appalled many sincere Nazis?), it would 
be completely irrelevant to the question of free-
dom of opinion. Besides, the character of Mu-
hammad, even as portrayed in Muslim apolo-
getics, is at the very least questionable when 
viewed from any other standpoint than that of 
an a priori belief in his moral perfection, and 
there should be no limitation of discussion of it.

Sadakat kadri is appalled by a cartoon, 
but not by the criminal and mendacious 
mullahs who, in their treacherous ef-

forts to stir up trouble against the country that 
had welcomed them and provided them with 
a very decent living, added to the cartoons in 
question some that were never published; nor 
by efforts to kill the cartoonists; nor by the 
primitive, stupid, and vicious behaviour of in-
flamed crowds that ended in the deaths of quite 
a number of people. He is a lawyer specializing 
in human rights; one can only suppose that he 
leads a double life. Whether he does or not, his 
book is a dishonest, ill-written, and disgraceful 
performance, which is no doubt why it drew 
such praise as “Kadri approaches his themes 
with unstinting humanity and intelligence, as 
well as great fluency” (the Spectator) and “[d]
eserves praise on every front” (the Independent).

The almost universal praise itself, which 
this book has received in liberal circles, is 
strange and perhaps disconcerting. Most re-
viewers, in their anxiety not to appear sim-
ple- or narrow-minded about sharia, did not 
draw attention to the book’s evasiveness about 
questions of equality before the law and free-
dom of opinion and expression, up to and in-
cluding open apostasy. But cowardice is not 
the same as broadmindedness, and it is no 
service to Muslims themselves to connive at 
the avoidance of these vital, if most obvious, 
questions. It seems we cannot rely on liberals 
to defend the principles of liberal democracy. 

Theodore Dalrymple is a contributing editor to 
City Journal and a columnist for the London 
Spectator. 
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Book review by James H. Nichols, Jr. 

The Pursuit of Pleasure
The Swerve: How the World Became Modern, by Stephen Greenblatt.
W.W. Norton & Company, 356 pages, $26.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paper)

In 1417 the renaissance humanist pog-
gio Bracciolini discovered, in the library 
of a monastery in Germany, a 9th-century 

manuscript of Lucretius’ poem De rerum na-
tura, “On the Nature of Things.” This poem, 
the most complete exposition of Epicurean-
ism to come down from antiquity, had been 
altogether lost for many 
centuries. In The Swerve’s 
artfully structured narra-
tive, Harvard literary scholar 
Stephen Greenblatt presents 
an engaging account of how 
this discovery happened. His 
book is enriched by vivid de-
pictions of intellectual and 
social worlds, including Lu-
cretius’ Rome, early Christian 
life, Renaissance humanism, 
and the papal court. It culmi-
nates in reflections on how the 
rediscovered Epicurean teach-
ing shaped modern thought.

The Epicurean doctrine 
rests on an atomic physics, 
the basic notions of which had 
been developed by the pre-So-
cratic philosopher Democri-
tus. The fundamental, perma-
nent constituent elements of 
the whole in this view are in-
finite empty space and infinite 
numbers of atoms, whose ran-
dom jostlings and conjoinings 
bring into being all things that exist. Modern 
science believes in atoms too, of course, but 
also in sub-atomic particles and forces. In the 
ancient view, by contrast, nothing is smaller 
or more fundamental than atoms, which can-
not be divided, destroyed, or changed. Atoms 
themselves, along with the emptiness of space 
and the totality of the universe, are the only 
eternal beings. All other things, including our 
world as a whole, are mortal.

“The swerve” of Greenblatt’s title refers to 
a notorious doctrine of Epicurean physics, 
which provoked no small amount of ridicule 
from other philosophers in antiquity. Atoms 
falling downward (at equal speed in empty 
space) would remain in parallel motion with-
out ever colliding and causing things to be 
formed. To explain the existence of the ac-

tual world rather than a universe of eternally 
distinct atoms, the Epicureans had to posit a 
tiny random deviation from that absolutely 
straight motion. They also thought this un-
caused, random swerve explained how free 
will can overcome inexorable determination 
by natural forces.

Greenblatt uses the term “swerve” to evoke, 
as well, the role of pure chance or randomness 
in human affairs—as affecting, in particular, 
which works of ancient literature survive the 
malice of time and which are (the far greater 
number) lost forever. He tells the tale of the 
mid-18th century discovery of charred manu-
scripts in the Villa of the Papyri in Hercula-
neum, including works of the Epicurean phi-
losopher Philodemus, a contemporary of Lu-
cretius. (A manuscript of the De rerum natura 
itself was found there much more recently.)

Speculating on life in a luxurious villa with 
a library of philosophic works, Greenblatt 
characterizes that historical moment as “the 
culmination of a lengthy process that braided 
together Greek and Roman high culture.” He 
reminds us that ancient philosophy did not 

consist of purely individual speculation, but 
of philosophic conversation and argumen-
tation among friends, as we find in some of 
Cicero’s philosophic dialogues. This quality 
finds expression in the Epicurean conception 
of philosophic friendship and is nicely exem-
plified by Cicero, whose philosophical works 

criticize Epicureanism 
as a doctrine harmful to 
morality and politics but 
whose closest friend, At-
ticus, was an Epicurean.

Of antiquity’s 
several philoso-
phies, Epicure-

anism seems the one least 
compatible with Christi-
anity. Although Epicure-
anism does not explicitly 
deny the existence of gods, 
it does assert that immor-
tal beings would enjoy the 
highest good, pleasure, 
without any admixture 
of pain or worries. They 
would neither care for 
us nor be present in our 
world, wherein nothing 
can be immortal. Gods, 
then, would exist only 
in some spaces between 
worlds. But since Lucre-
tius also asserts that large 

storms of matter—perhaps fire, perhaps wa-
ter—must eventually fall from the infinitude 
of space upon our world so as to destroy it, it 
seems impossible to give a convincing account 
of how immortal gods could exist anywhere. 
Cicero suggested that Epicureans are, in fact, 
atheists who avoid that charge’s perils by pro-
fessing belief in gods who do nothing of rel-
evance to human beings.

Furthermore, Epicureans unambiguously 
deny any immortality of individual human 
souls: after death each of us is nothing, and 
death is nothing to us. Accordingly, the 
good toward which Epicureanism directs 
us is pleasure in this life, the only one we’ll 
ever have. Greenblatt elaborates how deeply 
opposed all this is to Christianity, not least 
to the mortification of the flesh. “A hatred 
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of pleasure-seeking and a vision of God’s 
providential rage: these were death knells of 
Epicureanism, henceforward branded by the 
faithful as ‘insane.’”

The Swerve powerfully evokes the Renais-
sance humanists’ excitement at the rediscovery 
of ancient writings. Greenblatt shows us how 
extraordinary it was for prominent thinkers 
of one age to seek and welcome rediscovery of 
cultural products from other, very different 
eras. The De rerum natura fascinated many 
in spite of—and some because of—the sharp 
opposition between Lucretius and everything 
Christian. Renaissance authors needed to 
avoid agreeing with these heretical teachings, 
of course. Thus, after Lorenzo Valla wrote a 
dialogue in which Epicurean doctrines—es-
pecially the praise of pleasure—are celebrated, 
Bracciolini attacked him for countenancing 
these anti-Christian doctrines. Valla’s de-
fense, following a tradition going back at least 
to Cicero, was that he did not endorse these 
doctrines. Rather, one character endorsed 
them in the course of a dialogue that con-
cludes with unanimous agreement on a Chris-
tian standpoint, a literary strategy Greenblatt 
labels “dialogical disavowal.”

Presenting a view of the world pro-
foundly incompatible with the Chris-
tian-Aristotelian synthesis, Lucretius 

helped engender the scientific, philosophical, 
and ethical thinking we commonly call mod-
ern. Greenblatt notes that Machiavelli cop-
ied the entire poem, Montaigne was deeply 
influenced by it, Galileo shared important 
agreements with Lucretius, and Descartes’s 
contemporary Pierre Gassendi expounded 
Epicurean doctrines, which he sought to rec-
oncile with Christianity. At the same time, 
one wonders how best to think about the dif-
ferences between Epicureanism and moder-
nity. Freeing us from fears of the gods and the 
afterlife, Lucretius invites us to contemplate 
and accept the true nature of things. Modern 
philosophy, by contrast, aims at transforming 
our world for the satisfaction of all men here 
and now. One suspects that the difference 
arises from the moderns’ confronting a differ-
ent kind of religious alternative to philosophy 
(namely, Christianity) than did the ancient 
Epicureans in the pagan world. 

The De rerum natura’s poetic form facilitat-
ed another way for Epicureanism to be propa-
gated in a world officially and thoroughly op-
posed to it. Several humanists argued that, 
although Lucretius’ thought is misguided and 
heretical, his poetic achievement deserves our 
earnest attention. Lucretius himself had ad-
dressed the relationship of his poetry to the 
true doctrines of Epicurus he set to verse. In 

a famous passage, he compares his poetry to 
a doctor’s application of honey to the rim of 
a cup of bitter medicine administered to a 
sick child. The child is indeed deceived, but 
in no way exploited, since the medicine will 
eventually restore his health. With the charm 
of poetry, Lucretius hopes to entice his reader. 
Any bitterness in the teachings will be evident 
only later, after the reader has begun to ben-
efit from true doctrines.

Greenblatt suggests that Lucretius sells 
short his poetry—deep, powerful, and sub-
lime—by emphasizing its sweetness. But Lu-
cretius is in fact claiming a great deal for it. 
He must understand fully the structure and 
passions of the human soul in order to iden-
tify obstacles to accepting the truth, and he 
must know how to overcome these obstacles. 
Among the most powerful are religion’s imag-
inary terrors about the afterlife, and desires 
inflamed by imagining beyond what is pleas-
ant by nature. Our vain terrors, unreasonable 
hopes, and excessive desires immiserate us, 
but his philosophically guided poetry claims 
to be able to prevail over them.

Greenblatt’s account of the power 
of Lucretius’ poetry emphasizes the 
famous invocation of Venus, with 

which the whole work begins: “[W]hile we are 
alive,” comments Greenblatt, “we should be 
filled with the deepest pleasure, for we are a 
small part of a vast process of world-making 
that Lucretius celebrated as essentially erotic.” 
But the Roman eventually makes clear that 
the processes of creation are equally balanced 
with those of destruction; our metaphorical 
mother the earth is also our tomb; life-pro-
moting atoms teem in it, along with those that 
cause illness and death. Our world as a whole 
will, some day, be given over to total destruc-
tion. The poem ends with a stirring depiction 
of the plague at Athens. Philosophy, which on 
one occasion Lucretius identifies with true pi-
ety, does not only admire the life-giving forces 
at work in the world, but is the capacity to 
look upon all things with a mind at peace.

 The most powerful impression from The 
Swerve is the excitement and urgency with 
which Renaissance humanists sought to re-
discover ancient ways of thought and expres-
sion. Greenblatt’s autobiographical preface, 
recounting his own youthful encounter with 
Lucretius, shows us that such experiences of 
recovery can still provide the deepest intellec-
tual stimulation and joy. 

James H. Nichols, Jr., is the Dr. Jules L. White-
hill Professor of Humanism and Ethics at Cla-
remont McKenna College and Avery Fellow at 
Claremont Graduate University.
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Book Review by Patrick Allitt

Nature's God
The Religious Beliefs of America’s Founders: Reason, Revelation, and Revolution,

 by Gregg L. Frazer. University Press of Kansas, 296 pages, $34.95

Were the founding fathers good 
Christians? “Christian America” 
advocates like David Barton in-

sist that they were, and that America ought 
now to reclaim its public Christian heritage. 
Americans United for the Separation of 
Church and State, by contrast, asserts that 
the founders were militant secularists, who 
wanted to build a high wall of separation be-
tween religion and government. Gregg Frazer, 
a history professor at The Master’s College, 
denies both claims, showing how all these ac-
tivists have distorted the historical record in 
order to claim the moral high ground for their 
contemporary projects.

In The Religious Beliefs of America’s Founders, 
Frazer argues that the most influential found-
ers were neither Christians in the traditional 
sense nor deists, as often assumed, but “theistic 
rationalists.” The term is his own, not one used 
in the late 18th century, but he makes a per-
suasive case for its heuristic value. America’s 
founders sometimes went to church and often 
used religious language, but they had already 
separated themselves intellectually from much 
of the Christian heritage before the Revolution 
began. 

They still believed in a God who played 
an active role in the affairs of the world but 
they no longer believed in such doctrines 
as original sin, the infallibility of Scripture, 
or Christ’s sacrificial atonement. Most had 
also rejected the virgin birth and the Trinity. 
Rather than subordinating reason to Biblical 
revelation, they subjected revelation to reason, 
discarding those parts of the Bible they found 
unreasonable. The influence of John Locke 
and the 18th-century Whig tradition had 
transformed their concept of God. As Fraz-
er points out, no Calvinist would have made 
Thomas Jefferson’s claim that “nature’s God” 
had created man with an unalienable right to 
the pursuit of happiness.

If, moreover, the founders had been evan-
gelicals on a religious mission, surely they 
would have mentioned Jesus Christ in the 
Declaration, the Constitution, or The Feder-
alist. Jefferson drafted the Declaration in the 
language of theistic rationalism but was artful 
enough to make it palatable to a wide array of 
readers, many of whom, as he knew, would be 
Christians.

Frazer is not the first historian to make 
this claim. Giants of religious historiography 

like Sydney Ahlstrom and George Marsden 
reached similar conclusions in the mid- and 
late 20th century. Frazer, however, traces the 
intellectual influences on George Washing-
ton, John Adams, Jefferson, Benjamin Frank-
lin, James Madison, and other “key founders” 
systematically. Crucial to his argument is the 
idea that this highly self-conscious and well-
educated elite shared their theistic rationalism 
with many of the educated clergy of the time, 
though not with the wider population. They 
often used the familiar language of Christian-
ity to address a public most of which was still 
Christian, while giving a new twist to much of 
the vocabulary.

Frazer traces these new ideas to 
several figures of the 18th-century En-
lightenment. Franklin’s friend, the sci-

entist Joseph Priestley, for example, denied 
the plenary inspiration of the Scriptures and 
subjected revelation to reason, discarding 
Biblical passages he found to be morally ob-
jectionable. He insisted that benevolence was 
God’s central attribute and rejected the idea 
of original sin. Others who influenced the 
founders are less well known, such as the An-
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glican clergymen Conyers Middleton, a critic 
of Catholic superstition and Biblical literal-
ism, and Samuel Clarke, an anti-trinitarian. 
Nearly all of them, says Frazer, regarded Jesus 
as perhaps a semi-divine figure but not as God 
incarnate. 

Theistic rationalism made its way into 
many American pulpits in the late colonial 
era, gradually replacing Calvinist definitions 
with Whig political ideas, and de-emphasiz-
ing supernaturalism. Ministerial candidates 
read John Locke’s The Reasonableness of Chris-
tianity (1695) and John Toland’s Christianity 
Not Mysterious (1696) while Harvard in par-
ticular began to develop a reputation for skep-
ticism. Already in 1740 Evangelical preachers 
like George Whitefield were fretting: “As for 
the Universities, I believe it may be said, their 
Light is become Darkness.” The harsh doc-
trines of predestination and total depravity 
gave way to a more optimistic, voluntaristic 
view of man’s abilities and God’s ways.

Rationalist preaching based on this 
changing educational regimen helped 
prepare the revolutionary generation. 

The clergy themselves had by then assimilated 
Locke’s ideas about human equality, natural 
rights, resistance to tyrants, and the social 
contract, and harmonized what had previ-
ously seemed like antithetical traditions, ad-
vancing revolutionary and republican ideas 
with the rhetoric of Christianity. When the 
war began, one Tory grumbled that the Pres-
byterian ministers of the middle colonies “are 
mere retailers of politics, sowers of sedition 
and rebellion.”

Though earlier historians have tended to 
emphasize the religious differences between, 
say, Franklin and Adams, Frazer emphasiz-
es the similarities, arguing that neither was 
really a Christian but also that neither was 
really a deist. In his Autobiography, Franklin 
describes becoming a deist at 15 but later re-
jects the position as impractical, because it 
denies the possibility of God intervening in 
the world and weakens the case for moral-
ity. He affirmed that God intervened directly 
in human affairs, as, for example, when He 
gave America the victory in its war of inde-
pendence. Similarly, Adams, though willing 
to believe in miracles, including Jesus’ resur-
rection, held many views that neither deists 
nor orthodox Christians espoused. Parts 
of the Bible might be genuine revelation, he 
wrote, but “millions of fables, tales, and leg-
ends, have been blended with both Jewish 
and Christian revelation” to make “the most 
bloody religion that ever existed.” Remarks 

of this kind were anathema to deists and 
Christians alike.

Frazer ably puts the founders’ writings in 
context. He argues that their private writ-
ings and correspondence with close friends 
(e.g., the Adams-Jefferson letters) are likely to 
be more candid than their public statements. 
These private writings nearly all point in the 
same direction, away from orthodox Christi-
anity and toward theistic rationalism. Frazer 
also knows the documentary record well 
enough to explain why we should regard occa-
sional bursts of Christian rhetoric in printed 
versions of the founders’ public statements as 
interpolations, added by secretaries, editors, 
or publishers.

What about george washington, 
a man so pious that he fell to his 
knees in the snows of Valley Forge 

beseeching God’s aid? Frazer shows that 
this story—subject of a famous painting and 
even a bronze statue—was fabricated by the 
hagiographical myth-maker Parson Weems 
(who also invented the story of Washington 
chopping down the cherry tree). Several of his 
contemporaries noted that Washington did 
not kneel to pray even when he was in church, 
making it all the more unlikely that he would 
do so outdoors in midwinter Pennsylvania. 
Washington was certainly in the habit of go-
ing to church and listening to the sermon, but 
he usually left before administration of the 
sacrament. When a minister reproached him 
for this conduct, he simply ceased attending 
on Sundays when he knew the sacrament was 
to be administered. He also avoided answer-
ing frequent queries as to whether he was a 
Christian.

In the 20,000 pages of Washington’s writ-
ings, the name of Jesus appears just once. On 
the other hand, he clearly did believe that he 
was in the hands of an active God, and cred-
ited “Providence” or “the Supreme Being” for 
his survival in battle and for America’s even-
tual victory. As an active Freemason, he be-
lieved that the world’s many peoples all had 
their own avenues to the same God, and that 
a shared morality was much more important 
than a divisive doctrine. His speeches regular-
ly invoked the practical benefits of Christian-
ity and morality as mutually supportive, but 
they were never sectarian. He used the word 

“bigotry” to mean an exclusive loyalty to a par-
ticular denomination, church, or sect.

Washington’s successors in the White 
House were essentially of like mind. Jefferson 
took a pair of scissors to the New Testament, 
cutting out all the supernatural passages and 

leaving only what he took to be the sound ker-
nel of its moral teachings. Madison referred 
to “Nature” and to “God” almost interchange-
ably. In his promotion of religious toleration, 
he declared that the legal equality of all sects 
and churches was “a truly Christian principle.” 
But as Frazer notes, that declaration showed 
the degree to which he was not a Christian 
as his colonial predecessors would have un-
derstood the term. “For that [statement] to 
be true, Christianity must be seen either as 
a benevolent mind set that values ‘fair play’ 
over eternal truth or a generic, nonsectarian 
religious system,” an idea no Christian can 
endorse.

I learned much from the religious be-
liefs of America’s Founders, but closed it un-
sure of how the author would address two 

possible criticisms. First, he offers a narrow 
definition of “Christianity” likely to offend 
many readers. Millions of liberal Protestants 
today would certainly describe themselves as 
Christians while actually holding to a faith 
Frazer himself would call theistic rationalism. 
In his view, it’s not enough to call yourself a 
Christian; you must also affirm the doctri-
nal fundamentals. He comes from a circle of 
evangelical historians that has transformed 
American historiography in the last 30 years. 
Its superb leading figures—George Mars-
den, Nathan Hatch, and Mark Noll—have 
forced American historians to take evangeli-
cal religion more seriously than ever before as 
a major factor in the nation’s history. So far as 
I know, however, they never denied the term 

“Christians” to members of the diverse groups 
that make up most of the American religious 
landscape.

Second, and on a closely related matter, 
Frazer never says of most figures in his book 
whether they did or did not call themselves 
Christians. It is clear that Washington and 
Franklin avoided using the term and that Jef-
ferson only occasionally accepted it. But what 
about Madison, Gouverneur Morris, James 
Wilson, or Alexander Hamilton? Frazer ad-
mits that the evidence about them is rather 
more ambiguous but never says outright 
whether they accepted or applied the term 
to themselves. In other words, while adding 

“theistic rationalism” to “deism” and “Christi-
anity” as possible categories of belief among 
America’s founders, he has shrunk “Christian-
ity” to mean rather less than it did at the time 
of the Revolution itself.

Patrick Allitt is the Cahoon Family Professor of 
American History at Emory University.
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Book Review by Ryan T. Anderson

The Church of What’s Happening Now
Bad Religion: How We Became a Nation of Heretics, by Ross Douthat.

Free Press, 352 pages, $26

The “fear of theocracy,” ross douthat 
argued in a 2006 First Things essay, 

“has become a defining panic of the 
Bush era.” He suggested that the panicked 
should take a deep breath: the Bush years 
were just the latest iteration of the ongoing 
story of religion in America, always “at once a 
secular republic and a religious nation, reflex-
ively libertarian and fiercely pious.”

Douthat, now a New York Times colum-
nist, revisits and develops these themes in Bad 
Religion: How We Became a Nation of Heretics. 
No volume covers the politics and sociology of 
American religion as well—as thoughtfully or 
as lyrically—as Douthat’s. Yet he doesn’t pull 
his punches. Bad Religion endorses biblically 
orthodox, socially conservative Christianity 
in a way that will be accessible, even appeal-
ing, to liberal skeptics.

Against alarmists decrying the Religious 
Right and the Religious Right decrying 
modern godlessness, Douthat contends that 
America doesn’t suffer from excessive or in-
sufficient religion, but from bad religion that 

exacerbates rather than heals our sociopo-
litical ills. The “slow-motion collapse of tra-
ditional Christianity and the rise of a vari-
ety of destructive pseudo-Christianities in 
its place” has been disastrous for the nation. 
We’re still a religious nation, but “a nation of 
heretics.”

On Douthat’s telling, American culture 
was long shaped by the “shared theological 
commitments that have defined the param-
eters of Christianity since the early Church.” 
Those commitments included not only belief 
in the Trinity or Incarnation, but also the Ten 
Commandments, a “rejection of violence,” a 

“deep suspicion of worldly wealth and power,” 
and a “stress on chastity.” Most importantly, 
Americans believed in the “idea of orthodoxy,” 
that a truth unchosen by us binds our belief 
and behavior.

Heresy, however, is simpler and easier 
than orthodoxy, which holds truths togeth-
er in tension: God is both one and three; 
we are both fallen and called to perfection. 
Orthodoxy insists on both/and formulations 

while heresy embraces an either/or approach. 
Orthodoxy lives with mystery and paradox, 
content that some truths lay beyond human-
ity’s finite intellect. Heresy tries to “stream-
line Christianity, rationalize it, minimize the 
paradoxes and difficulties, make it more con-
sistent and less mysterious.” Easier, too, rarely 
placing greater moral demands on adherents.

Douthat begins bad religion with 
a sketch of American religious his-
tory in the years following World 

War II, when the horrors of the Holocaust 
exposed the weaknesses of secular humanism. 
True humanism, the nation saw, “needed to be 
grounded in something higher than a purely 
material account of the universe, and in some-
thing more compelling than the hope of a 
secular utopia. Only religious premises could 
support basic liberal concepts like equality 
and human rights.” As a result, there was at 
mid-century a revival of robust Christianity. 
Church attendance was up, clergy were held in 
high esteem, religious schools, hospitals and 

Parable of the Sower; drawing after a woodcut
by Albrecht Dürer
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churches were constructed at record paces. 
Even popular culture was onboard, with mov-
ies like Ben Hur and The Ten Commandments.

Douthat focuses on four key figures who 
embody this spirit—Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Billy Graham, Fulton Sheen, and Martin 
Luther King, Jr.—“a Protestant intellectual, 
an Evangelical preacher, a Catholic bishop, 
and an African-American prophet.” Each 
leader had both a distinct community and 
the nationally respected authority to pro-
mote models of Christian orthodoxy for the 
modern world. The result, Douthat argues, is 
that “both institutionally and intellectually, 
American Christianity at midcentury offered 
believers a relatively secure position from 
which to engage with society as a whole.”

All of that fell apart in the 1960s 
and ’70s. Church membership peaked, 
and then rapidly declined. By the early 

1990s, “there were more Muslims in America 
than Episcopalians.” As for Catholicism, Mass 
attendance plummeted, vocations dried up, 
and the “thick culture that had defined and 
sustained the pre-Vatican II Church—the 
round of confessions and novenas, pilgrimages 
and Stations of the Cross—dissipated like a 
cloud of incense in a sudden breeze.” Douthat 
identifies five causes for the institutional col-
lapse: political polarization (first Vietnam, 
then abortion, now everything); the sexual 
revolution (“a large swath of America decided 
that two millennia of Christian teaching on 
marriage and sexuality were simply out of 
date”); an increasingly global perspective (mul-
ticulturalism leading to relativism and then in-
difference); ever-growing wealth (a prosperous 
people rely less on God, and religious vocations 
become less appealing); and a new class divide 
(elites showering scorn on traditional religion).

The responses—accommodation and re-
sistance—were both inadequate according to 
Douthat. The accommodators sought to make 
Christianity relevant by stripping it of its un-
fashionable ethics and otherworldly theology. 
Predictably, churches accommodating the 
world had less to offer it, and people stopped 
seeing the point of attending. For a time com-
munities that retained traditional beliefs and 
practices remained vital—Douthat points to 
First Things, the ecumenical “Evangelicals and 
Catholics Together” project, and the papacy 
of John Paul II. Meanwhile, Evangelicalism 
reached its peak during the Clinton years. It 
has been declining ever since, however, which 
Douthat blames on the partisanship of the re-
sisters, tying their fortunes too tightly to the 
Republican Party. And Catholicism hasn’t 

fared any better: if all the ex-Catholics dur-
ing recent times were to band together they 
would constitute the second largest American 
denomination. Indeed, “By the late 2000s, 
more than 25 percent of twentysomethings 
declined to affiliate themselves explicitly with 
any religious body.”

“Culture abhors a metaphysical vacuum,” so 
as Christian orthodoxy waned, Christian her-
esy waxed. Exploring fads in the search for the 
historical Jesus indulged by scholars like Elaine 
Pagels and popularizers like Dan Brown, 
Douthat concludes that no newly discovered 
text can claim any close connection to Jesus or 
first-century Christianity—which is why they 
were “successfully screened out” of the canon. 
The Gnostic Gospels—and our appropria-
tions of them—say more about us than about 
Jesus, about our desire to recreate him in our 
own image. The search for the historical Jesus, 
Douthat argues persuasively, devolved into giv-
ing up the challenging parts of Jesus’ message.

Worse are those who claim to preach the 
Biblical Jesus but instead push a God who 

“gives without demanding, forgives without 
threatening to judge, and hands out His re-
wards in this life rather than in the next.” The 
heresy of the Prosperity Gospel, Douthat ar-
gues, eases the consciences of believers about 

“their nation’s seemingly unbiblical wealth and 
un-Christian consumer culture.” Although 
the “commandment against avarice, if taken 
seriously, can be the faith’s most difficult by 
far,” you aren’t likely to hear sermons today 
decrying this deadly sin. Too many have a 
friend in Jesus merely for what they get out of 
him, a sugar-daddy in the sky.

Why even search for god in ancient 
texts when he is really inside each 
of us? Douthat quotes Elizabeth 

Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love, and peddler 
of “God Within” theology: “God dwells with-
in you as you yourself, exactly the way you are.” 
As Douthat notes, remaking “ourselves in imi-
tation of Christ” this is not. If the “prosperity 
Gospel makes the divine sound like your bro-
ker; the theology of the God Within makes 
him sound like your shrink.” A “spiritual but 
not religious” lifestyle, he argues, is ultimately 

“parasitic” on the more institutionalized and 
dogmatic forms of faith, “which create and 
sustain the practices” that the seeker “picks 
and chooses from, reads symbolically, and 
reinterprets for a more enlightened age.” But 
a “Christian mysticism that finds no center in 
the Eucharist or the Passion of Christ drifts 
into a form of self-grooming.” Ironically, this 
search for happiness from within ends up 
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orthodoxy by telling us less about good reli-
gion’s social utility and more about its truth. 
Bad Religion’s hopeful conclusion points in 
that direction, observing that if orthodox 
Christianity were going to die at all, then sure-
ly the Roman Empire, the armies of Islam, the 
Renaissance’s dissolution of the Middle Ages, 
the Enlightenment revolutions, or the age of 
Marx, Darwin, Nietzsche, and Freud would 
have done it in. But as G.K. Chesterton noted, 
time after time “the Faith has to all appearance 
gone to the dogs,” and every time “it was the 
dog that died.” Douthat suggests four reasons 
for hope: the rootlessness of our postmodern 
age will finally motivate a return to Christian 
orthodoxy’s satisfying account of human ori-
gins and destiny; our culture’s corruption will 
accelerate the growth of communities of vir-
tue; the flame of faith will fan out from the 

leaving us “more isolated, lonelier, and more 
depressed.” Americans pay hundreds of thou-
sands of therapists to listen to us whine about 

“everyday life problems.”
The God Within certainly doesn’t confine 

our behavior. The “promptings of one’s inner 
self aren’t necessarily identical to the prompt-
ings of the Holy Spirit,” Douthat writes. 

“Sometimes the God Within isn’t God at all, 
but just the ego or the libido, using spiritual-
ity as a convenient gloss for its own desires 
and impulses.” Indeed, this pseudo-theology 
is the next generation’s new orthodoxy, what 
sociologist Christian Smith calls “Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism,” whose god is “a combi-
nation Divine Butler and Cosmic Therapist,” 
and whose only commandment is that we not 
be jerks.

The end result:

A nation of narcissists turns out to be 
a nation of gamblers and speculators, 
gluttons and gym obsessives, pornog-
raphers and Ponzi schemers, in which 
household debt rises alongside public 
debt, and bankers and pensioners and 
automakers and unions all compete to 
empty the public trough.

Our deepest desires are God’s desires; He isn’t 
judgmental, and we shouldn’t be either; He’s 
OK, I’m OK, you’re OK.

Douthat’s last heresy is the most political: 
American nationalism. There’s a long history 
of seeing America as a “promised land,” a “new 
order for the ages,” with a “manifest destiny.” 
But earlier generations, he insists, tempered 
American exceptionalism with “a realism 
about the mysteries of providence and the lim-
its of human perfectibility.” Lincoln’s Second 
Inaugural, for example, “invokes providential-
ism to explain a chastisement.” Or, as the late 
Richard John Neuhaus put it, America is a na-
tion under God, because under God’s judgment.

Woodrow Wilson’s America, by contrast, 
pursued a messianic goal of “spreading the 
blessings of liberty to every race and people 
overseas,” while the Nativists and Neo-
Confederates fostered “unwarranted paranoia 
about foes abroad and enemies within.” Today, 
this heresy yields “messianism from the party 
in power and apocalyptism from the party out 
of power, regardless of which party is which.” 
Religion no longer tempers nationalism be-
cause our churches themselves are partisan.

Bad religion is judicious, insightful, 
and at times prophetic and inspiring. 
Still, Douthat could have argued for 

increasingly Christian global South; and the 
new millennium’s various crises may well re-
vive faith, as the ravages of war did before.

All this, Ross Douthat insists, will require 
a faith that is “political without being parti-
san,” “ecumenical but also confessional,” “mor-
alistic but also holistic,” and “oriented toward 
sanctity and beauty.” As Douthat pleads, “only 
sanctity can justify Christianity’s existence; 
only sanctity can make the case for faith; only 
sanctity, or the hope thereof, can ultimately 
redeem the world.”

Ryan T. Anderson is the William E. Simon 
Fellow at the Heritage Foundation and editor 
of Public Discourse. He is the author, with 
Sherif Girgis and Robert P. George, of What 
Is Marriage?: Man and Woman: A Defense 
(Encounter Books).
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Essay by Robert Royal

Vatican II at 50

The catholic church’s second vati-
can Council, which opened 50 years 
ago this fall, was one of the 20th cen-

tury’s most significant developments, pro-
foundly altering the world’s oldest continuous 
institution. Because a major shift in a reli-
gious body numbering 1.2 billion adherents 
worldwide will impact other institutions in 
the West and around the globe, the debate 
over the meaning of the Council has been in-
tense ever since. Vatican II continues to have 
serious consequences, not only for questions 
of faith and morals, but for everything from 
Obamacare to religious liberty, from interna-
tional affairs to democracy’s true foundation.

Forward and Back

The controversies go back to the 
very beginning. Conducted over 
four sessions from 1962 to 1965, the 

Church’s 21st ecumenical council—the sec-
ond to be held in St. Peter’s basilica—was 
perhaps the largest deliberative body ever as-
sembled: over 2,500 participants including 
bishops, advisers (called periti), and observ-
ers. The usual politicking went on behind the 
scenes, but debates overall navigated between 
two large terms, one Italian, the other French. 
Aggiornamento (“updating”) was the side of 
the Council that sought to make the Catholic 
Church a more open, confident institution, 

unafraid of engaging and even trying to 
transform the modern world. It would leave 
behind the defensiveness that dominated the 
Church after the upheavals of the Protestant 
Reformation and the French Revolution. 
Ressourcement (“return to the sources”), a term 
coined by poet and essayist Charles Péguy a 
half-century earlier, called for a re-engage-
ment with Scripture and the fuller tradition 
that, in the view of some Catholic thinkers, 
had been neglected by a narrow focus on 
neo-Scholastic philosophy and theology. The 
Council Fathers, as the more than 2,000 bish-
ops who participated were called, indicated 
early on that they also wanted to shift from an 
emphasis on the Church as a juridical institu-
tion on the model of the modern nation-state 
to a view of the Church as a living, universal 
community of Christians seeking salvation.

From the outside—especially to anyone who 
thinks of religious questions solely in terms of 
familiar political partisanship—it might seem 
that aggiornamento and ressourcement refer to 
liberal and conservative impulses, respective-
ly. But this is to misunderstand them, and as 
things actually played out, the picture is more 
complicated. Some radicals sought to use the 
ancient sources against modern Catholicism, 
believing it was the Church that should be 
transformed by the world. Other Council par-
ticipants, like Krakow’s Bishop Karol Wojtyla, 
the future Pope John Paul II, accepted the 

modern emphasis on freedom, human dignity, 
and reason (as George Weigel’s indispensable 
biography Witness to Hope [1999, updated 
2005] makes clear), but believed the only way 
to modernize properly was through a deeper 
appropriation of tradition: ressourcement as a 
recovery of a richer sense of the human and 
the divine, and therefore, a very different kind 
of aggiornamento.

Politicized interpretations proper started 
early, however. The New Yorker ran a series 
of articles during the Council’s three years by 

“Xavier Rynne” (the pen name of American 
Redemptorist priest Francis X. Murphy), 
which created a dramatic narrative in which 
evil conservatives sought to block angelic pro-
gressives, especially “good Pope John” XXIII, 
who had convened the Council. (The articles 
were later collected as a book, Letters from 
Vatican City [1965]. Ralph M. Wiltgen’s The 
Rhine Flows into the Tiber [1967], a less par-
tisan account from the same period, had far 
less influence.) Rynne’s tale persists despite 
the fact that Pope John, in his opening speech 
to the Council, clearly expressed his wish to 
find a more effective, modern mode of ex-
pression “to transmit the doctrine, pure and 
integral, without any attenuation or distor-
tion, which throughout twenty centuries…
has become the common patrimony of men.” 
But the liberalizing pope was a storyline the 
New Yorker’s liberal readers, and many others, 
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were only too happy to swallow. Time maga-
zine did its part by naming John XXIII 1962’s 

“Man of the Year.” 

Continuity

Contrary to those who’ve tried to 
portray Vatican II as a break from 
the Church’s benighted past, the two 

most recent popes, both of whom partici-
pated in the sessions as brilliant and vigorous 
young men, have insisted upon what Benedict 
XVI calls a “hermeneutic of continuity.” They 
would not return to the Church as it existed 
before then, even were such a thing possible, 
but—Council men through and through—
they have worked to see its reforms pro-
duce fruit that will last. It seems absurd on 
its face given the nature of Catholicism that 
the Council intended a break with tradition 
in faith and morals. As the late Fr. Richard 
John Neuhaus once observed, although pro-
gressives have divided Catholicism into pre-
Conciliar and post-Conciliar, declaring the 
former superseded—a lot of what makes up 
Catholicism predates the 1960s.

Schools of interpretation have arisen on 
both sides. In Italy, for example, partisans of 
discontinuity drew together many liberal aca-
demics in both Europe and America to pro-
duce a five-volume History of Vatican II (1996–
2005), issued by Orbis Books, the publishing 
arm of the Maryknoll Order, which became 
radicalized after the Council. A briefer treat-
ment from the same general perspective can be 
found in John W. O’Malley’s What Happened 
at Vatican II (2008). Meanwhile, a recent book 
emphasizing continuity, Il Concilio Vaticano 
II. Una storia mai scritta (Vatican Council II: A 
History Never Written [2010]), by Roberto de 
Mattei, a distinguished Catholic historian and 
former vice president of the Italian National 
Research Council, remains untranslated, 
though a group of American scholars made 
similar arguments in Vatican II: Renewal with-
in Tradition (2008), edited by Matthew Lamb 
and Matthew Levering.

Looking at Catholicism—or any religion—
as only a kind of political party misses much 
of what makes religion potent, for good or ill: 
you won’t understand how a Muslim or Jew 
or Catholic comes to certain stubborn choices. 
Whatever you think of homosexuality, for 
example, to treat the Catholic teaching like 
a “policy position,” as if a bunch of Roman 
prelates with too much time on their hands 
concocted it, instead of inheriting it from the 
whole Christian and Jewish tradition—not to 
mention, nature—manifests a stunning his-
torical ignorance. Some people actually do be-
lieve fidelity to sacred truth is infinitely more 

consequential than adjusting settled teach-
ings to changing mores.

Modern Times

There was no crisis in the church 
that demanded  the Second Vatican 
Council. Even Pope John remarked 

that, strictly speaking, “a Council was not nec-
essary.” His call for a new council had come 
as a shock (a French magazine called it a “ges-
ture of serene boldness”) because the Church 
in the 1940s and ’50s was so strong. It knew 
what it believed and attracted many vocations 
to the priesthood and religious life—such as 
the gifted Thomas Merton, whose runaway 
1948 bestseller, The Seven Storey Mountain, 
spoke to many seeking meaning and truth in 
the aftermath of World War II. What’s more, 
the Church ran an impressive global network 
of schools, hospital, universities, and relief 

tution Lumen gentium that the nature of the 
Church was more like an interpersonal com-
munity and less like a state bureaucracy.

Sixteen documents in all were issued over 
the course of the Council, addressing the na-
ture and role of the Church and its worship; 
the duties of its bishops, priests, religious, and 
laity; its educational and missionary work; its 
relation to other Christian and non-Christian 
faiths; and its views on religious freedom and 
on the media. The most immediate and strik-
ing change came in the aftermath of the first 
document to be promulgated, Sacrosanctum 
concilium, the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy. The Council Fathers’ cautious em-
brace of introducing modern  languages into 
the Holy Mass resulted in the sudden shift 
from the numinous and dramatic Latin litur-
gy to a flat and insipid vernacular. The sophis-
ticated liturgical reform movement that had 
developed in Germany and France over the 
previous century was pushed aside by a popu-
list rush to throw out anything allegedly be-
yond the understanding of ordinary lay people. 
The Council’s call to educate the laity to par-
ticipate more fully in the traditional liturgy, 
perhaps even to learn Gregorian chant, was 
simply ignored. Instead, we got felt banners, 
guitars, and theologically suspect confections 
like “On Eagle’s Wings” and “Let Us Build the 
City of God.” Those who wanted to argue that 
the Council was a radical break from the past 
could point to just about any Catholic parish 
on Sunday morning as evidence.

British novelist Evelyn Waugh erupted: 
“The Mass is no longer the Holy Sacrifice but 
the Meal at which the priest is the waiter. The 
bishop, I suppose, is the head waiter.” In his 
very last letter, he wrote:

Easter used to mean so much to me. 
Before Pope John and his council—they 
destroyed the beauty of the liturgy. I 
have not yet soaked myself in petrol and 
gone up in flames, but I now cling to the 
faith doggedly without joy. Churchgoing 
is a pure duty parade. I shall not live to 
see it restored.

He died eleven days later, on Easter Sunday 
1966, a few hours after hearing the traditional 
Latin mass. 

Along with Lumen gentium and Sacrosanctum 
concilium, two more constitutions—Dei ver-
bum, On Divine Revelation, and the last to be 
promulgated, Gaudium et spes, On the Church 
In the Modern World—made a total of four 
major statements intended to give the inter-
pretive key to the whole Council. As might be 
expected, if something as deep-rooted as the 
Latin Mass and the popular devotions sur-

The coherence of 
Catholic teaching and 
the Church’s authority 
make it one of the few 

institutions still capable 
of resisting the general 

cultural revolution of the 
past half-century. 

agencies. There seemed no reason to tamper 
with such a winning formula.

But John XXIII clearly wanted to change 
some things, and to settle others left hanging 
when the First Vatican Council was suspended 
in 1870 after conquering Italian forces, led by 
Garibaldi, captured Rome. One was the nature 
of the Church, which was never as happy with 
throne-and-altar collusion as critics often sug-
gest. Some scholars even suspect that Vatican 
I’s notorious proclamation of papal infallibility 
was intended to assert Church freedom from 
state control. (“Gallicanism,” a term originat-
ing in France, came to refer to the State’s in-
tervention in appointments of bishops and 
other leaders, with the attendant dangers that, 
say, the Chinese Patriotic Church run by the 
Communist government displays today.) In 
any event, the advent of secular, democratic 
states in Europe raised the question of how 
the Church should relate to them and what 
the Church’s nature should be in modern cir-
cumstances. The Council Fathers—following 
the pope’s lead—would decide in the consti-
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rounding it could be so easily disrupted, the 
same was likely when it came to other large 
questions. Perhaps it was inevitable during the 
cultural chaos of the 1960s and ’70s.

The New Dialogue

On the positive side, the church 
took multiple steps in the right direc-
tion. In the mid-19th century, Pope 

Pius IX famously declared that “error has no 
rights,” and at the close of that century Leo 
XIII lamented the separation of church and 
state—a heresy condemned as “Americanism.” 
At the Second Vatican Council, the Church 
embraced religious liberty in the declara-
tion Dignitatis humanae, influenced by the 
work of an American Jesuit, John Courtney 
Murray, who served as peritus to New York’s 
Francis Cardinal Spellman, though the full 
theological justifications and concrete imple-
mentation remain muddled. (In The Third 
Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 
Century [1993], Samuel Huntington credits 
the Church’s renewed stance towards liberty 
as contributing, with varying levels of plausi-
bility, to the “third wave” of democratization, 
beginning with Portugal’s 1974 Carnation 
Revolution, and moving to Spain, Latin 
America, the Philippines, and Eastern Europe.)

Age-old currents of anti-Semitism within 
Catholicism were definitively repudiated in 
another Vatican II declaration, Nostra aetate. 
(Shortly after his election, John XXIII had had 
the Latin word perfidas—“faithless”—struck 
from the Good Friday liturgy in reference to 
the Jews so as not to be confused with “perfidi-
ous,” or treacherous.) And there was healing of 
longstanding rifts with other religious bodies. 
The pope and the patriarch of Constantinople 
lifted the mutual excommunications going 
back to the Great Schism in 1054. And the 
Church began a headlong rush to “dialogue”—
with Protestants, Jews, Muslims, Eastern 
faiths, and even non-believers and those who 
denigrated the Church, yet who, it was argued, 
might have some portion of truth.

 There was innocence and sometimes even 
foolishness in how the new dialogue was car-
ried out—a sharp departure from the old 
Catholic realism about human nature and 
communities—particularly in the opening 
to non-believers and modern culture. For 
example, although John XXIII excommu-
nicated Fidel Castro in early 1962—the year 
the Council opened and the Cuban Missile 
Crisis erupted—the Council, following the 
pope’s wishes to take a positive stance in its 
wide-ranging analysis of the modern world, 
never mentioned the obvious errors, not to say 

threats, of Communism—a central theme in 
modern Catholic social thought. (In fact, in 
another departure from past councils, Vatican 
II issued no “anathemas” or formal denuncia-
tions of any kind.) John’s successor, Paul VI, an 
old Roman diplomat, inaugurated an Ostpolitk 
that went soft on the Soviets and didn’t do 
much for Catholics behind the Iron Curtain. 
All this would change quite dramatically with 
the election in 1978 of the Polish pope.

New Theology

In cultural matters, too, what began 
as a generous re-evaluation of the modern 
world moved quickly to what seemed an 

incautious embrace. The greatest Protestant 
theologian of the 20th century, Karl Barth, 
who had been invited to be an observer at 
the Council but was prevented from attend-
ing by ill health, remarked in its aftermath, 

“Is it so certain that dialogue with the world 
is to be placed ahead of proclamation to the 
world?” The sweeping blueprint for Catholic 
social engagement, Gaudium et spes, in par-
ticular, struck Barth as not only overly opti-
mistic, but out of tune with the understand-
ing of the world found in the New Testament. 
Historically, Christianity had often clashed 
with “the world.”

Following the French Revolution’s perse-
cutions of the faithful, the Catholic Church’s 
suspicion of modernity—not always unjus-
tified—calcified to the point that it no lon-
ger clashed with the world so much as held 
itself aloof from it. Its absence for the next 
150 years from historical studies, scriptural 
scholarship, modern philosophy, psychology, 
and social theory—to say nothing of its fears 
about the uses of modern freedom—had two 
pernicious effects. First, several disciplines 
developed without the input that Catholicism, 
which was still in living continuity with the 
ancients (especially Plato, Aristotle, and the 
Stoics), might have contributed to the efforts 
of the moderns. Second, Catholic thought 
limited itself by failing to appreciate real, if 
mixed, modern achievements—an untenable 
stance for a Church whose very name lays 
claim, in its Greek origins, to universality.

Efforts to remedy this situation had begun 
as early as Leo XIII’s 1879 encyclical Aeterni 
patris, which encouraged the study of Thomas 
Aquinas as a way to renew modern societies. 
Catholics and non-Catholics alike often think 
that Aquinas has long been the central figure 
in Catholic thought. But before Leo, Catholic 
philosophical training, even in seminaries, had 
become unsystematic and inclined towards 
Cartesianism. A gifted intellectual himself, 
Leo asked for a new Thomism, faithful to the 
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“With this book, Chilton Williamson advances to the top rank of American 
political and social thinkers. This is an extraordinary performance of a versatile novelist,
political analyst, art critic, etc. His main thesis may be arguable, but only by people
whose mental equipment and scholarship are at least close to the qualities Williamson
demonstrates.”

—John Lukacs, author of Five Days in London and Democracy and Populism

“Chilton Williamson has written the best book on democracy in the past hundred
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on the merits of the French aristo’s prophecy that equality and democracy were every-
where gaining ground in the nineteenth century than on when and in what form the
process will be completed. Williamson, in this learned and elegantly written book,
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“Is democracy good for people? Or nations? Can it survive George W. Bush’s ‘global
democratic revolution’ or the ‘Arab Spring’? What, in any case, does democracy mean
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ing good read.”
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“At last a book that actually thinks about democracy—i.e., courageously dares address
the Deity of our times. While referring to just about everything that has been written
about democracy in modern times—his culture seems as limitless as his modesty—
Williamson adroitly nudges the democratic reader to wonder whether he has ever been
taught the right things about democracy. This book is a thought-provoking medita-
tion one feels urged to take an active part in.”

—Claude Polin, professor emeritus, University of Paris–Sorbonne

“A comprehensive and continually stimulating study of how we have entered a post-
democratic age which has subverted nearly everything that was valuable in American
democracy as understood by Tocqueville.”

—Donald W. Livingston, professor emeritus of philosophy, Emory University
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H OW  D I D  L I B E R A L S  G E T  TO  B E 
T H E  WAY  T H E Y  A R E  TO DAY ?

That’s the question many Americans have 
been asking—particularly after the ascent of 
Barack Obama, the most left-wing president 
in American history. At last, historians Donald 
T. Critchlow and W. J. Rorabaugh supply the 
answer.

The authors show that it is a mistake to see 
the Obama administration’s sweeping agenda 
as a single man’s vision. Equally fl awed, they 
reveal, is the now-common argument that 
today’s liberalism is simply a continuation 
of the progressivism that Woodrow Wilson 
embodied a century ago. Today’s Left has 
embraced a more radical vision for transfor-
mative change: to remake nearly every aspect 
of American life.

Takeover completely reshapes our under-
standing of America’s current political situa-
tion. This bold revisionist history delineates 
the sharp break in the history of modern liber-
alism that began in the 1960s, when new-style 
progressive activists left behind their protest 
rallies to infi ltrate the establishment. 

Critchlow and Rorabaugh reveal:

• How Obama almost certainly could not 
have become president if 1970s progressive 
activists had not rewritten the Democratic 
Party’s presidential nominating rules

• How radical leaders pioneered the use of 
the courts to impose their agenda

• From Roe v. Wade to Dr. Kevorkian: how 
partial-birth abortion became “the right to 
choose” and euthanasia became “the right 
to die with dignity”

• The inside story of liberals’ decades-long 
struggle to nationalize health care

• How today’s environmentalism refl ects 
the Left’s anticorporate, anticonsumption 
ethos

• The progressive paradox: how elites gain 
more control even as they employ the rheto-
ric of “choice” and “power to the people” 
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Critchlow and Rorabaugh masterfully con-
nect the dots in America’s recent history, show-
ing the close links between such seemingly 
unrelated causes as radical environmental-
ism, nationalized health care, class warfare, 
abortion rights, feminism, caps on energy use, 
assisted suicide, and sex education. Takeover 
will forever change how you view liberalism 
and the political debate in America.
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 — Paul A. Rahe
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“Critchlow and Rorabaugh make clear that today’s Left is not your 
great-grandfather’s Progressivism. It’s much, much worse. Take-
over superbly explains how the modern Left really is something 
new, and how its vision of ‘social justice’ is now fi rmly settled in 
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 — Steven F. Hayward
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master and creative in its modern application. 
And he got it, not least in the work of 20th-
century French philosopher Jacques Maritain 
who brilliantly ranged from ethics and aes-
thetics to metaphysics and the philosophy of 
science. Maritain was also a prime theorist 
of Christian democracy and one of the main 
drafters of the United Nations’s Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

There were other brilliant forms of 
Thomism. The Jesuit Karl Rahner, later a 
maverick dissenter, was a student of Martin 
Heidegger’s and wrote a doctoral dissertation 
(published in as Spirit in the World [1939]) so 
creative in integrating Thomas and German 
existentialism that his committee rejected it. 
Transcendental Thomists sought to remedy 
perceived shortcomings in Immanuel Kant. 
Later, even “analytic Thomism” emerged in 
the wake of Ludwig Wittgenstein.

But not every Thomist was as creative. 
Before the Council, many students felt that the 
Thomism found in Latin manuals at Catholic 
universities and seminaries—and enforced by 
the Roman Curia—was narrow and lifeless. 
Some of the leaders of what came to be known 
as la nouvelle théologie—Henri de Lubac, Yves 
Congar, Dominique Chenu, the prolific Hans 
Urs von Balthasar—started to develop sys-
tems that sought to hold onto the metaphysi-
cal moorings and moral clarity of Aquinas 
and the ancients, while also seeking a more 
personal and pastoral Church. Their thought 
lay behind the most interesting developments 
from 1962 to 1965, though later these theolo-
gians more or less turned against many of the 
Council’s more radical after-effects.

Unholy Spirit

After the council closed, there 
arose what came to be known as “the 
spirit of Vatican II,” a spirit that did 

not hesitate to contradict the letter of the 
actual texts. In broad terms, there were two 
views of the Conciliar documents similar to 
conservative and liberal interpretations of the 
U.S. Constitution. The conservative approach 
looked at the texts themselves, while allow-
ing for new developments under changed 
circumstances. The liberal view regarded the 
approved texts as a kind of “living document,” 
capable of meanings that, to an impartial 
eye, appear forced and even contrary to the 
Council’s stated intentions.

For example, the Council defined the 
Church as “the people of God,” which was 
intended to bring forward the important no-
tion that the Church is not merely pope, bish-
ops, and priests, but all the faithful. As the 
great convert John Henry Newman remarked 

about the laity: “the Church would look fool-
ish without them.” But a great deal depends 
on what the new formula is thought to mean. 
For some, it meant that anyone’s opinion was 
as valid as anyone else’s—even if the faithful 
started proposing things that contradicted 
nearly two millennia of tradition in matters 
of faith and morals. For others, it meant that 
pastoral care of the people took precedence 
over Catholic teaching—like a doctor with a 
good bedside manner who didn’t much bother 
about the technicalities of medical science.

The direction that this spirit blew was 
uniformly to the left. Unorthodox Catholics 
started to speak of human beings in rather 
Rousseauian terms. Except for evil capital-
ists and their political enablers, human beings 
seemed to be mostly victims. How this squared 
with the fundamental point of Christianity—
that the whole human race was fallen and that 
it took God to come down and die on a cross 
to save people from themselves—seemed to 
all but disappear in some quarters. Perhaps 
part of the problem was that in none of the 
Conciliar documents did Hell ever appear by 
name—though Jesus himself talks about it 
more than any Biblical figure.

Joseph Ratzinger, an advisor at the Council 
to Cologne’s Josef Cardinal Frings, noted at 
the time that although Vatican II had succeed-
ed in proposing a Catholicism more scriptural, 
pastoral, communal, and engaged—exciting 
developments, to be sure—to the extent it lost 
the sense of sin that pervades the Scriptures, 
it represented a certain unfaithfulness to 
Christian revelation and human life itself. 
What’s more, he added, the important dis-
tinction between the things that are Caesar’s 
and the things that are God’s—so critical to 
the flourishing of Western civilization—was 
in danger of being conflated into a presump-
tuous “social justice” (tinged with more than a 
little Marxism) that claimed to know precise-
ly, as few popes or bishops had ever claimed, 
which policies were the correct “Christian” 
ones and which were to be condemned.

The Church did need to engage modernity 
in a more constructive way. It simply could 
not ignore the need for a renewed pastoral 
and Biblical spirit in a secular world thick 
with cramped legalisms. But the Council’s 
aftermath was a spiritual earthquake. More 
cautious observers had warned—and were 
mocked for doing so—that reform would lead 
to disaster. Though they were wrong about the 
substance, they were right about the actual ef-
fects. No one—certainly not Pope John nor 
the Council Fathers—would have dreamed 
that their enthusiasm for a more open, self-as-
sured, and evangelical Catholicism, within the 
framework of long-established truths, would 
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When he wrote his encyclical Centesimus an-
nus (on the hundredth anniversary of Leo 
XIII’s Rerum novarum, which had condemned 
Communism and inaugurated Catholic so-
cial teaching) in 1991, after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, he reflected back over the 
horrors of the previous century—especially 
Marxism, Nazism, and Fascism. He summed 
up the fundamental problem as a misunder-
standing of the human person and a belief 
that religious and ethical norms should be 
banned from the public square, following the 
radical model of French secularism.

Though he didn’t do much to change the 
Holy See’s bureaucracy, he held a synod of 
bishops in 1985 on the 20th anniversary of 
the Second Vatican Council’s conclusion, 
which put some firm interpretive principles 
in place. And he had already begun operat-
ing on the world stage as no pope in history 
had ever done. What started to emerge dur-
ing his papacy was something like the true vi-
sion the Council had sought, a real renewal of 
Catholicism in the modern context. 

In the 1990s, John Paul published a 
string of encyclicals laying out the moral 
case for Catholic thought in medical ethics 
(Evangelium vitae [1995]), the knowability of 
truth (Veritatis splendor [1993]), and the com-
patibility of faith and reason (Fides et ratio 
[1998])—a longstanding view in Catholicism 
that needed restatement. And these on top of 
more typical documents on religious life and 
families—along with a remarkable statement 
on the theological dimension of human work, 
a letter to artists, and the list goes on. When 
celebrations of the Great Jubilee Year took 
place in 2000, both the Church and the city 
of Rome (thanks to help from the American 
Knights of Columbus) seemed spruced up 
and ready for new challenges.

Native Resilience

Unfortunately, not even two years 
later, during what Fr. Neuhaus called 
the “long Lent” of 2002, the priestly 

abuse scandal broke wide open in the United 
States. The scandal not only revealed a cal-
lous—sometimes criminal—lack of oversight 
on the part of no small number of bishops 
here and elsewhere, the revelations renewed 
the energies of dissidents and those who see 
Catholicism as a pernicious influence. The co-
herence of Catholic teaching and the Church’s 
authority make it one of the few institutions 
still capable of resisting the general cultural 
revolution of the past half-century. Not a few 

Catholics have been evangelized by that cul-
ture and have left the Church or lost their way. 
But as Ezra Pound once said, “any institution 
that could survive the picturesqueness of the 
Borgias has a certain native resilience.”

The Church John Paul II left to Benedict 
XVI in 2005 was still vastly better off than 
in the two decades immediately following the 
Council. And we can hope that the Church 
will continue to reap the crop of “John Paul 
II priests”—dedicated, orthodox young men 
who came of age during the late pontiff ’s 
nearly 27-year reign and answered a call to 
the priesthood because of his towering ex-
ample. We in the English-speaking world can 
be grateful, too, that some sense of the sacred 
has finally been restored to the diminished 
post-Conciliar Mass with the introduction 
last year of a more faithful translation of the 
Latin text.

Well into the 21st century, though, much 
of the post-Conciliar disorder remains in 
place. Just two years ago, the pope remarked 
in an interview that it was puzzling how 
Catholics who had attended Church schools 
for a dozen years or more often emerged with 
sympathy for Islam or a basic acquaintance 
with Buddhism, but little knowledge of—or 
loyalty towards—their own faith. Witness 
the almost daily attacks in the mainstream 
media by people—sometimes Catholics 
themselves—with bizarre, mistaken notions 
of the Church. A gifted teacher, Benedict has 
labored to remedy this situation by reaching 
out to general audiences through numerous 
public talks and homilies and in his soon-to-
be-completed trilogy Jesus of Nazareth (2007-
12). He has even been involved in productive 
dialogues with the prominent European in-
tellectuals Jürgen Habermas and Marcello 
Pera, both non-believers, who have argued 
for Christianity’s importance for good public 
order—though arguments from utility alone 
can’t spark a religious revival.

Probably because of his European perspec-
tive, Benedict has spoken of a smaller, purer 
Church in the future. (In the developing world, 
by contrast, Catholicism is growing rapidly.) 
He’s pointed to the need for “creative minori-
ties” to re-evangelize the culture, and looks to 
American Catholicism to help lead the way. 
Whether that renewal will occur or whether 
the Church will remain in turmoil—leaving 
the West that much more in crisis—is still an 
open question 50 years after Vatican II.

Robert Royal is president of the Faith & Reason 
Institute.

have led within a few years to a mass exodus 
from the priesthood and various male and fe-
male religious orders; an ongoing crisis of voca-
tions; steep declines in Mass attendance in the 
wealthier countries; debates within the Church 
over married and female priests; “Catholic 
theologians” who offered themselves as a par-
allel magisterium equal to and even superior 
to popes and bishops in certain matters, who 
challenged longstanding Church teaching—
sometimes in carefully organized public cam-
paigns—on contraception, abortion, divorce, 
radical feminism, gay “marriage,” and even such 
mainstays as the Real Presence in the Eucharist, 
the divinity of Christ, His Resurrection, even 
Christ as the unique Savior—and all while en-
joying official positions at nominally Catholic 
institutions. (James Hitchcock’s The Decline 
and Fall of Radical Catholicism [1971] is a pen-
etrating survey from the period. Many of the 
public Catholics who clash with the Church—
like Representative Nancy Pelosi and Health 
and Human Services Secretary Kathleen 
Sebelius—are products of Catholic universi-
ties during this period.)

Catholic Restoration

The years between the end of the 
Second Vatican Council and the elec-
tion of Pope John Paul II were not an 

easy time for the West in general. Perhaps, 
given the times, the turmoil in the Catholic 
Church would have been almost as great if 
the Council had never taken place. But just as 
Ronald Reagan would soon change the orien-
tation of America, John Paul II started what 
historian Paul Johnson has called a “Catholic 
restoration.” The pope’s restoration, however, 
was not a return to the status quo ante. Instead, 
he and his successor initiated a truer reading 
of what the Council had intended: renewal, 
not rupture; a deeper, more sophisticated ap-
preciation of the Catholic tradition, not its 
haphazard abandonment for strange gods. 
For his pains—and his refusal to compromise 
with a brutal materialism in both its Marxist 
and Western forms—John Paul was of course 
vilified as a reactionary, an authoritarian, and 
an opponent of all that was good in the mod-
ern world.

The charges were nonsense. He had faced 
down multiple times as archbishop of Krakow 
the true tyrants of the Soviet Bloc, and be-
fore that had put himself though a course of 
studies in phenomenology, personalism, and 
other contemporary philosophical systems 
that sought to address the modern situation. 
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Book Review by Robert R. Reilly

A Musical Messiah ?
Gustav Mahler, by Jens Malte Fischer.
Yale University Press, 766 pages, $50

The music of gustav mahler (1860–
1911) requires a lot of patience, as does 
the new biography, Gustav Mahler, by 

Jens Malte Fischer that runs to more than 700 
pages. This book, translated from German by 
Stewart Spencer, contains more about Mahler 
than you may wish to know. A professor of the 
history of theater at the University of Munich, 
Fischer offers us exhaustive detail not 
only about every aspect of Mahler’s life, 
but about the cultural contexts in which 
that life was lived. These are undoubtedly 
valuable, but do we really need to know 
the exact programs of the concerts he 
attended and who sang at which operas 
when he was present? We sometimes 
even have his seat number. We also dis-
cover how much everyone was paid, and 
the addresses of almost every apartment 
and house in which Mahler lived (and the 
rent). Occasionally, we know what he had 
for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

If you wish to know the background 
of Mahler’s Jewish family going back 
several generations, you will find it here. 
Also present are the syllabi from almost 
every school course he took. We learn 
of his early exposure to military brass 
band music in local villages (which helps 
explain the presence of the numerous 
marches in his symphonies). There is a 
very interesting examination of his fa-
vorite Romantic reading material, and 
excerpts from letters reporting on his 
teenage crushes, which are as hysterical 
as anything inspired by teenage love, except 
more so. A very large portion of this book is 
dedicated to Mahler’s professional travails 
as an opera and orchestral conductor, con-
sidered the greatest of his time, when the 
only lasting significance of his work in these 
areas is that it impeded him from compos-
ing. Nonetheless, this volume is positively 
laconic—almost a pocket guide—compared 
to Henry Louis de La Grange’s Mahler biog-
raphy, which runs to more than 4,500 pages 
in four volumes.

The numbing recitation of myriad details 
in Fischer’s book is not redeemed by a par-
ticularly felicitous writing style, though I 
am unable to judge how the text may read in 

the original German. I confess that I almost 
threw in the towel several times.

But i am glad i did not. there is real 
meat in this thorough, methodical, 
and, at times, plodding book, concern-

ing the meaning Mahler gave to life itself, of 
which, of course, his music is an expression. 

What Fischer has discovered and disclosed 
concerning Mahler’s faith and philosophy is 
the most important and illuminating aspect 
of this work. It has opened doors for me. I 
now listen with new ears. Also, Fischer’s ex-
plication of the music—with a separate chap-
ter dedicated to each symphony—is superb, 
brief though it is, and done mostly in layman’s 
language. I am beginning to understand many 
things that puzzled me about this man and 
his music. 

Mahler wrote on a vast scale, leaving a lega-
cy of nine symphonies, an uncompleted Tenth, 
and several orchestral song cycles. His music 
bursts forth torrentially as if the sluice gates 
to the world of sound were opened for the first 

time. To Sibelius, he expressed the belief that 
“the symphony must be like the world. It must 
embrace everything.” And he seems to in-
clude everything—marching bands, cowbells, 
sounds of nature, folk songs, hammer blows, 
and dances—leaving dazed listeners to won-
der whether he oughtn’t to have sorted things 
out a bit more. His works are sonically spec-

tacular, extravagant, phantasmagoric, but 
also possess moments of serenity, aching 
tenderness, and heart-stopping beauty.

Mahler converted to chris-
tianity in 1897, but he never 
became an orthodox Christian, 

anymore than he had been an orthodox 
Jew. As intoxicated with the divine as 
Mahler was, conductor Bruno Walter 
wrote that he “could not call Mahler a be-
liever.” Mahler’s Second Symphony ends 
with a monumental setting of Friedrich 
Klopstock’s avowedly Christian Resurrec-
tion Ode—from which Mahler omitted 
the mention of Jesus. When the chorus 
sings “rise again,” is it a form of auto-gen-
esis or is there a Savior? Is this resurrec-
tion without Christ? What did Mahler 
really believe? Here is where Fischer is so 
illuminating in the material he provides. 

In an extremely revealing interchange, 
reported by Fischer, Mahler’s close opera 
collaborator, Alfred Roller, asked Mahler 
why he did not write a Mass. Mahler con-
sidered the proposal and then responded, 

“‘but no, there is the Credo in it.’ And 
he began to recite the Credo in Latin. ‘No, I 
couldn’t do it.’’’ But during a rehearsal of the 
Eighth Symphony when Roller was present, 
Mahler called across to him and exclaimed, 

“There you are, that’s my Mass.” 
Of what does Mahler’s Mass consist? The 

first part is an overpowering setting of the 
9th-century Pentecost hymn, Veni Creator 
Spiritus, attributed to Hrabanus Maurus (c. 
780–856). However, the second part of the 
Symphony sets the final scene of Faust II, in 
which there is no connection whatever be-
tween Goethe’s creed and that of the Catholic 
Church. As Fischer points out, the final scene 
of Faust is one “from which ‘God’ is famously 
absent.” In explicating the final scene of Faust, 
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Mahler, mouthing Goethe, wrote, “Chris-
tians speak of ‘eternal bliss,’ and for the sake 
of my allegory I have made use of this beau-
tiful, sufficiently mythological concept—and 
the one most accessible to this era of world 
history.” Therefore, the vague allusions in 
Mahler’s works, such as in the final movement 
of the Second Symphony, that redemption is 
through Christ are only made so as to guide 
listeners to redemption without Him.

If God does not save man, who does? For 
Mahler, like his hero Goethe, it is man’s 
ceaseless striving that saves him. Faust trans-
forms “In the beginning was the Word” at 
the beginning of the Gospel of St. John into 

“In the beginning was the Deed.” The active, 
striving will is all. Goethe, who described 
himself as a “committed non-Christian,” 
wrote at the end of Faust, “He who strives 
on and lives to strive / Can earn redemption 
still.” This form of self-redemption moves the 
focus from God to man. 

It also considerably increases the weight 
of man’s burden. The stress and strain of this 
endeavor is clearly evident in Mahler’s works. 
Mahler’s compositional imitator, Leonard 
Bernstein, titled his Second Symphony, “The 
Age of Anxiety.” If you think you are going to 
be the source of your own salvation, you have 
plenty to be anxious about. Bearing up under 
the strain of this undertaking reduced Mahler 
at times to despair, so clearly heard in the ham-
mer blows at the end of the Sixth Symphony.

Mahler may have been the last 
Romantic in the sense of celebrat-
ing man’s heroic striving. In reject-

ing the crude materialism and empiricism of 
his time, while at the same time eschewing 
the religious, he was almost a throwback to 
an earlier generation that had not yet had its 
hopes in man’s prospects for spiritual prog-
ress obliterated. 

He believed that the whole of nature pos-
sessed an immortal soul, including plants and 
insects. A favorite book was Nana or the Spiri-
tual Life of Plants, by Gustav Theodor Fechner. 
Fischer records an episode in which Mahler 
consoled a fly he had accidentally swatted. 
Looking down at his victim, Mahler said, 

“there, there, don’t fret: you too are immortal!” 
Not surprisingly, there are also incidents in 
which Mahler indicated a belief in reincarna-
tion. One of his friends reports him saying,

We shall all return. The whole of exis-
tence has meaning only because of this 
certainty.... What matters is not the in-
dividual and his memory and content-
ment, but only the great movement to-

wards perfection and purification that 
increases with each incarnation. That is 
why I have to lead an ethical life in or-
der to spare my ego, if it returns, a part 
of the journey and make its existence 
easier for it. That is my moral duty.
 
He was, then, a pantheist. The whole 

world was suffused with and animated by the 
divine. Obviously, pantheism does not com-
port with either Judaism or Christianity. So 
it is hard to tell in what way Mahler ever con-
sidered himself as belonging to either religion, 
except as a form of social convention or, in the 
case of Christianity, of professional necessity 
for his appointment as director of the Vienna 
Court Opera. He did not differentiate the 
divine in terms of religion but only in terms 
of higher and lower states of being. Thus we 
find the following designations for the move-
ments of part two of the Third Symphony: 

“what the flowers in the meadow tell me; what 
the animals in the forest tell me; what man 
tells me; what angels tell me; what love tells 
me.” All of nature spoke to Mahler, and he 
endeavored to capture its voices. Of the Third 
Symphony, he said, “it has almost ceased to 
be music. It is hardly anything but sounds of 
nature.” Speaking of his Eighth Symphony, 
Mahler wrote: “try to imagine the whole uni-
verse beginning to ring and resound. These 
are no longer human voices, but planets and 
suns revolving.”

In a letter to his wife, alma, he spoke 
of the complaint by a trumpeter about 
having his instrument stopped up to high 

C sharp in the Seventh Symphony. Mahler 
said: “this made me think deeply about the 
lot of man, who also cannot understand why 
he must endure being ‘stopped’ to the piercing 
agony of his own existence, cannot see what 
it’s for, and how his screech is to be attuned to 
the great harmony of the universal symphony 
of all creation.” Clearly, Mahler saw himself 
as an instrument of attunement to the uni-
versal harmony and in this way considered 
his vocation sacred. He would lose himself in 
it. Speaking of his Third Symphony, he said, 

“Imagine a work so vast that the whole world is 
mirrored in it—one is, so to speak, an instru-
ment on which the universe plays…in such 
moments, I no longer belong to myself.” This 
understanding of his mission also helps one 
to understand why there is the equivalent of 
screeching voices in his music, inasmuch as 
the movement is from disharmony to univer-
sal harmony.

Mahler’s mission was uncannily similar to 
the role Cicero, and the ancient Greeks before 

him, assigned to music as a means of reaching 
a higher state of being. Speaking of the “music 
of the spheres,” Cicero wrote that “skilled men 
imitating this harmony on stringed instru-
ments and in singing have gained for them-
selves a return to this region, as have those 
who have cultivated their exceptional abilities 
to search for divine truths.” 

Of course, Mahler was not operating in the 
pagan Rome of Cicero, but toward the end of 
a long Christian era. In light of this, it is hard-
ly strange that Mahler himself became a kind 
of Christ figure. He was not a Nietzschean 
egotist who thought, as an Übermensch, he 
could will the eternal return of all things, so I 
would not take this notion of his being a mu-
sical messiah too far. But there is something 
in it. In Michael Kennedy’s short biography, 
Mahler (1976), he reports that, “asked what he 
would like to be ‘when he grew up,’ Gustav re-
plied: ‘A martyr.’” Then there are the harrow-
ing lines that Mahler wrote in the manuscript 
of the short score for his Tenth Symphony in 
which he directly quotes from Christ on the 
cross: “Death! Annunciation! Have mercy! 
My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 
me? Thy will be done.” Even Alma intimated 
something along these Christ-like lines from 
her description of Mahler’s death: “two atten-
dants lifted his naked emaciated body. It was 
a taking down from the cross.”

So, is mahler’s music salvific? cer-
tainly not in either a Christian or a 
Nietzschean sense, but it succeeds in 

portraying man’s unquenchable thirst for 
the eternal as have few composers. What-
ever the eccentricities of his metaphysical 
and philosophical views, Mahler believed 
that there was some divine spring in which 
this thirst could be quenched. He strove for 
it. He tried to make it perceptible. One can 
at least agree with Dutch composer Alfons 
Diepenbrock, who said, “His music seems to 
possess the gift of ‘transforming people’ and 
of providing a sense of ‘catharsis.’ That is no 
small achievement.” 

Did Mahler leave a legacy? One view of 
Mahler is that he took music to the breaking 
point and provided an anguished premonition 
of the catastrophe that was about to engulf 
Europe. In this sense he was an end, rather 
than a beginning. Leonard Bernstein saw him 
in this way. He wrote: “Mahler’s destiny was 
to complete the great German symphonic line 
and then depart, without it being granted him 
to start a new one.... Mahler was granted the 
honor of having the last word, uttering the fi-
nal sigh, letting fall the last living tear, saying 
the final good-by.” 
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That makes things very neat, but I do not 
think it is true. It may have seemed so, be-
cause Arnold Schonberg, who truly did try 
to end the great German symphonic line with 
his demolition of tonality, came immediately 
after Mahler, and for close to half a century 
seemed to triumph. His temporary success 
obscured the continuation of a symphonic 
tradition that came straight out of Mahler. 
This Mahlerian tradition can be most imme-
diately appreciated in the symphonies of Egon 
Wellesz, Karl Weigl, Karl Amadeus Hart-
mann, Marcel Tyberg (blatant imitation), and 
Bernstein himself. Mahler’s influence is heard 
to its greatest advantage in the symphonies of 
Dmitri Shostakovich and Mieczyslaw Wein-
berg. That is a substantial bequest.

In any case, mahler’s music certainly 
speaks to our uncertain times. Perhaps 
we too have taken upon ourselves the task 

of our own salvation and feel the same crush-
ing weight of it. Perhaps that is why Mahler 
is a regular presence in concert halls and his 
works have reached a state of popularity that 
would have been unimaginable to him. For 
instance, there are more than 150 recordings 
available of the First Symphony alone; and on 
the ArkivMusic.com site, there are more than 
1,200 different Mahler CDs for sale. 

With the plethora of offerings, where ought 
the neophyte listener begin?

Mahler remarked, “Where music is, the 
Demon must be.” He said this as a conduc-
tor, by which he meant one must be possessed 
to play properly, but it applies to his composi-
tions most especially. If a conductor can beat 
time, Beethoven almost plays itself. Not so 
Mahler. He needs a visionary conductor. It is 
the vision that holds his music together, not 
the notes by themselves. If the conductor can-
not keep the music in the tight grip of a vision, 
it will deflate into a bombastic mess.

Like most people more than 40 years 
ago, my first encounter with Mahler’s mu-
sic was through Leonard Bernstein’s record-
ings with the New York Philharmonic. I 
was both excited and repelled by Mahler’s 
neurotic hysteria, a feature Bernstein was fa-
mous for emphasizing in his highly dramatic 
performances. Now, they seem, well, normal. 
That may be a measure of Bernstein’s and 
Mahler’s defining influence on our sensibili-
ties. These recordings have been re-mastered 
by Sony, still sound spectacular, and are of-
fered in a 12-CD box. If your nerves can take 
it, start here.

Klaus Tennstedt (1926–1998) was a leg-
endary Mahler conductor, who often told 
the musicians at the London Philharmonic 

Orchestra, “Mahler was a crazy man, this is 
crazy music.” Without reserve, he dove into 
the inner life of Mahler’s music and produced 
highly charged, majestic performances. His 
studio recordings of all the symphonies have 
been gathered in an EMI box at a budget price. 
I have also come to appreciate particularly the 
live recordings he made in his last years, most 
particularly of the Second and Eighth Sym-
phonies, available on BBC Legends and the 
LPO label. They are an unforgettable experi-
ence of spiritual richness. While Tennstedt 
may not provide the sense of immediacy that 
Bernstein so effectively achieves, he brings 
you more deeply into Mahler’s vision. There 
are no Mahler performances that are more 
mesmerizing or profound. He is my conduc-
tor of choice.

RCA has re-released James Levine’s Mahler 
recordings, made between 1974 and 1980, in 
a 10-CD box that contains all but the Second 
and Eighth Symphonies. With gorgeous play-
ing from the Chicago, Philadelphia, and Lon-

don Symphony Orchestras, it is a staggering 
bargain, available on Amazon for $26.99 or 
less. If you are hesitant about Mahler or im-
pecunious, or both, this is a safe place to start. 
In fact, these performances are so good they 
would make a major addition to any Mahler 
library.

This past summer was the 100th anniver-
sary of the premiere of the Ninth Symphony, 
considered by many to be his greatest. So I 
will close by recommending Herbert von 
Karajan’s live performance with the Berlin 
Philharmonic, on the Deutsche Grammo-
phon label. It is one of the greatest perfor-
mances of anything that von Karajan ever 
conducted. 

As you pursue these works, you may have 
by your side Fischer’s insightful book as a reli-
able guide. 

Robert R. Reilly is chairman of the Committee 
for Western Civilization and a senior fellow at 
the American Foreign Policy Council.

“Among other highlights, it contains…one of the best short and
comprehensible treatments of the intellectual dilemmas of
reason and revelation ever put to paper.”

“In Crisis of the Strauss Divided, 
Jaffa explains to his critics why a de-
fense of Lincoln and the Founders is, 
paradoxically, consistent with politi-
cal philosophy…. Political philoso-
phy means nothing without a lively 
concern with the problems of life 
here and now.”

Steven F. Hayward
Ashland University

Thomas G. West
Hillsdale College

`
`

New from 
Harry V. Jaffa
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Whither the Navy?

President barack obama believes, as he put it in his third 
debate with Republican challenger Mitt Romney, that though

we have fewer ships than we did in 1916…we also have fewer 
horses and bayonets, because the nature of our military’s changed. 
We have these things called aircraft carriers, where planes land 
on them. We have these ships that go underwater…. The ques-
tion is not a game of Battleship, where we’re counting ships. It’s 
what are our capabilities.

Yes, the army’s horses have been superseded by tanks and helicopters, 
and its bayonets rendered mainly ceremonial by armor and long-range 
automatic fires, but what, precisely, has superseded ships in the navy? 
The commander-in-chief has arrived at the epiphany that the ships of 
today could beat the hell out of those of 1916. To which one could say, 
like Neil Kinnock, “I know that, Prime Minister,” and go on to add 
that we must configure the navy to face not the dreadnoughts of 1916 
but “things called aircraft carriers, where planes land on them,” and 

“ships that go underwater,” and also ballistic missiles, land-based avia-
tion, and electronic warfare.

To hold that numbers and mass in war are unnecessary is as danger-
ous as believing that they are sufficient. Defense contractor Norman 
Augustine famously observed that at the rate fighter planes are be-
coming complex and expensive, soon we will be able to build just one. 
Neither a plane nor a ship, no matter how capable, can be in more than 
one place at once. And if one ship that is in some ways equivalent to 
100 is damaged or lost, we have lost the equivalent of 100. But, in fact, 
except for advances in situational awareness, missile defense, and the 
effect of precision-guided munitions in greatly multiplying the target 
coverage of carrier-launched aircraft, the navy is significantly less capa-
ble than it was a relatively short time ago—in anti-submarine warfare, 
mine warfare, the ability to return ships to battle, and the numbers 
required to accomplish the tasks of deterrence or war.

For example, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s diplomacy in the 
South China Sea is doomed to impotence because it consists entirely 
of declarations without the backing of sufficient naval potential, even 
now when China’s navy is not half of what it will be in a decade. China’s 
claims, equivalent to American expropriation of Caribbean waters all 
the way to the coast of Venezuela, are much like Hitler’s annexations. 
But we no longer have bases in the area, our supply lines are attenuated 
across the vastness of the Pacific, we have much more than decimated 
our long-range aircraft, and even with a maximum carrier surge our 
planes would have to battle at least twice as many Chinese fighters.

Not until recently would China have been so aggressive in the South 
China Sea, but it has a plan, which is to grow; we have a plan, which is 
to shrink; and you get what you pay for. To wit, China is purposefully, 
efficiently, and successfully modernizing its forces and often accepting 
reductions in favor of quality. And yet, to touch upon just a few exam-

ples, whereas 20 years ago it possessed one ballistic missile submarine 
and the U.S. 34, now it has three (with two in the ways) and the U.S. 
14. Over the same span, China has gone from 94 to 71 submarines in 
total, while the U.S. has gone from 121 to 71. Ours are better, but as 
ours become fewer China’s are catching up and increasing in number.

The effect in principal surface warships is yet more pronounced. 
While China has risen from 56 to 78, the U.S. has descended from 
207 to 114. In addition to parities, China is successfully focusing on 
exactly what it needs—terminal ballistic missile guidance, super-fast 
torpedoes and wave-skimming missiles, swarms of ocean-going mis-
sile craft, battle-picture blinding—to address American vulnerabilities, 
while our counters are insufficient or non-existent.

Nor is China our only potential naval adversary, and with aircraft, 
surface-to-surface missiles, and over-the-horizon radars the littoral 
countries need not have navies to assert themselves over millions of 
square miles of sea. Even the Somali pirates, with only outboard mo-
tors, skiffs, rocket-propelled grenades, and Kalashnikovs, have taxed 
the maritime forces of the leading naval states.

What, then, is a relatively safe number of highly capable 
ships appropriate for the world’s richest country and leading 
naval power? Not the less than 300 at present, or the 200 

to which we are headed, and not 330 or 350 either, but 600, as in the 
1980s. Then, we were facing the Soviet Union, but now China, better 
suited as a maritime power, is rising faster than the United States at 
present is willing to face. 

The trend lines are obvious and alarming, but in addition we face 
a potentially explosive accelerant of which the president is probably 
blissfully unaware, as is perhaps even his secretary of the navy who, as 
he dutifully guts his force, travels with an entourage befitting Kubla 
Khan, or at least Kubla Khan, Jr. That is that whereas the American 
Shipbuilding Association (now dissolved) counted six major yards, 
China has more than 100. Whenever China becomes confident of the 
maturation of its naval weapons systems, it can surge production and 
leave us as far behind as once we left the Axis and Japan. Its navy will 
be able to dominate the oceans and cruise in strength off our coasts, re-
versing roles to its pleasure and our peril—unless we attend to the navy, 
in quality, numbers, and without delay.

This would demand a president who, like Ronald Reagan, would 
damn the political torpedoes and back a secretary of the navy who, like 
John Lehman, would unashamedly and with every power of rhetoric 
and persistence rebuild the fleets. The military balance, the poise of the 
international system, and the peace of the world require no less. Nor 
does America deserve less. But in the next four years it will get less, 
much less, from an American administration that—perhaps uniquely 
in our history—neither understands nor trusts American power.

An earlier version of this article appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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“In its storytelling heft, its moral rec-
titude, the solemn magnifi cence of its 
writing and the splendor of its hymns 

to New York City, the new novel is 
a spiritual pendant to Winter’s Tale, 
and every bit as extraordinary.... In 
Sunlight and in Shadow sounds as 

though it were scored to some great 
choral symphony.”

“Helprin has written...a poetic and 
likely enduring rendering of New 
York just after the Second World 

War, a love story that pines for love 
but even more fervently for an indus-
trious and ascendant America that is 
no more and maybe never was.… In 
Sunlight and In Shadow matters.” 

“[A] paean to women and their beau-
ty—and above all to romantic love 

and its abiding power.… Wise, satu-
rated with sensory detail and beauti-
fully written, Sunlight celebrates the 

unquenchable bliss of existence.” 

“New York, New York, it’s a wonderful town! And Mark 
Helprin’s new near-epic novel makes it all the more marvelous....

[A] grandly charming and deeply affecting novel.” 

In Sunlight and in Shadow
A Novel, by Mark Helprin

New York, at the dawn of  the modern age— 
a vivid dream you will not want to leave…

—Robin Micheli, People Magazine

—Mark Warren, Esquire

 —Sam Sacks, The Wall Street Journal

—Alan Cheuse, NPR


