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from the editor’s desk

The Apology Game
by Charles R. Kesler

Apologizing is rampant these days. hardly a week 
goes by without some public figure (or unlucky private citi-
zen, become a public figure) offering to apologize, usually at 

the demand of some group or other who has taken offense at some-
thing said or done. If extorting apologies were an interstate crime, 
the FBI’s hands would be full fighting the crime wave spawned by 
the apology mafia.

“Taking offense” is certainly on the offensive in our highly sensi-
tive age. For some people it is a living. What else does Al Sharpton 
do, exactly, except lie in wait for someone who utters a thoughtless 
or indiscreet remark that can be ambushed as “racist”? American 
universities employ squads of such thought police. These sensitiv-
ity thugs, on and off campus, seldom put away their cudgels until 
the offender recants and, of course, apologizes—publicly, tearfully if 
possible, and sometimes with the kind of shake-down side payment 
that acknowledges “I can never afford to do this again” and that Don 
Corleone could only envy.

Do I have to add that the tears needn’t be sincere? Sincerity has 
very little to do with this racket. The apology game is about power, 
about bending or breaking the offender’s will, about exalting the will 
of the “offended.” 

It’s all done in the name of a sort of justice, to be sure—the kind 
that would make Karl Marx smile. For the “offended” substitute 
Marx’s category of the “oppressed,” and for “offender” substitute “op-
pressor,” and the quasi-Marxist roots of the exercise will be plain. 
Whatever brings the bourgeois class down and the oppressed prole-
tariat up, counts, for Marx, as just, no matter how vile the tactic may 
be. For the apology gang, led by the far Left, the analysis is similar 
though they like to think that America’s racist, sexist, class-ist of-
fenders can be humbled without a revolution. It’s enough, for now at 
least, that the bad guys acknowledge who’s in charge and admit that 
resistance is futile. 

Oh, and if people who offend against the Left are themselves of-
fended by the Left, that doesn’t count. Don’t expect any sympathy if 
you are revolted by, for example, Oliver Stone’s version of American 
history or your local high school’s version of sex education. That kind 
of grievance shows you deserve scorn, not an apology.

The business of demanding apologies resembles the 
disputes over honor that preoccupied aristocratic societies, ex-
cept that honor is typically rooted in an individual or social 

sense of inequality. By contrast, today’s apologetics arise, nominally 
at least, from a festering insistence on ever more egalitarianism, root-
ed in the familiar race, class, and gender groupings that so dominate 
the contemporary liberal “self.” Individual worth plays only a limited 
role, because in leftist theory group identity decisively shapes the in-
dividual. So only public apologies matter, and apologies to the sup-
posedly offended group matter most.

Reason, which could be called on to judge the old disputes over 
honor and justice, is presumed now to be enlisted on the side of the 
oppressed or the offended. The with-it liberal’s moral world is divid-
ed between offenders and offended; there is no possibility of a third 
party, an outside stance from which reason could judge disinterest-
edly. It’s not for offending against reason but for injuring people’s 
feelings, actually their feelings about their feelings, that the guilty 
are now called to prostrate themselves. 

As a result, the old meaning of “apology” as a speech of vindication 
is slowly dying out. This sense, derived from the ancient Greek apo-
logia, remains recognizable from Plato’s Apology of Socrates—Plato’s 
version of his teacher’s defense speech when he was on trial for his 
life before an Athenian jury. One thing the Apology is not is an apol-
ogy in the contemporary sense. Socrates never said he was sorry he 
had offended the Athenian majority’s feelings by philosophizing. On 
the contrary, he claimed their feelings deserved to be chastised! The 
majority ought to be ashamed, he argued, of miseducating their chil-
dren, betraying the common good, and prosecuting a benefactor like 
himself. 

 Increasingly in today’s culture, we’re not interested in a person’s 
reasons. What defense could possibly be given of racism or sexism, 
after all? The only possible trials are therefore show trials. 

With the liberal vanguard on and off campus now effectively 
defining racism as “treating individuals equally regardless of race,” 
you’d think there would be a lot of arguments the public should 
consider. But we’ll never get to hear them if we keep playing the 
apology game.
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Liberalism’s
Origins

Fred Siegel has written a truly 
important book and Wilfred Mc-
Clay’s excellent review focuses on 
its central insights (“The High-
Low Coalition,” Winter 2013/14). 
McClay sees that the most impor-
tant contribution of The Revolt 
Against the Masses is to provide 
an alternative explanation for the 
rise of modern American liberal-
ism. The conventional narrative 
sees modern American liberal-
ism as rooted in Progressivism, 
treating it as a necessary, positive 
response to 19th-century indus-
trialism and the robber barons 
who came to control and exploit 
much of the economy. As McClay 
writes, “Siegel’s book is asking us 
to reconsider the history of the 
last century or so through a differ-
ent lens—the lens offered by our 
tracking the moves and motives of 
the aspirant intellectual class.”

This alternative lens has the 
great virtue of placing human 
agency at the heart of the story of 
liberalism’s rise. In Siegel’s analy-
sis, American liberalism’s ideas 
and policies did not constitute an 
inevitable response to objective 
economic forces; they arose from 
the thoughts and longings of indi-
viduals exercising their own free 
will. Because the 20th century’s 

key political and policy develop-
ments were not inevitable, Siegel 
invites us to revisit them—most 
importantly, how a seminal group 
of thinkers during the 1920s set 
liberalism along the path it has 
followed ever since, a path rooted 
in fear and loathing of common 
opinion and disparagement of 
business. 

This highly influential group 
included such otherwise dispa-
rate thinkers as H.L. Mencken, 
Herbert Croly, Sinclair Lewis, 
and their English soulmate H.G. 
Wells. Their negative appraisal 
of America (and in Wells’s case, 
Britain too) stemmed as much 
from the successes of American 
free-enterprise economics and 
democratic politics as from their 
shortcomings. America’s prosper-
ity and political stability deserved 
no celebration because those very 
accomplishments bred a numb-
ingly boring culture, political ti-
midity, and social life dominated 
by small-minded, parochial, and 
vulgar nincompoops. Though 
they shared Nietzsche’s contempt 
for bourgeois life, this cadre of in-
tellectuals had a much less cata-
clysmic vision of how it was to 
be transcended and transformed. 
Their Übermenschen were social 
engineers, people of superior in-
tellect and taste who could man-
age away the banalities and ineffi-
ciencies produced by competitive, 
profit-driven economics and dis-
organized, dysfunctional demo-
cratic politics.

Not only does Siegel demon-
strate the essential role of these 
intellectuals in spawning modern 
liberalism, he makes a critical dis-
tinction between them and the 
Progressives with whom they are 
normally conflated. These liber-
als did not share the Progressive 
preoccupation with taming capi-
talist excess nor did they identify 
with the bourgeois moralism, reli-
giosity, and majoritarianism that 
pervaded Progressivism. Progres-
sives celebrated “the people.” Lib-
erals despised the people. While 
Progressives were often willing to 

use government as an instrument 
of coercion, liberals were much 
more protective of personal priva-
cy and suspicious of government 
compulsion. 

Siegel highlights the distinc-
tion between liberalism and Pro-
gressivism via the writings of a 
much overlooked but deeply in-
fluential pioneering liberal, Ran-
dolph Bourne, best known for his 
opposition to U.S. intervention in 
World War I. As Siegel points out, 
that opposition stemmed not from 
a hatred of war per se but from an 
overweening admiration of Ger-
man culture, especially its power-
ful Romantic streak. Bourne, said 
his friend and fellow critic Van 
Wyck Brooks, wanted to “think 
emotions and feel ideas.” Bourne 
favorably compared the “sheer 
heroic power” of German ideals 
to the “shabby and sordid” life of 
Americans. Presaging the 1960s, 
he looked to the youth of America 
to throw off the shackles of con-
formism and stultifying morality 
and to strive to create a new civili-
zation devoted to personal fulfill-
ment and the pursuit of beauty.

Thus, Siegel is able to show 
that key tenets of contemporary 
liberalism—especially its cultural 
condescension, anti-majoritarian-
ism, and quest for the liberation of 
the individual—are rooted in the 
watered-down Nietzscheanism of 
1920s’ intellectuals rather than in 
the Progressivism that preceded 
them. This naturally leads to the 
question that one hopes will be 
the subject of Siegel’s next book: 
why did this not very impressive 
brand of thinking become so 
dominant in American life and 
thought? It is not surprising that 
some intellectuals would scorn 
the civilization that commercial 
liberal democracy had created. 
But it is astonishing that such an 
outlook should prevail. Why was 
there not a more robust response 
from learned, thoughtful Ameri-
cans to this disdainful attack on 
so much of what Americans pur-
port to hold dear: the wisdom of 
the common man, pride in honest 

labor, respect for success, the no-
bility inherent in providing well 
for one’s family and in sustaining 
decent community life? 

Marc Landy
Boston College

Chestnut Hill, MA

Wilfred McClay’s thought-
fully written review was so beau-
tifully wrought that it’s difficult 
to take issue with it. The review’s 
opening discussion of narrative 
was conceptual catnip for one of 
my sisters, a Hollywood screen-
writer, who’s been trying to un-
derstand academia’s descent into 
an ill-mannered incoherence. But 
there is one short passage I found 
off the mark:

How can liberals, and they 
alone, be motivated by the 
pure pursuit of justice? So 
turn their own premises 
against them, and show that, 
sadly, and infuriatingly, the 
power of liberalism has trans-
lated into the steady enrich-
ment of those who wield it, 
and into steadily diminishing 
prospects in the lives of the 
very people it first rose to serve.

But liberalism first arose in the 
early 1920s to serve the aspira-
tions of intellectuals and writers 
who would benefit from it and 
who felt insufficiently appreciated 
by the American public.

In retrospect, I wish Revolt 
Against the Masses had included 
the essay on Richard Hofstadter 
I wrote for the New Criterion in 
February. In it I tried to show 
how H.L. Mencken’s style, which 
was crucial to the development 
of liberalism, was carried on into 
mid-century by the famous histo-
rian of American liberalism:

Hofstadter, dubbed “the sec-
ond Mencken” by the dis-
tinguished English profes-
sor Kenneth Lynn, adopted 
elements of Mencken’s style 
and antidemocratic attitudes 
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while rejecting the “Sage of 
Baltimore’s” depreciation of 
the New Deal…. After World 
War II, two of the most prom-
inent liberals, Hofstadter and 
the economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith, were acclaimed 
for what was in effect, though 
rarely discussed, their meld of 
Mencken and Marx. In Hof-
stadter’s case it was a meld of 
Mencken and the economic 
determinist historian Charles 
Beard even more than Marx.

Near the end of Marc Landy’s 
lucid comments he asks why liber-
alism, a “not very impressive brand 
of thinking,” went on to “become 
so dominant in American life and 
thought?” Briefly, I would answer 
that liberalism triumphed in the 
academy not only because it prom-
ised to enhance the power of aca-
demics, but because what came to 
be called conservatism—though 
it seemed intuitively true to most 
Americans—was late to present 
itself as a coherent alternative. 
Conservatism emerged not only 
as an articulation of what seemed 
experientially true but as a reac-
tion to the triumphs—disastrous 
though they were—of left-wing 
ideology. Walter Lippmann’s 
The Good Society and Friedrich 
Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom were 
largely discrete achievements, and 
even the creation of National Re-
view in 1955 was of limited im-
pact until the 1960s forced both 
conservatives and those liberals 
who became neoconservatives to 
rethink their worldviews.

Liberalism, I would suggest, 
maintains its current political 
influence not so much because 
its ideas have emerged victorious. 
They haven’t. Rather, the Great 
Society’s patronage politics, Black 
Nationalism, mass unskilled im-
migration, the McGovernite ex-
pansion of “legalitarianism” (re-
distribution through litigation), 
the postmodern replacement of 
information with attitude on 
college campuses, and the rise of 
public sector unions has produced 
a formidable political machine. 
What we saw in 2012 was that lib-
eralism, buttressed by an increas-
ingly fawning press, can survive 
numerous policy failures so long 

as the constituent components of 
the machine continue to thrive.

Fred Siegel
The Manhattan Institute

New York, NY

Wilfred M. McClay replies:

To my mind, one of the most 
valuable insights of Revolt Against 
the Masses lies in its insistence 
that liberalism, for all its pro-
fessions of generosity and high-
mindedness, has been pervaded 
by self-interested and self-serving 
elements from the start. In other 
words, Siegel argues, the problem 
with liberalism has always been 
something much greater than, say, 
the unanticipated consequences 
of purposive action—that hoary 
old bromide which is taken to ex-
plain why good intentions are so 
often mugged by reality. A famil-
iar adage, as I say, but not quite 
the whole story. Siegel also wants 
to underscore the inconvenient 
truth that key figures in the lib-
eral movement were motivated by 
less attractive forces, high among 
them being a disdain unto loath-
ing for middle-class American 
life. If Henry Adams was right 
when he said, at the opening of 
his Education, that politics is 
the “systematic organization of 
hatreds,” then liberalism’s seem-
ing incoherence becomes entirely 
explicable; it’s largely a matter 
of how the diverse hatreds—of 
bourgeois life, big business, great 
wealth, authoritative organized 
religion, moralizers and prudes—
have ended up being organized. 

I completely agree with Siegel 
about Richard Hofstadter’s debt 
to Mencken; this was an observa-
tion about him made not only by 
Kenneth Lynn, but also by Hof-
stadter’s friend Alfred Kazin in 
his book New York Jew, among 
other places. Indeed, Mencken 
influenced a whole generation of 
writers who celebrated his irrev-
erent style and sought to imitate 
his irreverent attitude (minus his 
animus toward Franklin Roos-
evelt and the New Deal, of course, 
which is silently edited out of his 
memory). I grew up near Balti-
more, reading the now-defunct 
Evening Sun, which routinely glo-

rified Mencken as its patron saint, 
making him into a kind of benign 
civic icon, a sort of Baltimore ver-
sion of Will Rogers. He was noth-
ing of the sort. He was a nasty 
piece of work—a social Darwinist 
and vulgar Nietzschean; a foe of 
most every aspect of religion, very 
much including its more gener-
ous aspects; a fervent opponent of 
Anglo-Saxon culture; and an in-
veterate mocker of all things that 
common Americans held dear. 

And yet I think it’s safe to say 
that Mencken would be utterly 
contemptuous of Obama-era lib-
eralism, and disclaim nearly all 
connection to it, whether the is-
sue in question were the nation-
alization of health care, the de-
monization of smoking and trans 
fats, the deference to feminism 
(not to mention LGBT sensibili-
ties), affirmative action in hiring, 
speech codes and other restric-
tions on expressive rights, and so 
on. Which raises a problem that, 
following Marc Landy’s lead, I 
propose as a subject for Fred Sie-
gel’s next book, namely, how did 
this happen? How did American 
liberalism turn from a regime 
of robust freedom to a regime of 
busybodying control? Even if one 
accepts the view, which Siegel re-
states in his response to my review, 
that liberalism was entirely a mat-
ter of self-interested motives from 
the start, the question remains: 
how did a doctrine of freedom so 
easily become transformed into its 
seeming opposite? How did the 
ebullient free spirit of the “lyrical 
left” in the ’10s and ’20s become 
the regime of what James Piere-
son has aptly called “punitive lib-
eralism,” in which the assignment 
and transference of historic guilt, 
and the exploitation of that guilt 
in others, is the name of the game? 

Part of the answer, I suspect, 
will be found in studying the ways 
in which liberalism and Progres-
sivism, analytically distinct and 
discrete in theory, have turned 
out to be thoroughly intertwined 
in practice. Take a figure like 
John Dewey. He was most cer-
tainly a liberal, and most cer-
tainly a Progressive, and that fact 
becomes a recipe for confusion, in 
which the word “liberal” becomes 
equivocated upon almost as often 



Based on the core texts of the Western and American Traditions
Offering Competitive Scholarships and Fellowship Stipends

THE FACULTY

Larry P. Arnn

Adam Carrington

Mickey Craig

Robert Eden

John W. Grant

Will Morrisey

Ronald J. Pestritto

Kevin Portteus

Paul Rahe

Kevin Slack

Thomas G. West

FOR MORE INFORMATION OR TO APPLY

gradschool.hillsdale.edu
gradschool@hillsdale.edu  |  (517) 607-2483

M.A.
POLITICS

Ph.D. 

POLITICS

A First Principles Approach 
to Graduate Education in 
Political Philosophy and 
American Politics

Hillsdale College

VAN ANDEL
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF STATESMANSHIP

HC_GradSchool_ClaremontAd_2-14.indd   1 2/4/14   3:33 PM



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 9

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

as the word “democratic”—and 
for the same reasons. Isaiah Ber-
lin’s famous distinction between 
negative and positive liberty was 
a way of getting at the difference 
between the two, and explain-
ing how Progressivism could see 
itself as a way of being “liberal”—
because, after all, it was forcing 
those under its sway to be free by 

“educating” or “engineering” them 
into that condition. 

The arrogance that looks 
upon the actual lives of ordinary 
people with pity or disdain is, at 
least potentially, the same arro-
gance that knows what would be 
better for those pathetic folks, 
and presumes itself fit to impose 
upon them a new way of life that 
is more fitting and fulfilling than 
their present condition, had they 
the wit to realize it. Following 
that logic, it’s not hard to see how 
Mencken leads to John Galbraith, 
or how figures like H.G. Wells 
and Randolph Bourne managed 
to maintain simultaneously the 
libertarian and statist aspects of 
their outlook—even though in 
many respects those aspects are 
incompatible with one another. 

It does seem to me, however, 
that there is a danger of throwing 
the baby out with the bathwater, 
if one attempts an overly compre-
hensive indictment of liberalism. I 
think there is still plenty to be said 
for liberalism, when it is rightly 
understood as: an assertion of the 
dignity of the individual; a gener-
ous reaction against the exploita-
tion of vulnerable and weaker in-
dividuals; a guarantor of the rights 
of minorities; and an affirmation 
of intellectual, moral, and spiritual 
liberty, even unto (as Kevin Has-
son has put it so memorably) the 
right to be wrong. That the people 
who call themselves conservatives 
are often the most valiant defend-
ers of these things today—and 
as Siegel suggests, an argument 
can be made that American con-
servatism has been mainly a cor-
rective response to liberalism’s 
excesses—doesn’t change the fact 
that it is a form of liberalism that 
they are defending. I don’t think 
Fred Siegel wants to go so far as 
to deny that there are those who 
embrace liberalism because they 

honestly believe it serves the lives 
of ordinary people. I believe there 
was a time when such people did, 
and it made sense for them to do 
so. Where I would agree with Sie-
gel is that to do so today is to be 
deluded. It is to believe, say, that 
public teachers’ unions have the 
interests of their students at heart, 
or that the American Civil Liber-
ties Union cares about civil liber-
ties irrespective of who is in power, 
or that Obamacare is all about 
serving the needs of the uninsured. 

That is what I meant in that 
passage to which Siegel took ex-
ception. I don’t want to defend 
what liberalism has become. But I 
do think that one of the supreme 
ironies in the story he tells is that 
there was a time—before liberal-
ism became the theme song of cy-
ber-billionaires, lifestyle radicals, 
academics, guilt merchants, and 
public-employee unions—when it 
really did seek to honor the com-
mon man. Not anymore.

For more discussion of the origins 
of modern liberalism with Marc 
Landy, Fred Siegel, and Wilfred 
McClay, visit our online feature 
Upon Further Review at www.
claremont.org/ufr.

A Nation
Under God?

Peter Lawler has well articu-
lated the remarkable blend of rea-
son and faith in the Declaration of 
Independence when he writes that 

“The Declaration harmonized, so 
to speak, Virginia’s proud and 
selfish particularity with the per-
sonal universalism of New Eng-
land Christianity” (“Southern 
Discomfort,” Winter 2013/14). 

If I understand Professor 
Lawler correctly, self-interest and 
evangelism are the products, re-
spectively, of the Enlightenment 
and the Reformation. In his join-
ing together of each of these as-
pects of the Declaration—which 
partisans of one or the other are 
usually disinclined to do—he 
points to the larger question of 
what sort of nation America is. 
Some hold it to be a Christian na-
tion; others assert it to be wholly 

secular. James Madison observed 
in The Federalist that the proposed 
Constitution “is in strictness nei-
ther a national nor a federal con-
stitution; but a composition of 
both.” I would be very interested 
to know whether Lawler believes 
the Declaration, properly under-
stood, is evidence that America is 
neither a religious nor a secular 
nation, but a composition of both.

Richard H. Reeb, Jr.
Helendale, CA

Peter Augustine Lawler replies:

My answer to Richard Reeb’s 
thoughtful and appreciative ques-
tion is “you are right, sir.” Let me 
explain.

America’s most wonderful and 
effective theological balancing act 
is our Declaration of Indepen-
dence. It gets its greatness by being 
a legislative compromise between 
the Deistic and the more Calvinist 
(or residually Puritan) members 
of Congress who amended Thom-
as Jefferson’s draft—“mangled” it, 
in Jefferson’s own opinion, but 
actually improving it. By recon-
ciling the modern philosophers’ 
(particularly John Locke’s) unre-
lational, past-tense God of nature 
and the Puritans’ personal, judg-
mental, providential Creator, our 
Declaration can be called a kind 
of accidental Thomism—an affir-
mation of St. Thomas Aquinas’s 
core teaching of personal natural 
law. As John Courtney Murray 
put it in his book We Hold These 
Truths, through their statesman-
ship and democratic deliberation 
the American Founders built bet-
ter than they knew. 

Had our Declaration been the 
exclusive product of the origi-
nal Puritans, it would have been 
theocratic—that is, unorthodox. 
Although they were authentically 
Christian in their political belief 
that all persons are made in God’s 
image and therefore equal, the 
Puritans were heretics, Alexis de 
Tocqueville observed, in the sense 
that they sought to criminalize 
every sin by basing their political 
laws on the Torah. The American 
Founding’s genius was to incor-
porate the Deistic or individu-

alistic criticism of the Puritans’ 
intrusive, highly personal idea 
of Christian citizenship while 
allowing the New Englanders’ 
sometimes fanatically egalitarian 
idealism to balance Lockean self-
ish indifference to anyone’s well-
being beyond one’s own. The Pu-
ritans, from our view, displayed 
too much political concern for 
people’s souls; the Deists aimed, 
in the name of personal freedom, 
to empty political and even social 
life of much of its properly rela-
tional or participatory content.

Our Declaration suggests that 
we are free and relational beings by 
nature—natural persons, without 
referring at all, of course, to Bibli-
cal revelation. Our natural long-
ings as free persons point toward a 
certain kind of Creator, even if we 
don’t have particular knowledge of, 
or faith in, who that God is. Our 

“transcendence” is not merely free-
dom for self-determination, nor is 
it the philosphers’ “freedom of the 
mind” that’s elitist, selfish, and 
fundamentally amoral. We are 
free from political determination, 
as James Madison wrote, in order 
to fulfill our conscientious duties 
to our Creator—duties that even 
Madison didn’t sufficiently recog-
nize are not lonely and inward but 
social and relational. For Ameri-
cans, freedom of religion, prop-
erly understood, is freedom for 
churches, for personal authority 
embodied in “organized religion.”

Aquinas and the
Eucharist

Although I appreciate Fr. Guil-
beau’s comments on my little 
monograph on Thomas Aqui-
nas (“Divine Doctors,” Winter 
2013/14), I am unimpressed by his 
criticism that I failed to emphasize 
Thomas’s doctrine of transubstan-
tiation when addressing his views 
on the Eucharist. He may want to 
disagree with me, but downplay-
ing transubstantiation can only be 
regarded as a failure if one looks 
no farther than the Summa Theo-
logiae and not, as I do, to Thomas’s 
Reportatio on John’s Gospel and 
his liturgical texts for the feast of 
Corpus Christi. I do insist that 
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transubstantiation is for Thomas 
the only way to account for the 
real presence of Christ in the Eu-
charist. I thought it a pity, how-
ever, that his eucharistic theology 
should be, as so often it is, reduced 
to the mechanics of eucharistic 
change, losing his striking em-
phasis on the connection between 
Jesus’ Eucharistic presence and his 
Kingdom’s eschatological pres-
ence in history. I suppose it is pos-
sible to prefer scaffolding to the 
building, but for my taste I prefer 
the beauty of Chartres Cathedral 
to its engineering principles.

Denys Turner
Yale Divinity School

New Haven, CT

Aquinas Guilbeau, O.P., replies:

Professor Turner echoes the 
criticism of the late William 
Barden, the Irish Dominican mis-
sionary and archbishop of Ispa-
han (Iran), whose commentary 
on Aquinas’s Eucharistic theol-
ogy appears in the multi-volume 

edition of the Summa Theologiae 
edited by Thomas Gilby. Like 
Turner, Barden warns against al-
lowing curiosity to distract from 
what one can say more surely, as 
Aquinas does, about the nature 
of the Eucharistic change—tran-
substantiation—itself. “What it 
should suggest to us here,” Barden 
writes in summary of Saint 
Thomas’s teaching,

is the total passing over of 
the complete reality of the 
substance of the bread (mat-
ter and form; essence and 
existence) into the reality 
of Christ’s body which is in 
heaven: but in such a way 
that, as a result of this passing 
over, the accidents [of bread] 
are not left hollow symbols 
of Christ in heaven, but are 
filled as really containing him 
who is locally there [in heav-
en], yet also here [on earth], 
non-locally, non-naturally, re-
ally, uniquely, sacramentally, 
miraculously, per modum sub-
stantiae [substantially].

Barden addresses Turner’s con-
cern directly by making clear that 
transubstantiation is not mechan-
ical but metaphysical, accessible to 
all who can distinguish between a 
substance and its accidents.

For Aquinas, the Eucharist 
as banquet, food, memorial, in-
strument of grace, and pledge of 
future glory—the aspects of the 
Eucharistic mystery he lists in 
his O sacrum convivium—achieve 
their full intelligibility only when 
ordered beneath transubstantia-
tion’s soaring and form-defining 
vaults. The Eucharistizing ac-
tion transubstantiation describes 
is not the scaffolding but is itself 
the building that encloses all the 
rest. Here is the cathedral Turner 
seeks, and it is found everywhere 
a priest stands at his altar.

So while I agree with Turner 
that one should look to the 
whole of Saint Thomas’s corpus 
for his broad explanation of the 
Eucharistic mystery, I do not agree 
that what we find in the Summa 
Theologiae—that is, Aquinas’s last 
instruction on the Eucharist—is 

somehow reductive of his overall 
understanding of the sacrament. 
Nor, based on his final teaching, 
do aspects of the mystery other 
than transubstantiation—and 
sacrifice, a point of emphasis 
for Aquinas that receives nary a 
mention by Turner—form “the 
reason why the Eucharist appeals 
so directly to Thomas.” Professor 
Turner’s insights into these 
other aspects are enlightening 
as far as they go, but the two 
or three on which he focuses 
cannot be said to “constitute the 
heart of Thomas’s Eucharistic 
theology.” In the Thomistic 
scheme, as Barden notes, the 
only thing more fascinating than 
the Eucharistizing action itself 
is the purpose lying behind its 
divine authorship: “Only a divine 
ingenuity could have devised that 
means of communion which is 
the real presence of the body and 
blood and of the whole Christ 
under the appearances of bread 
and wine, that we may get close to 
him in the bread of life and take it 
into our very hands and eat it.” 

A Century of World Conflict

“Woodrow Wilson and World War I should 
be required reading for our political 
leaders. Richard Striner has written 
not only an incisive critique of Wilson’s 
wartime leadership, but a primer on 
how presidents must plan for the un-
thinkable at every turn, and be ready to 
respond.” —Clay Risen, New York Times
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in Vietnam.” —Andrew Johns, Brigham 
Young University
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egy in Asia

Februrary 2014 • 296 pages
978-1-4422-3137-5 • $29.95 • Paper
978-1-4422-3136-8 • $79.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-3138-2 • $28.99 • eBook

www.rowman.com | 800-462-6420





Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 12

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Claremont review of books
Volume XIV, Number 2 , Spring 2014

“Penislessness” is an odd word, 
one that fairly leaps off the page when 
it appears in Elizabeth Lunbeck’s 

new book, The Americanization of Narcis-
sism. A professor of the history of psychiatry 
at Vanderbilt, Lunbeck is quoting something 
the psychoanalyst Theodor Reik said about 
the feminine condition in 1957. One would 
hardly have paused over such a word back 
then. The theories of Sigmund Freud used 
to provide American intellectuals with their 
main language for understanding human 
character. Freud’s hypotheses about infantile 
sexual traumas and their repression, his theo-
ries of erotic drives and the way civilization is 
built on “sublimating” them, his complexes 
and cathexes, his phallic symbols and Oedi-
pal conflicts, penis envy and castration anxi-
ety…most of these concepts have stood up 
very poorly against the contemporary scien-
tific study of the brain, and all of them today 
sound quaint and slightly ridiculous. Except 
in France and Argentina, Freudian psycho-
analysis is a dead religion. 

But in the middle of the last century, al-
most every year a new book would be hailed 
and showered with awards for translating 
Western wisdom into Freudian language, or 
shining the Freudian searchlight onto some 
previously obscure corner of our culture. The 
classicist Norman O. Brown made a psycho-
analytic reckoning with destruction and war 
in Life Against Death (1959). Anthropolo-
gist Ernest Becker won a Pulitzer Prize in 
1974 for the way he applied Freud and Otto 
Rank to the problem of evil in The Denial of 
Death. And in 1979, the University of Roch-
ester professor Christopher Lasch, a skepti-
cal populist historian of progressivism, used 
the concept of “narcissism,” first hinted at by 
Freud in a series of essays written on the eve 
of the First World War, to capture the emp-
tiness of American life in the aftermath of 
the 1960s. 

Narcissism, for Lasch, was the besetting 
vice of a counterculture that, in Harvard so-
ciologist Daniel Bell’s words, “produced little 
culture and countered nothing.” It also hap-

pened to fit in with his two main political pre-
occupations, which sat uncomfortably togeth-
er even at the time. Lasch was both a ferocious 
opponent of capitalism and an uncompromis-
ing defender of the family. Narcissism al-
lowed him to tie together Wonder Bread and 
hot tubs, air pollution and no-fault divorce. It 
summed up a culture in which people cared 
more about money and glitzy cars and having 
interesting experiences than about honor and 
duty and raising their children. Book-buyers 
across the country recognized in his sophisti-
cated critique the United States of their quo-
tidian nightmares, and this work of specula-
tive sociology turned into a national bestseller. 
Its insights look truer with every passing year. 
In contrast to other Freudian books of the 
time and to Freudianism itself, The Culture of 
Narcissism has only grown in influence. 

Elizabeth lunbeck does not seem 
terribly happy about this. Psychoanal-
ysis still has a lot to teach us, in her 

view. So does the concept of “narcissism,” and 

Freudian Slip
The Americanization of Narcissism, by Elizabeth Lunbeck.

Harvard University Press, 384 pages, $35

Book Review by Christopher Caldwell
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she objects to the way Lasch handled it. The 
1970s were actually a time when innovative 
clinical psychologists, tacking away from the 
Freudian mainstream, were broadening our 
understanding of narcissism, showing that it 
could be a healthy thing. The “self-psycholo-
gist” Heinz Kohut saw narcissism as a source 
not only of self-centeredness but also of cre-
ativity. His rival Otto Kernberg saw it as se-
ductive and dangerous—more the way Lasch 
did—but also as relatively rare. Lasch and 
other social critics who wrote bitterly about 
narcissism in the 1970s, Lunbeck believes, 
drowned out or misrepresented the message 
of Kohut and Kernberg. As a young scholar, 
she had a close-up view of these battles, since 
she had been hired by Lasch at the Univer-
sity of Rochester—a connection that goes un-
mentioned in the book. The Americanization 
of Narcissism is not confined to examining the 
1970s. It is a much, much larger project that 
ranges across the 20th century. It addresses 
the views on narcissism of Philip Rieff of the 
University of Pennsylvania, Daniel Bell, and 
the journalist Tom Wolfe. But it is always 
Lasch for whom Lunbeck reserves her harsh-
est words. 

The culture of narcissism was 
not just a disruptive argument in 
psychoanalytic circles. It became a 

political scandal. Jimmy Carter read the 
book—thanks, he said, to his having “mas-
tered the art of speed reading”—and invited 
Lasch to the White House to discuss it over 
dinner, in the company of Bell, Jesse Jackson, 
and Bill Moyers. According to the historian 
Eric Miller, author of a splendid biography of 
Lasch called Hope in a Scattering Time (2010), 
Lasch was uncomfortable that evening, but 
stayed in touch with Carter aide Jody Pow-
ell. Carter’s speechwriters would pillage the 
Narcissism book for a few turns of phrase to 
use in the president’s much-ridiculed address 
to the nation on July 15, 1979—later known 
as the “malaise speech.” Lasch was disap-
pointed to see his words used to berate the 
American people. He later wrote to Carter’s 
pollster Patrick Caddell that his book con-
demned “above all the culture of…the mana-
gerial and professional elite that gets most of 
the social and economic advantages.” That 
places Lasch in a curious position, as both 
the most insightful critic of the Carter Ad-
ministration’s disconnection from American 
society and the inspiration for its single most 
disconnected moment.

Lasch wound up publishing the book at 
W.W. Norton because his editors at Alfred 
A. Knopf feared it would be little more than 

a ragbag of essays. They were wrong. Even so, 
The Culture of Narcissism is hard to summa-
rize pithily, even for those (including the pres-
ent reviewer) who revere it. It is a remarkably 
thorough description of American culture 
in the aftermath of the dismantling of insti-
tutions and constituted authority that took 
place in the ’60s. Lasch thought that the coun-
terculture had managed “to liberate humanity 
from…outmoded ideas of love and duty,” and 
that this was a catastrophe. Without such 
ideas, people would have no way of devoting 
themselves to larger purposes or making the 
connections with fellow citizens the way they 
used to. They could only focus on their own 
comfort, titillation, and self-esteem—they 
could only be narcissists.

Lasch’s canvas is remarkably broad: 
empty ambition (there is a section 
called “Changing Modes of Making It: 

From Horatio Alger to the Happy Hooker”), 
new therapies (the weekend therapy meetings 

ogy. That is why the book has become canon-
ical. One reads Lasch for his factual analy-
sis, for his strong sense of right and wrong, 
and—as in all his books—his sense of the 
sociology of intellectual fashion. One tends 
to skate past the Freudian vocabulary, when 
it appears, as a source of obscurity linked to 
the fads of the time. When he writes that 
the narcissist is “[u]nable to achieve satisfy-
ing sublimations,” one understands him to 
be saying clumsily that the narcissist values 
trivial, fleeting things over important, lasting 
ones. The book has nonetheless been per-
sistently misunderstood, even by the author 
himself. Lasch thought he was unfurling a 
probing critique of capitalism—for example, 
confining his critique of feminism to the way 
feminists insisted on bringing the capitalist 
division of labor into the household. Others 
saw him turning into a conservative grump.

Lunbeck is less interested in as-
sociating him with a hidebound 
school of politics than with a hide-

bound school of psychoanalysis. Lasch fits 
with Freud’s more conservative, tradition-
defending side, the side that, as mentioned 
above, Heinz Kohut and Otto Kernberg 
were hoping to emancipate themselves from 
in the 1970s. Because Freud spoke openly 
and graphically about sex, Americans have 
a tendency to assume his ideas about social 
order were radical, but they were not. What 
Freud’s therapy aimed to produce, after the 
patient had identified and “worked through” 
his complexes, was independence—the abil-
ity to stand on one’s own two feet. Lasch was 
alarmed to see this ethic dissolving. Lasch’s 
biographer Miller also sees Lasch using 
Freud cleverly (but probably not consciously) 
to make traditionalist points in a not-so-tra-
ditionalist-sounding way. Kohut, by contrast, 
was speaking as a real man of the 1960s and 
1970s when he told an interviewer: “Values 
of independence are phony, really. There is 
no such thing.” 

Modern Americans will also consider 
Freud conservative for his belief in essential 
differences between men and women—a be-
lief that strikes Lunbeck as “retrograde.” Al-
though sexism is not an accusation that can 
easily be leveled at Lasch (whose mother held 
a doctorate in philosophy), he, too, had an “es-
sentialist” view of the family. Lunbeck is reluc-
tant to give Lasch any credit for his difference 
with Freud on such questions as, say, penis 
envy. “That women’s defining anatomical dis-
ability is nowhere to be found in Christopher 
Lasch’s critique of vanity, and that he did not 
see it as a specifically female disposition,” she 

known as “est,” Scientology, and something 
called “rolfing,” a kind of soft-tissue mas-
sage that Lasch enjoyed making fun of), the 
meaning of the big and (back then) relatively 
new role of professional sports in American 
life, the impossibility of carrying out educa-
tion when authority has collapsed, sex and the 
family, and—most ominously of all—Ameri-
cans’ fear of aging, the source of some of the 
profoundest writing in the book. In break-
ing Americans’ relation to their own history, 
Lasch argued, the counterculture broke the 
American personality type. It turned us into 
narcissists. The narcissist, he writes, “takes 
no interest in the future and does nothing to 
provide himself with the traditional consola-
tions of old age, the most important of which 
is the belief that future generations will in 
some sense carry on his life’s work…. When 
the generational link begins to fray, such con-
solations no longer obtain.” 

When Lasch writes in this vein, it is evi-
dent that he is thinking less about Freud 
than about the Narcissus of Greek mythol-

Lasch thought that the 
counterculture had managed 
“to liberate humanity from…
outmoded ideas of love and 
duty,” and that this was a 

catastrophe.
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writes, “testifies to how decisively the conver-
sation around it had changed.”

There is a tone-deafness in Lunbeck’s 
work. You would think, to read her, that 
Lasch was a Viennese shrink rather than a 
Nebraskan historian and that The Culture of 
Narcissism was a monograph on Kohut and 
Kernberg, to whom he devotes barely a half-
dozen pages each. Narcissism, for Lasch, is a 
slangy term, a metaphor. Lunbeck sees it as 
a dumbing-down and complains of the way, 
in Lasch’s and others’ hands, “narcissism was 
transformed from a clinical concept signaling 
emotional impoverishment to a very different 
cultural indictment of an unseemly material 
plenitude.” But in using the word narcissism, 
the “culture” (i.e., Lasch) was only reappro-
priating what the “clinic” (i.e., Freud) had 
taken from it in the first place. Lasch owes 
the reader no more apology for borrowing 
from Freud than Freud does for borrowing 
from the Greeks. 

There was really no one like 
Lasch. Lunbeck—whether despite 
having known him or because of it—

seems less attentive than she might be to 
his ideology’s distinctiveness. Keen to cast 
him in an anti-feminist light, she notes that 

“Lasch’s tendentious take on consumption” 
had its roots in a tradition which “divided 
economic activity between a highly valued 
and well-disciplined sphere of productive ac-
tivity and a devalued, suspect, and impossi-
ble-to-control sphere of consumption associ-
ated with women”—a tradition she identifies 
with Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. But 
there is nothing Lasch laments more than 
capitalism’s tendency to produce specializa-
tion (or the division of labor) over time. A 
passage at the start of Haven in a Heartless 
World (1977), the book Lasch wrote before 
The Culture of Narcissism, hints that the 
free market is little more than a figment of 
Smith’s imagination. Similarly, Lasch’s con-
tention that prostitution tells us a lot about 
American life is not as “bitter” as Lunbeck 
would have it. At the end of the Carter Ad-
ministration, those who wanted to liberate 
the bedroom tended to want to crack down 
on the boardroom, and vice versa. Lasch saw 
corruption in both places. Prostitution, like 
narcissism, was to him a concept, a place for 
discussing his two preoccupations—empty 
sex and empty consumption. 

In the end, Lunbeck is more interested 
in psychoanalysis than in Lasch, and rather 
early in the book her mind begins to wander 
from the fight she has picked. A hundred 
pages in, we are following her along on her 
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subject for polemics. Freud himself hinted in 
his pre-World War I papers that he was inter-
ested in something that went far beyond the 
tightly defined condition of narcissism. He 
spoke of Selbstgefühl or “self-regard,” although 
it is unlikely he would have made much of it. 
But soon Freud found himself clashing with 
colleagues who wanted to put such consid-
erations at the center of clinical treatment. 
Freud felt that in a rigorous course of treat-
ment there were grounds for withholding 
consolation even from desperately hurting pa-
tients. His protégé Sandór Ferenczi professed 
to want to draw out the patient’s secrets like 

“an affectionate mother.” 
Over time, this school triumphed, because 

as the 20th century progressed and certi-
tudes waned, the kind of person who came 
to psychoanalysis looking for help changed. 

The center of gravity of the psychoanalytic 
movement shifted from Central Europe to 
urban America, and the conflicts that society 
spurred on opposite sides of the Atlantic had 
much less in common than one might have 
assumed. The German refugee analyst Erik 
Erikson, who settled in Massachusetts in the 
1930s, saw this most clearly. He was fascinat-
ed by Americans’ “strangely adolescent style 
of adulthood.” The New World ego, Erikson 
said, was “a fashionable and vain ‘ego’ which is 
its own originator and arbiter.” This brought 
more freedom than the continental shrinks 
were used to seeing in their patients, but it 
brought wholly unheard-of problems, too. 

Early Freudian psychiatry had been about 
adjusting patients to norms that almost ev-
eryone would agree were good. Modern life 
undermined this aim. “The patient of today,” 
according to Erikson, “suffers most under 
the problem of what he should believe in 
and who he should—or, indeed, might—be 
or become.” These were problems of identity, 
or what Erikson called “ego-identity.” Lun-
beck believes that this search for identity 
has much in common with what Lasch and 
others derided as narcissism. Thus it is not 
such a surprise that narcissism was both dis-
covered and derided at the same time in the 
1970s. Narcissism was not just a club to beat 
the counterculture with; it was—for its de-
fenders—a route into both the “self-esteem” 
movement and what we now call identity 
politics. 

The strange thing about this 
book is that Lunbeck gives next to no 
acknowledgment that she is stand-

ing in the Ozymandian ruins of a vanished 
cult. She notes that Erikson and Kohut, in 
their prime, were both dimly viewed by the 
Freudian establishment, and that both suc-
ceeded nonetheless. For her this is a sign of 
liberation and new beginnings, of “main-
stream classical psychoanalysis on the eve of 
its 1970s reorientation around narcissism.” 
But it may also show the waning authority 
of psychoanalysis more generally. Cultures 
collapse as systems. Remedies for alienation 
collapse along with alienation. Perestroika 
felt like a “reorientation,” too. The approach-
ing agony of an institution can often present 
itself to reformers as a joyous liberation or 
new beginning. In 1979, when psychoanaly-
sis was reaching certain exceptionally acute 
conclusions about dying institutions, it was a 
dying institution itself.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard.

real project: a psychoanalytic history of cer-
tain ideas of the self over the last century, 
narcissism among them. If her book is not 
immediately recognizable as such a survey, it 
is because she (or her editor) has taken the 
last three chapters, chronologically speak-
ing, and shuffled them to the front. The first 
quarter of the book gives us a narrative of the 
1970s while the last three quarters carry us 
from World War I into the 1960s. The po-
lemic against Lasch’s handling of narcissism 
disappears for long passages. By the time the 
reader closes The Americanization of Narcis-
sism, Lasch’s work seems a half-remembered 
hobby horse or a news hook. 

Lunbeck winds up using narcissism 
as Lasch did. It is a concept, a symbol, a 
very convenient—because very broad—
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The national football league, 
barely a decade old and barely solvent, 
saw three franchises disband before 

the start of the 1932 season. It added one 
more, for a total of eight, when the new Bos-
ton Braves took the same name as the major 
league baseball team with whom they shared 
a stadium, Braves Field. Because baseball was 
far more popular than professional football 
in the 1930s, NFL owners were not bashful 
about laying claim to a bit of the brand loy-
alty already enjoyed by baseball franchises. 
Other teams in the league that year includ-
ed: the New York Giants, who played in the 
Polo Grounds, home of the baseball Giants; 
the Brooklyn Dodgers, who shared Ebbets 
Field with their baseball counterpart; and the 
Chicago Bears, who played in Wrigley Field, 
where the Cubs played baseball and, after a 
fashion, still do.

When, before the 1933 season, the football 
Braves relocated one mile east to Fenway Park, 
the owners changed the name to the Boston 
Redskins, encouraging Red Sox fans to make 
a connection to Fenway’s more famous occu-
pant while obviating changes to the logo and 
uniforms. According to some accounts, the 
name was also an attempt to wring a market-
ing advantage from the fact that the coach, 

Lone Star Dietz, was part Sioux, or at least 
claimed to be.

The franchise remained the Redskins af-
ter relocating to Washington, D.C., in 1937, 
but the future use of that name is doubtful. 
Denunciations of it as an insult to Ameri-
can Indians reached a point during the 2013 
football season that an interviewer asked 
President Obama for his position on the 
controversy. He replied, cautiously, that an 
owner should “think about changing” a team 
name if it “was offending a sizeable group of 
people.” 

Of more importance to conservatives, col-
umnist Charles Krauthammer also endorsed 
dropping “Redskins”—not as a matter of 

“high principle,” but in order to adapt to “a 
change in linguistic nuance.” “Simple de-
cency,” he wrote, recommends discarding a 
term that has become an affront, even if it 
was used without a second thought or mali-
cious intent 80 years ago. A few days before 
Krauthammer’s column appeared, on NBC’s 

“Sunday Night Football,” the highest-rated 
TV show throughout the football season, 
studio host Bob Costas called for Washing-
ton to pick a different team name. “‘Redskins’ 
can’t possibly honor a heritage or a noble 
character trait,” he said, “nor can it possibly 

be considered a neutral term.” Rather, it’s “an 
insult” and “a slur.”

The New Republic and Slate are among 
several journals that no longer use the name 
in their articles. Few football fans rely heav-
ily on either publication, of course, but many 
of them read Gregg Easterbrook’s Tuesday 
Morning Quarterback column on ESPN.
com. By calling the team either the “Wash-
ington R*dsk*ns” or “Potomac Drainage Ba-
sin Indigenous Persons,” Easterbrook both 
observes and spoofs the growing de facto ban 
on “Redskins.”

Sadly, the republic faces challenges more 
dire than naming a sports team. This slight 
question, however, entails weightier ones 
about comity—how a diverse nation coheres; 
discourse—how Americans address one an-
other; and power—not only how we make de-
cisions, but how we decide what needs to be 
decided, and who will do the deciding. 

The Right Side of History

Krauthammer, costas, and many 
other “Redskins” critics contend that 
because sensibilities change, termi-

nology must follow. That seems undeniable 
as an abstract proposition, but doesn’t settle 

Essay by William Voegeli

The Redskins and Their Offense
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the name Redskins is only a bit offensive, it’s 
extremely tacky and dated—like an old aunt 
who still talks about ‘colored people’ or limps 
her wrist to suggest someone’s gay.” (But, as 
Jonah Goldberg reminded us, this daft old 
woman could be a donor to the National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored 
People.)

Such arguments, then, are based less on 
the location than the direction of the public’s 
opinions and sensibilities. The New Yorker’s 
Ian Crouch endorsed the views of one A.P. 
poll respondent: “Much farther down the 
road, we’re going to look back on this and say, 
‘Are you serious? Did they really call them 
the Washington Redskins?’ It’s a no-brainer.” 
Stipulating the constant evolution of moral 
standards makes it possible to exonerate 
people who tolerated a problematic team 
name in the past. Bob Costas, for example, 
had given no indication that “Redskins” was 
an insult and a slur in his 39 years as a sports 
broadcaster up until 2013. Prior to former 
owner Jack Kent Cooke’s death in 1997, 
guests who watched home games with him 
in the owner’s box included Al Gore, George 
McGovern, Earl Warren, Tip O’Neill, and 
Eugene McCarthy, none of whom was criti-
cized for endorsing a racist pageant by their 
attendance. (The fact that standards evolve 
does not, however, compel such exonera-
tions. People or categories of people liberals 
don’t like, such as Christian fundamentalists 
or whites insufficiently committed to racial 
equality, are still condemned for failing to 
anticipate or embrace the emerging moral 
strictures.) 

Those who now want the Washington Red-
skins to be called something newer and nicer 
are, it follows, “on the right side of history,” a 
polemic wielded with increasing frequency. 
Last year the National Journal offered a par-
tial list of the many political positions Presi-
dent Obama has declared to be on the right 
side of history, including support for the Arab 
spring protestors, Obamacare, and immigra-
tion reform. Some of his admirers have urged 
Obama to stay on the right side of history by 
preventing construction of the Keystone oil 
pipeline. Others applauded him for finally 
getting on the right side of history when, in 
May 2012, he declared himself a supporter of 
gay marriage.

The “right side of history” is a recent addi-
tion to the lexicon, but the idea behind it is 
quite old. We, in the second decade of the 21st 
century, may say that the cause of the future 
has by now acquired a substantial legacy from 
a past stretching back to the late 19th century. 
Those who read the CRB and, in particular, 
the work of its editor Charles Kesler, are well 
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the question of whether calling a professional 
team the Redskins in 2014 is intolerable, ei-
ther to Americans in general or American 
Indians in particular. “Indian” was itself a sus-
pect word for many years, and was giving way 
to “Native American” around the time “Negro” 
was supplanted by “black” or “Afro-Ameri-
can,” which was abandoned in favor of “Afri-
can American.” The tide receded, however. Of 
the 14 “National Tribal Organizations” listed 
on the federal government’s website, only two 
use “Native American” in their names, while 
10—including the most important, the Na-
tional Congress of American Indians—use 
some form of “Indian.” Apparently, a word 
can grow more offensive with the passage of 
time, but also less offensive with the passage 
of additional time.

That “Redskins” is an intolerable relic 
from the hate-filled past, though asserted 
often and strenuously, is not easily demon-
strated. For one thing, the term’s origins are 
neither inherently nor manifestly derogato-
ry. Smithsonian Institution anthropologist 
Ives Goddard has traced its emergence to 
the 18th century, when French and English 
settlers and explorers, and later Americans, 
adapted it from Indians, who developed “red 
men” and “redskins” to differentiate them-
selves from the Europeans who had come to 
North America.

For another, it’s far from clear that a size-
able group of people is offended by the name. 
A 2004 Annenberg poll asked 768 self-identi-
fied American Indians, “As a Native American, 
do you find [“Washington Redskins”] offen-
sive or doesn’t it bother you?” The results were 
9% and 90%, respectively. More recently, an 
Associated Press poll in 2013 found that 11% 
of all Americans thought the team needed a 
different name, compared to 79% opposed to 
changing it. The demographic subsets of the 
polling sample yielded no data about Ameri-
can Indians’ views, but did record that only 
18% of “nonwhite football fans” favored get-
ting rid of “Redskins.”

Critics of the name who acknowledge the 
complexities about how it emerged in the 
past and is regarded in the present make a 
more cautious argument than those who 
declare the name tantamount to calling a 
team, say, the “Washington Darkies.” In 
announcing Slate’s policy of refusing to use 
the official name of the D.C. football team, 
editor David Plotz described it as an em-
barrassing anachronism in an age when “we 
no longer talk about groups based on their 
physical traits.” (Be that as it may, Slate still 
refers to Americans who trace their ancestry 
to Africa as “blacks,” and those descended 
from Europeans as “whites.”) Thus, “while 
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aware that since Progressivism appeared on 
the American scene, its -ism has been that a 
better future beckons, but is not simply des-
tined. To realize it we’ll need visionary leaders 
who advocate and facilitate progress. They see 
clearly what most see dimly: how the future 
will be better than the present, and what we 
must do to progress from where we are to 
where we need to go.

In The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis iden-
tified the central contradiction of invoking 
tomorrow’s standards to settle today’s con-
troversies. Screwtape, an upper-management 
devil sending advisory memoranda to an ap-
prentice, counsels:

[God] wants men, so far as I can see, 
to ask very simple questions; is it righ-
teous? is it prudent? is it possible? Now 
if we can keep men asking, “Is it in ac-
cordance with the general movement of 
our time? Is it progressive or reaction-
ary? Is it the way that History is going?” 
they will neglect the relevant questions. 
And the questions they do ask are, of 
course, unanswerable; for they do not 
know the future, and what the future 
will be depends very largely on just 
those choices which they now invoke 
the future to help them to make.

As journalist Michael Brendan Dougherty re-
cently contended, “the most bullying argument 
in politics” is to denounce people with whom 
you disagree for being on the wrong side of his-
tory. “If your cause is just and good, argue that 
it is just and good, not just inevitable.”

It’s particularly insufferable that American 
liberals, otherwise boastful about their mem-
bership in the “reality-based community,” are 
so facile about resorting to metaphysical mum-
bo-jumbo when appointing themselves oracles 
of the Zeitgeist. Upon inspection, “X is on the 
right side of history” turns out to be a lazy, 
hectoring way to declare, “X is a good idea,” 
by those evading any responsibility to prove 
it so. Similarly, many brandish another well-
worn rhetorical club, as when a sportswriter 
charges that current Redskins owner Dan 
Snyder refuses to rename his team because 
he just doesn’t “get it.” That huffy formulation 
conveniently blames someone else’s refusal to 
see things your way on his cognitive or moral 
deficiencies, rather than on your forensic ones.

Bending Toward Justice

Things do change, of course. his-
tory, society,…life are all dynamic, not 
static. The quotidian work of politics, in 

particular, is more concerned with accommo-

dating and channeling the transient than with 
realizing eternal Platonic forms. “A majority,” 
Abraham Lincoln said in his First Inaugural, 
“held in restraint by constitutional checks, and 
limitations, and always changing easily, with 
deliberate changes of popular opinions and 
sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free 
people.” 

Notwithstanding the opinion polls show-
ing a large majority untroubled by “Wash-
ington Redskins,” there clearly has been 
a deliberate change away from cartoonish, 
disrespectful references to Indians by sports 
teams. In 1986, the Atlanta Braves base-
ball team (formerly the Boston franchise, 
relocated by way of Milwaukee) got rid of 

“Chief Noc-a-Homa,” a mascot who would 
emerge from a teepee beyond the left field 
fence to perform a “war dance” after every 
Braves home run. Some major college ath-
letic programs have renamed their teams: 
the Stanford Indians became the Cardinal; 
Marquette’s Warriors are now the Golden 
Eagles; and the St. John’s Redmen the Red 
Storm. The Redskins retain their team name 

and fight song, “Hail to the Redskins,” but 
have changed the words. Fans no longer sing, 

“Scalp ’em, swamp ’em—we will take ’em big 
score / Read ’em, weep ’em, touchdown!—we 
want heap more!”

It would be astonishing if anyone started a 
campaign to bring back Chief Noc-a-Homa, 
or to restore the Redskins fight song’s origi-
nal lyrics, much less for such an effort to suc-
ceed. History may close no questions, but 
some are exceedingly unlikely to be reopened. 
It’s an unwarranted leap, however, from these 
developments to the judgment by Marc Tra-
cy, a New Republic writer, that polls showing 
only a small portion of the population shares 
his outrage at “Washington Redskins” are 
irrelevant. He claims it doesn’t matter how 
few people oppose the name because it is 

“objectively offensive,” a judgment not obvi-
ously true or even coherent, since taking of-
fense would seem to be highly subjective. The 
suspicion that Tracy thinks it sufficient to 
demand that sensibilities like his should pre-
vail because that’s what he really, really wants 
is supported by his catalog of other athletic 
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teams with Indian names or logos he finds 
objectionable. That the University of Utah 
has official permission of the Ute Nations to 
call its teams the Utes, for example, does not 
banish Tracy’s doubts about the seemliness 
of the athletic program’s logo, which shows 
two feathers attached to the letter U. He con-
siders the arrowhead in the San Diego State 
Aztec’s logo even more shameful.

Being on the right side of history is about 
timing—but not just about timing. There’s 
more to it, that is, than getting where the 
crowd is headed a little before the crowd ar-
rives, the key to making money in equities or 
real estate. The right side, for progressives, is 
the side they deem right, not just the thing 
that happens next. The causes that deserve 
to win are destined to prevail because, as 
Martin Luther King said in 1965, the “arc 
of the moral universe is long but it bends to-
ward justice.”

That famous declaration, like others made 
in sermons, neither lends itself to nor profits 
from scrutiny. For one thing, it’s unfalsifi-
able—an assertion that something will even-
tually come to pass can always be defended 
on the grounds that it hasn’t come true yet. 
For another, what justice means and requires 
is the subject of an old, profound debate, not 
a standard that settles political problems the 
way the definition of an isosceles triangle 
settles geometry problems. King’s heavy reli-
ance on the concept of the “beloved commu-
nity” argues that he relied on an understand-
ing of justice for which the descriptor “ex-
pansive” is much too narrow. “For Dr. King, 
The Beloved Community was not a lofty 
utopian goal,” the Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Center for Nonviolent Social Change states, 
before describing it in lofty utopian terms as 

“a global vision, in which all people can share 
in the wealth of the earth.” In this vision, 

“poverty, hunger and homelessness will not 
be tolerated,” “all forms of discrimination, 
bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an 
all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood and brother-
hood,” and “international disputes will be 
resolved by peaceful conflict-resolution and 
reconciliation of adversaries, instead of mili-
tary power.”

Identity Politics

That vision, suffice to say, doesn’t 
rule out very much, either in terms of 
grievances or the measures needed to 

rectify them. Since King’s death 46 years ago, 
it has ruled in more and more. According to 
the Hoover Institution’s Tod Lindberg, the 
historical tide demanding ever greater equal-
ity—the subject of Tocqueville’s Democracy 
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in America—at first rendered political dif-
ferences untenable, resulting in govern-
ment by consent of the governed, expressed 
though universal suffrage. It then found 
economic disparities unacceptable, which 
led to efforts to reduce them with proletar-
ian revolution, socialism, and welfare states. 
It now finds social differences among various 
groups intolerable. In order to “bring down 
the status of the privileged and elevate the 
status of the denigrated,” Lindberg writes, 
those described by various markers of social 
identity—race, sex, class, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, etc.—must all be accorded full and 
equal regard.

The attainment of perfect political or eco-
nomic equality is highly unlikely, but can be 
described intelligibly, even as it is possible 
for political and economic inequalities to be 
objectively assessed. By contrast, equal social 
status rests on subjective feelings of being in-
cluded and affirmed, rendering it as nebulous 
in theory as it is elusive in practice. Although 
a perfectly homogenous society might achieve 
absolute equality of social status, the “Toc-
queville effect” argues that increasing equal-
ity always renders remaining inequalities all 
the more noticeable and suspect. As long as 
humans are not identical there will be differ-
ences among them, which will give rise to real 
or perceived inequalities.

In any case, the point of social equality is 
not to eliminate differences but to celebrate 
them. The psychological strength that follows 
from this achievement is the embrace, not 
the denial, of one’s nature and heritage. Thus, 
the National Congress of American Indians 
(NCAI) demands abandoning “Washington 
Redskins” because, when exposed to “Indian-
based names, mascots, and logos in sports,”

the self-esteem of Native youth is harm-
fully impacted, their self-confidence 
erodes, and their sense of identity is 
severely damaged. Specifically, these 
stereotypes affect how Native youth 
view the world and their place in society, 
while also affecting how society views 
Native peoples. This creates an inac-
curate portrayal of Native peoples and 
their contributions to society. Creating 
positive images and role models is es-
sential in helping Native youth more 
fully and fairly establish themselves in 
today’s society.

The NCAI position paper, whose weak-
est claims echo the notorious “doll experi-
ment” argument of 1954’s Brown v. Board of 
Education decision, moves directly from these 
premises to discuss how Indians are dispro-
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and written about Girls, may or may not have 
had a subtext, but certainly had a context. 
The economic context is that premium cable 
channels, which derive all their revenue from 
subscribers because they show no commer-
cials, offer nudity, sex, profanity, and violence 
unavailable on broadcast TV or basic cable. 
The obvious purpose is to remind viewers in-
cessantly that their subscription dollars pur-
chase a kind of raw entertainment they won’t 
see elsewhere.

The political context is that the women 
shown in the nude on premium-cable are al-
most always exceptionally attractive rather 
than ones with average faces and figures. 
(Dunham is closer to the latter than to a 
swimsuit model.) “In a culture where only 
traditionally beautiful women are asked to 
disrobe on screen,” Nico Lang wrote for the 
Los Angeles Times, “Dunham is forcing us to 
reconsider what bodies we value and why.” By 
showing her character naked so frequently, 

“Dunham is sending female viewers an impor-
tant message: You have value, no matter your 
body type.”

This is an argument, echoed by several 
other feminist bloggers, one might accept or 
reject. The reaction to Molloy’s question at 
the press conference, however, was that the 
topic was one only an odious cretin would 
even mention. The nudity on Girls, is “a re-
alistic expression of what it’s like to be alive,” 
Dunham told Molloy. “If you are not into me, 
that’s your problem, and you are going to have 
to kind of work that out.” Her co-producers 
were far less restrained. One, Jenni Konner, 
informed the journalists that she was in a 

“rage spiral” at the thought that Molloy pre-
sumed to “talk to a woman” that way. Another, 
film director Judd Apatow, told Molloy that 
his question was “offensive on its face,” both 

“sexist…and misogynistic.” The way he asked 
it, Apatow continued, “shows a lack of depth 
in how you watch the show” and “came out 
much darker, edgier, and negative than you 
realized.”

The disproportion between Molloy’s 
question and the fierce response to it dem-
onstrates Harris-Perry’s guiding principle at 
work. The Dunham/Kenner/Apatow posi-
tion is: 1) Molloy crossed the line; 2) we’re 
not going to say where the line is; 3) we’re 
also not going to say why the line is where it 
is, rather than somewhere else, or who decid-
ed it should be drawn in that particular loca-
tion; 4) it’s also crossing the line to challenge 
Nos. 1, 2, or 3. If Molloy doesn’t understand 
why his question was contemptible, then his 
inability or refusal to recognize the bound-
aries of decent discourse is one more reason 
to condemn him.
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portionately likely to be victims of suicide 
and hate crimes. It does not even attempt to 
establish a causal relationship between these 
dire outcomes and the psychological changes 
it deplores. What’s more, its social scientific 
argument for a cause-and-effect relationship 
between Indian mascots and Native youth’s 
impaired self-esteem and confidence rests en-
tirely on a single, ten-page conference paper by 
an assistant professor of psychology. 

But whether the links in the empirical 
chain between team names and logos, on the 
one hand, and depression and suicide, on the 
other, are sturdy or flimsy is not really the 
point. Last December, Melissa Harris-Perry, 
a Tulane University political science profes-
sor, found herself attacked for a segment on 
the MSNBC television show she hosts. Two 
days after Harris-Perry and her panelists 
made derisive references to a Romney fam-
ily photograph that included an adopted 
black grandchild sitting on the former gov-
ernor’s lap, she posted to her Twitter account, 

“Without reservation or qualification…I 
want to immediately apologize to the Rom-
ney family for hurting them.” She explained 
the basis for this apology in the compressed 
locution of Twitter: “I work by guiding prin-
ciple that those who offend do not have the 
right to tell those they hurt that they r wrong 
for hurting.”

Though explaining a great deal about life 
in 21st-century America, this guiding prin-
ciple offers very little guidance for navigating 
the political and social terrain. Harris-Perry 
rules out the possibility of a false positive: if 
you r hurting, you were offended. By this il-
logic, claims to having been hurt and offend-
ed—or at least ones put forward by groups 
formerly or presently victimized by discrimi-
nation—are never dishonest, mistaken, or 
overwrought. There are no innocent expla-
nations because the subjective experience 
of having been hurt necessarily means that 
the offenders are indeed guilty of inflicting a 
wound. For them to protest to the contrary 
only compounds the original offense, as it 
further denigrates the injured party by sig-
naling that their hurt feelings are trivial, con-
trived, or spurious.

At a January 2014 news conference before 
the season premiere of the HBO series Girls, 
Tim Molloy, a television reporter and critic 
for The Wrap, a webzine covering show busi-
ness exhaustively, posed a question to Lena 
Dunham, creator, executive producer, and 
star of the show. In the Associated Press sum-
mary of the event, Molloy asked Dunham 

“why her character was so often naked and for 
no apparent reason.” The question, which has 
occurred to many people who have watched 
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dam by a Dutch-Moroccan Muslim enraged 
by Van Gogh’s movie, Submission, about Is-
lam’s oppression of women. Some weeks later, 
the New Yorker’s Ian Buruma, analyzing the 
shocking assassination, reported wistfully 
that “the Dutch prided themselves on having 
built an oasis of tolerance, a kind of Berkeley 
writ large, where people were free to do their 
own thing.” In films, writings, and speeches, 
Van Gogh had insisted pugnaciously that tol-
erance mandates intolerance of the intolerant. 
Thus, in Buruma’s summary of his thinking, 
“To show respect for Islam without mention-
ing the Islamic oppression of women and ho-
mosexuals was an act of disgusting hypocrisy.” 
At the time of Van Gogh’s murder, one tenth 
of Holland’s population consisted of immi-
grants, many of them Muslims. Tolerating 
their presence and tenets, while upholding the 
ideal of equal respect for all viewpoints and 
lifestyles, proved to be an exercise in squaring 
the circle.

It turns out life in places like Berkeley or 
Amsterdam, where modern tolerance is perva-
sive, makes citizens poor stewards and defend-
ers of tolerance. To experience tolerance and 
nothing else makes tolerance seem so agreeable 
and natural as to render incredible the thought 

that it is, historically and anthropologically, 
exceptional rather than normal. Those habitu-
ated to tolerance find it impossible to take seri-
ously the idea that some regard a society where 
all are free to do their own thing appalling 
rather than elevating. And when these oppo-
nents of tolerance reject it not just utterly but 
violently, tolerance becomes indistinguishable 
from cowardice—not only the physical cow-
ardice of those stalwart defenders of freedom 
prepared to repel crime and terrorism with 
seminars and editorials, but also the moral 
cowardice of good liberals who cannot bring 
themselves to deplore intolerance, even bru-
tality, perpetrated by groups having any claim 
on victimhood, as opposed to transgressions 
committed by groups that can be reassuringly 
categorized as bigoted oppressors. After Van 
Gogh’s murder, his collaborator on Submission, 
the Somali-born Dutch politician Ayaan Hirsi 
Ali, went into hiding. When the government 
found it too expensive, difficult, and above all 
awkward to protect her, it eventually forced 
Hirsi Ali to emigrate to the United States.

Tolerance negates itself not only by tolerat-
ing too much, but too little. Classical, Lockean 
toleration was confined to “matters concern-
ing property and the body,” in the words of 

Tolerance, Old and New

It’s noteworthy that the girls pro-
ducers got nowhere near a rage spiral 
when the press conference turned, in the 

A.P. account, to questions “about the show’s 
lack of a regular minority character, despite 
its setting in diverse New York City.” Instead, 
switching immediately from playing offense 
to defense, they took a couple of practice spins 
at the top of a guilt spiral. “In the history of 
television, you could look at every show on 
TV and say, ‘How come there’s not an Ameri-
can Indian on this show?’ ‘How come there’s 
not an Asian person on this show?’” Apatow 
said. “We need to talk about diversifying the 
world of television, and we are trying to con-
tinue to do it in ways that are genuine, natural, 
intelligent,” Dunham added.

In short, although the rules governing 
the behavior of the privileged toward the 
denigrated are clear and exacting, the ones 
concerning conduct among those with some 
claim to having been denigrated are hazy and 
provisional. That disparity does not lend it-
self to sustaining a free and equal society. In 
November 2004 Dutch filmmaker Theo Van 
Gogh was murdered on the streets of Amster-
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We have this term now in cir-

culation: “the narrative.” It is one 

of those somewhat pretentious 

academic terms that has wormed its way into 

common speech, like “gender” or “significant 

other,” bringing hidden freight along with it. 

Everywhere you look, you find it being used, 

and by all kinds of people. Elite journalists, 

who are likely to be products of university life 

rather than years of shoe-leather reporting, 

are perhaps the most likely to employ it, as 

a way of indicating their intellectual sophis-

tication. But conservative populists like Rush 

Limbaugh and Sean Hannity are just as likely 

to use it too. Why is that so? What does this 

development mean?

I think the answer is clear. The ever more 

common use of “narrative” signifies the wide-

spread and growing skepticism about any and 

all of the general accounts of events that have 

been, and are being, provided to us. We are 

living in an era of pervasive genteel disbelief—

nothing so robust as relativism, but instead 

something more like a sustained “whatever”—

and the word “narrative” provides a way of 

talking neutrally about such accounts while 

distancing ourselves from a consideration of 

their truth. Narratives are understood to be 

“constructed,” and it is assumed that their con-

struction involves conscious or unconscious 

elements of selectivity—acts of suppression, 

inflation, and substitution, all meant to fash-

ion the sequencing and coloration of events 

into an instrument that conveys what the nar-

rator wants us to see and believe. These days, 

even your garage mechanic is likely to speak of 

the White House narrative, the mainstream-

media narrative, and indicate an awareness 

that political leaders try to influence the in-

terpretation of events at a given time, or seek 

to “change the narrative” when things are not 

turning out so well for them and there is a 

strongly felt need to change the subject. The 

language of “narrative” has become a common 

way of talking about such things.

One can regret the corrosive 

side effects of such skepticism, but 

there are good reasons for it. Half-

way through the first quarter of the 21st cen-

tury, we find ourselves saddled with accounts 

of our nation’s past, and of the trajectory of 

American history, that are demonstrably sus-

pect, and disabling in their effects. There is 

a view of America as an exceptionally guilty 

nation, the product of a poisonous mixture 

of territorial rapacity emboldened by racism, 

violence, and chauvinistic religious conviction, 

an exploiter of natural resources and despoiler 

of natural beauty and order such as the plan-

et has never seen. Coexisting with that dire 

view is a similarly exaggerated Whiggish pro-

gressivism, in which all of history is seen as 

a struggle toward the greater and greater lib-

eration of the individual, and the greater and 

greater integration of all governance in larger 

and larger units, administered by cadres of ex-

perts actuated by the public interest and by a 

highly developed sense of justice. The arc of 

history bends toward the latter view, although 

its progress is impeded by the malign effects 

of the former one. 

The standard accounts of the development 

of American liberalism nestle themselves into 

both of these narratives. Such liberalism be-
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political scientist Peter Berkowitz, leaving to 
religion questions about “the heart and mind.” 
Thus, “Provided that they can be counted on 
to respect the laws that prohibit theft and vio-
lence, believers of diverse and conflicting reli-
gious persuasions should be free to worship as 
they see fit.” Modern toleration is vastly more 
ambitious. It “demands not merely enduring 
but embracing the diverse.”

In this view, it is not enough to reconcile 
oneself to living with those whose views 
and conduct rub the wrong way. Instead, 
citizens must learn to see a wide range of 
views and lifestyles that differ from their 
own as intrinsically worthy, deserving of 
admiration and even enthusiasm.

Central to modern toleration is a “commit-
ment to the view that all cultures and peoples 
are good, but especially peoples and cultures 
that are minority and non-Western.” As a re-
sult, writes Berkowitz, tolerance now 

puts the state in the invasive business 
of regulating and re-educating hearts 
and minds. It transforms disagree-
ments about social policy concerning 

blacks, women and gays into issues 
of personal integrity and even mental 
health, diagnosing non-conforming 
utterances and thoughts as moral and 
intellectual pathology.

In the classical formulation, people with di-
verse viewpoints and backgrounds maintain a 
cohesive society by agreeing to obey a set of 
rules, a mutual non-aggression pact. As long 
as your beliefs and practices don’t adversely 
affect me I won’t interfere with them, even if I 
find them wicked or stupid. And you’ll recip-
rocate by extending me the same terms.

Modern tolerance demands that we go be-
yond this narrow political understanding to 
a broad psychological, sociological one. The 
success of pluralism is not secured by obey-
ing the rules of the game, that is, but depends 
heavily on the spirit in which we play it. Peo-
ple need and deserve not just the freedom to 
march to their own drummer, but to be hon-
ored, respected, affirmed, and validated. If 
they’re not, the deprivation could generate “a 
feeling of inferiority as to their status in the 
community that may affect their hearts and 
minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone,” in 
the words of Brown v. Board of Education.

So, mutual non-aggression is not enough. 
We need mutual respect, support, and en-
couragement. One could imagine a feasible, 
admirable conception of this effort to build 
a communitarian dwelling on a contractarian 
foundation, one stipulating that precisely be-
cause a system that maximizes liberty makes 
social life a contact sport, it works best—and 
perhaps only—within an ethos of restraint 
and comity. William Kristol addressed that 
challenge in 1995 when he urged conserva-
tives to attend to “the politics of liberty” and 

“the sociology of virtue.”
Modern tolerance, however, as understood 

and practiced by the Left, is not satisfied by 
encouraging kinder, gentler attitudes and be-
haviors. It mandates them, reversing the civics 
class bromide about rights entailing obliga-
tions. The moral obligation to extend respect 
and encouragement now engenders a right to 
receive them. Such a right renders any failure 
or refusal to offer respect and encouragement 
a transgression—a rights violation. Those vio-
lations, in turn, justify social and even legal 
sanctions against the transgressors, who are 
not exonerated by insisting that their actions 
and attitudes, to paraphrase Thomas Jefferson, 
neither pick any pockets nor break any legs.

The Claremont Review of Books

for iPad
Search “Claremont Review”

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

Direct from the front lines 
in the Battle of Ideas.

A Publication of

www.claremont.org

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

W
E

 H

O
LD  T H E S E  T

R

U
T

H
SW

E
 H

O
LD  T H E S E  T

R

U
T

H
S

C
L

A
R

EMONT INSTIT
U

T
E

THE 
CLAREMONT 
INSTITUTE
Recovering the American Idea

 iPad and App Store are trademarks of Apple Inc.                                                                                                                                                               

VOLUME XIII , NUM BER 3, SUMMER 2 013

A Journal of Political Thought and Statesmanship

I N CANADA : $6.95
PRICE: $6.95

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

DEDICATED TO THE PROPOSITION

Michael Barone:
Bernard Bailyn

Martha Bayles:
Is Gatsby

Great?

Hadley Arkes:
�e Future
of Marriage

Hillel Fradkin
Stanley Kurtz

Robert R. Reilly:
Islamapalooza!

Ramesh Ponnuru:
Constitutional
Conservatism

Brian Callanan
Libertarian
Paternalism

Michael S. Greve:
How Government

Got Big

Christopher DeMuth:
Why Government

Went Broke

• • •
•

A Publication of the Claremont Institute

Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2013 
Page 24

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Jeffrey H. Anderson

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

Regnery Publishing, 126 pages, $16.95 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

citizens’ primer, Pipes’s slim volume is an easy 
and well-documented read. The author, presi-
dent of the Pacific Research Institute and one 
of the most implacable critics of Obamacare, 
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terms with the reality of the social landscape. 
Gay marriage is out of the bag and it’s not go-
ing back in.”

This plausible assessment of the social 
landscape aligns with the one President 
Obama made in 2012 when he concluded 
that supporting gay marriage was, on bal-
ance, electorally advantageous. (He had de-
cided in his 2008 campaign that opposing it 
was the better part of valor.) If gay marriage 
is out of the bag and not going back in, how-
ever, it’s fair to inquire what other items have 
yet to be unpacked. Progressivism, Lindberg 
points out, “implies not only improvement 
over time, but a progression: Correct the per-
ceived injustice most immediately at hand, 
then move on to the next one.” Political cal-
culations figure prominently in determining 
the sequence.

So, according to Boston College law pro-
fessor Kent Greenfield, writing for the liberal 
American Prospect, the campaign to demolish 
the legal barriers to polygamy and incest is at 
hand. He argues that in the wake of the 2013 

marriage would not be weakened by the dis-
covery that sexual orientation can be chosen 
rather than predetermined, he contends, even 
as the case for polygamous or incestuous mar-
riage does not depend on whether the desire 
to enter into them is a choice or a biologically 
determined destiny.

The Business of Being Offended

I raise these points not to weigh in 
on the gay marriage debate, but to see 
modern tolerance in full. For the moment, 

advocating polygamous and incestuous mar-
riage appears premature—not on the wrong 
side of history, exactly, but too far ahead of 
deliberate changes of popular opinions and 
sentiments to be on the right side…yet. It 
follows that a business owner who declined 
to photograph the ceremony or cater the re-
ception for five people getting married, or 
siblings getting married, or five siblings get-
ting married, would probably be spared accu-
sations that his reactionary refusal betrayed 
the kind of vicious hatred that denies others 
the dignity essential to their self-esteem and 
social equality.

Modern tolerance does not aspire to the 
reciprocity classical tolerance sought, under 
which the spirit of live-and-let-live was to op-
erate in all directions with equal force, rather 
than just for the benefit of some and to the 
detriment of others. Nonetheless, it might 
acquire a measure of self-restraint by incorpo-
rating the notion that making the right side of 
history the ultimate arbiter of all disputes ar-
gues for judging those on the wrong side less 
rather than more severely. The incumbent and 
preceding Democratic presidents are fond of 
quoting Judge Learned Hand’s maxim that 
the spirit of liberty is not too sure it is right. 
Many of their admirers pervert that rule’s 
meaning, however, by using it to condemn 
opinions they oppose rather than to examine 
and moderate the ones they hold. To scorn 
everyone else’s self-righteousness is the worst 
kind of self-righteousness.

There is another anomaly about modern 
tolerance. We live in a time when it is bad to 
be insensitive, but good—as in frank, bold, 
and authentic—to be “provocative.” The 
easiest, most common way to be provocative, 
however, is to provoke the sensitive by being 
insensitive. And the easiest, most common 
way to leverage the moral authority of having 
been denigrated and marginalized is to insist 
there are no minor slights or innocent misun-
derstandings, only intolerable violations that 
cruelly inflict irreparable psychological dam-
age on the victims. As a result of these contra-
dictory imperatives, the national narrative is 

Wedding Cakes and Photographs

The intolerance of modern toler-
ance was on display when a caterer, flo-
rist, and photographer were each sub-

jected to civil and criminal legal actions, as 
well as social abuse, for refusing to sell their 
services to couples planning same-sex wed-
dings. In Albuquerque, Elane Photography 
was fined by New Mexico’s Human Rights 
Commission for declining to photograph a 
same-sex commitment ceremony, a ruling 
upheld by the state supreme court. After an 
Oregon bakery made a similar decision, the 
couple it declined to serve filed a complaint 
with the state’s Bureau of Labor and Indus-
tries. The official in charge of the investigation 
provided a re-education camp director’s ratio-
nale for his Bureau’s efforts: “The goal is to 
rehabilitate. For those who do violate the law, 
we want them to learn from that experience 
and have a good, successful business in Ore-
gon.” By the time the agency ruled the bakery 
had discriminated on the basis of sexual ori-
entation, the proprietors had already closed 
their shop and retreated to a custom business 
based in their home, after protests, boycotts, 
and death threats.

Slate’s Mark Joseph Stern has helpfully 
spelled out the ideology that justifies these 
sanctions. A photographer or baker who de-
clines the patronage of a gay couple seeking 
his services for a wedding, even if he would 
accept their business for any other occa-
sion, is morally indistinguishable from seg-
regationists Bull Connor and Lester Mad-
dox: “the real victim isn’t the business owner 
who acted on his hatred, but the customer 
who suffered from his discriminatory poli-
cies.” That suffering might seem limited to 
being reminded that some Americans still 
oppose same-sex marriage, prior to endur-
ing the trauma of dialing the phone number 
of the next photographer or baker listed in 
the Yellow Pages, but those who offend do 
not have the right to tell those they hurt that 
they are wrong for hurting. The merchants’ 
refusal, according to Stern, can have no mo-
tive and explanation other than “a hatred of 
gay people so vehement that they’ll violate 
non-discrimination laws just to make sure 
they never, ever have to provide a gay person 
with a basic service.”

In the same vein, Robin Abcarian of the 
Los Angeles Times declares that opposing or 
even having misgivings about gay marriage 
is no longer an option for decent and rea-
sonable Americans: “Marriage equality is at 
the very heart of gay civil rights. If you can’t 
be married, you can’t be equal.” Getting on 
the right side of history requires “coming to 

Supreme Court decisions upholding gay mar-
riage, “it’s time for the political left to own up” 
to the fact that, just as conservatives have of-
ten alleged, “there is indeed a slippery slope 
between recognizing same-sex marriages and 
allowing marriages among more than two 
people and between consenting adults who are 
related.” Those who, like Greenfield, support 
same-sex marriage need to own up because, he 
contends, the arguments distinguishing their 
cause from legalizing polygamous and inces-
tuous marriage are all notably weak. Claims 
that polygamy and incest are unnatural simply 
echo the arguments against gay rights and gay 
marriage, now in retreat on the political bat-
tlefield. As long as the laws regarding age-of-
consent and divorce allow voluntary entrances 
and exits from marriage, polygamous and in-
cestuous marriages are no more coercive than 
any other kind. Finally, Greenfield disputes 
the idea that “sexual orientation is hard wired, 
but polygamy and incest are choices.” In fact, 

“arguments for marriage equality do not re-
ally depend on the claim that people have no 
choice about who they are.” The case for gay 

Modern tolerance turns 
the moral obligation 
to extend respect and 
encouragement into a 
right to receive them.
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now punctuated every few weeks by the story 
of some media figure—Paula Deen, Phil Rob-
ertson of Duck Dynasty, Alec Baldwin, Mar-
tin Bashir, Jerry Seinfeld—who gave offense, 
got denounced, expressed contrition, and was 
or was not rehabilitated before we all lost in-
terest as the next drama unfolded.

Americans would enhance domestic tran-
quility by giving offense—but also by taking 
it—less readily. Those having, or claiming to 
have, porcelain egos may secure political vic-
tories by wielding the power to shame and 
silence, but do not deserve respect. As the 
whole world becomes a china shop, the only 
way to avoid being a bull, or a bully, is to stand 
perfectly still, endlessly.

Demanding that people never say anything 
that might be taken as an affront creates per-
verse incentives, however. As it becomes clear 
that efforts not to offend are futile, being a 
bull becomes a way to rebuke the china shop’s 
proliferating, arbitrary, asymmetrical rules. 
For his own safety and Holland’s concord, it 
would have been better if Theo van Gogh had 
not routinely referred to that country’s Mus-
lim population as “goat f**kers.” When, how-
ever, the governing pieties become utterly suf-
focating, being as offensive as possible comes 
to seem like the only way to raise questions 
ruled unfit for polite society—like the status, 
rights, and duties of Muslim immigrants in 
the Netherlands—as well as to protest the 
whole regime of discourse propriety. Twenty-

first-century American conservatives may be 
tempted to emulate van Gogh by, for example, 
defending “Washington Redskins” unreserv-
edly and campaigning to bring back Chief 
Noc-a-Homa in the bargain. If you’re going to 
be denounced for insensitivity no matter how 
hard you try to play nice, in other words, you 
may as well go out of your way to play rough.

Even if that path didn’t lead to assassination 
attempts, however, pledging lives, fortunes, and 
sacred honor to the cause of gratuitous provo-
cation amounts to a course of rebuking mod-
ern tolerance with impudent but futile gestures. 
A better approach would be to win what can 
be won, which does not appear to include the 
sociology of virtue as Kristol characterized it 
19 years ago. The deliberate changes of popular 
opinions and sentiments on the question of gay 
marriage and marijuana legalization, for ex-
ample, are moving steadily in directions most 
conservatives have opposed. The sociology of 
virtue, forging a consensus about what virtue 
requires and forbids, really will have to operate 
sociologically, from the bottom up, rather than 
politically from the top down.

The politics of liberty, however, still of-
fers a basis on which to defend pluralism and 
classical tolerance. If there’s a lot Americans 
can’t agree on, in other words, they need to 
get better at agreeing to disagree by refocus-
ing on the rules of the game instead of the 
spirit in which it’s played. This gets politics 
back to upholding people’s rights, and out of 

the business of sparing their feelings. Thus, 
by virtue of having purchased Washington’s 
NFL franchise, Dan Snyder can call the team 
whatever he likes, calibrating as he sees fit the 
best response to the minority of American In-
dians offended by “Redskins” and the offset-
ting benefits of retaining an 80-year-old name. 
For all of the editorializing, then, it isn’t really 
a political question. The same can be said for 
Elane Photography’s decision not to photo-
graph a same-sex commitment ceremony, or 
the Hobby Lobby’s resistance to Affordable 
Care Act rules mandating employee health 
care benefits that include abortifacients. 

“Some people are in the business of being 
offended,” writes Thomas Sowell, “ just as 
Campbell is in the business of making soup.” 
But as Sowell, an economist, advises, enter-
prises flourish when they are profitable, and 
grievance manufacturing is a growth industry 
because its practitioners “can get political or 
financial mileage out of being offended.” A 
diverse society cannot make tolerance work 
unless the government is vigilant about pro-
tecting our rights instead of our self-esteem. 
That retrenchment would help put America’s 
grievance-industrial complex out of business.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and author of The Pity 
Party: A Mean-Spirited Diatribe Against 
Liberal Compassion, to be published this fall by 
Broadside Books.
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Book Review by Gabriel Schoenfeld

Whistleblowers and Traitors
Secrets and Leaks: The Dilemma of State Secrecy, by Rahul Sagar.

Princeton University Press, 304 pages, $35

All government requires secrecy, 
but self-government requires transpar-
ency. The core governmental activities 

needed to promote national security—diplo-
macy, military preparations and actions, and 
intelligence in all its forms—are never con-
ducted according to a rule of full disclosure. 
But governments that derive their just powers 
from the consent of the governed jeopardize 
their own legitimacy if they withhold or dis-
tort information the governed need to assess 
the governance to which they are consenting. 
Governmental secrecy not only impedes the 
formation of sound public judgment, but can 
facilitate abuses of power. Arthur Schlesinger, 
Jr., once noted that although secrecy is some-
times necessary, it more frequently served “to 
protect the executive branch from account-
ability for its incompetence and its venality, its 
follies, errors and crimes.” 

Across more than two centuries, the United 
States has repeatedly confronted the challenge 
of relying on state secrecy when the public in-
terest requires it, while resisting the misuse 

of secrecy to advance the private interests of 
those in power. Today, more than ever, this 
is a fraught issue in American life. Thanks to 
Edward Snowden, Bradley Manning, and a 
host of others, the American public is learning 
about highly secret matters, like the techniques 
of domestic surveillance, with which it is vitally 
concerned. Yet we are also being warned by re-
sponsible officials that exposing those secrets is 
damaging our ability to fight terrorism, thwart 
nuclear proliferation, compete with aspiring 
powers like Russia and China, and protect our 
other interests around the globe. The result 
is a fierce national debate about defining and 
enforcing the limits of secrecy. Rahul Sagar’s 
Secrets and Leaks: The Dilemma of State Secrecy, 
which emerged out of a Harvard doctoral dis-
sertation, could not be more timely.

Sagar, who now teaches politics 
at Princeton, begins at the begin-
ning, with the American Founding. 

He persuasively refutes the view, shared by 
Schlesinger and others, that the framers of 

the Constitution favored nearly unlimited 
transparency. Exploring 18th-century repub-
lican thought, he finds a wealth of evidence 
demonstrating that the leading thinkers of 
the day took it for granted that statecraft 
requires, in the words of Scottish Enlighten-
ment philosopher Francis Hutcheson, “secret 
and speedy execution” if it is to succeed. The 
practical men who devised our Constitu-
tion—in secret proceedings behind closed 
doors—designed institutions in which se-
crecy had a place even as they understood it 
could generate a host of evils. 

Having examined our intellectual and 
legal traditions, Sagar takes up the central 
question: which institutions in the framers’ 
system have the power to ensure that se-
crecy is employed only for proper ends? The 
Catch-22 is that identifying abuses of secrecy 
requires access to the very material being 
kept secret. That is the fundamental “dilem-
ma” noted in Sagar’s subtitle, and the fram-
ers were almost entirely silent about how to 
resolve it. 
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Two centuries of historical ex-
perience have provided work-arounds, 
but none is altogether satisfactory. The 

third branch of government—our judicial sys-
tem—is one potentially powerful check on ex-
ecutive secrecy. The courts, after all, possess 
the authority to review executive branch com-
pliance with the laws mandating transpar-
ency. Thus, the Freedom of Information Act 
requires disclosure of government documents 
on request, but also exempts nine categories 
of information, creating plenty of ambiguity 
and room for litigation. When the govern-
ment has been challenged, courts have been 
extraordinarily deferential to the executive 
branch, ruling that it alone has the responsi-
bility and the competence to determine what 
kinds of disclosures might cause harm. 

A fascinating case in point discussed by 
Sagar is the 1980 Freedom of Information 
Act suit brought by activist Morton Halperin, 
who asked the CIA to disclose the identity of 
some private attorneys it retained, as well as 
the fees it paid them. The CIA argued that 
neither the names nor sums could be disclosed, 
lest it “give leads to information about covert 
activities that constitute intelligence methods.” 
Explaining how such information could lead 
to that result, the agency maintained that “[i]f 
a large bill is incurred in a covert operation, a 
trained intelligence analyst could reason from 

the size of the legal bill to the size and nature 
of the operation.” This seems implausible, and 
on its face even an abuse of the government’s 
power to withhold information from the pub-
lic. Federal judge Malcolm Wilkey ruled for 
the CIA, however, explaining that “a court, 
lacking expertise in the substantive matters at 
hand, must give substantial weight to agency 
statements.” Such judicial deference—rooted 
in the fact that the separation of powers en-
tails a division of labor and competencies—
has limited the judiciary’s ability to patrol the 
boundaries of executive branch secrecy. 

Congress could serve as a check on it, too, 
but Sagar shows how its own institutional 
handicaps compromise legislators’ ability to 
do so. Though vested with considerable power 
regarding national security and foreign affairs, 
Congress has a very limited capacity to moni-
tor, let alone discipline, secret operations of 
the sprawling executive branch. The president 
and his subordinates, in turn, are justifiably 
apprehensive about sharing highly sensitive 
matters with a body composed of so many 
members. As a result, they regularly invoke 
executive privilege to avoid an accidental, or 
intentional, security breach.

Sagar entertains various reform proposals 
to expand the scope of congressional over-
sight, like sharply curtailing the deployment 
of executive privilege or creating a core group 

in Congress empowered to oversee everything 
the executive branch does. He rejects the for-
mer on the grounds that anything less than 
absolute secrecy would sometimes imperil 
national security and Americans’ lives, as in 
1979’s “Canadian caper” in Iran, the subject 
of the movie Argo. And he rejects the latter 
approach for not really addressing the funda-
mental dilemma at all. Permitting only a small 
number of elected representatives to know all 
executive branch secrets will not allay fears 
about the abuse of secrecy. Rather, the mem-
bers of this core group will themselves become 
the objects of suspicion insofar as “their own 
conduct as overseers is shielded from public 
view.” In the end, Sagar concludes that given 
the executive branch’s “stranglehold over the 
flow of national security information, there is 
little reason to believe that lawmakers will be 
able to take the lead in uncovering policies and 
actions that the president has decided to con-
ceal” (emphasis in the original).

This brings sagar to the most in-
teresting and original section of his 
fascinating book: the press and its in-

teraction with “whistleblowers.” He exam-
ines whether leaks can be a useful “regula-
tory mechanism” for constraining untoward 
executive secrecy. The dilemma is that while 
leaks can serve as an “effective and credible” 
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means of policing the executive, their unlaw-
ful nature undermines their legitimacy. A 
system where leaks are not condemned but 
condoned would have serious consequences 
and be fundamentally anti-democratic. The 
parties involved in leaks—government bu-
reaucrats who illicitly disclose confidential 
information, and journalists who disseminate 
it—are self-appointed, private arbiters. Al-
lowing leakers and journalists to determine 
what constitutes an illegitimate government 
secret, argues Sagar, “violates the democratic 
ideal that such decisions should be made by 
persons or institutions that have been directly 
or indirectly endorsed by citizens.” When, in-
stead, the decisions about which secrets are 
kept and which revealed are made by govern-
ment officials exceeding their authority, by the 
journalists they leak to, and by the publishers 
who run the journalists’ revelations, the leaks 

“constitute a form of usurpation.”
Sagar shows that whistleblowers often 

disclose wrongdoing within government, but 
their particular form of law-breaking is not al-
ways civil disobedience properly understood. 
He specifies five conditions that whistleblow-
ers must meet if they are to be lauded, not 
condemned, for violating the web of regula-
tions and laws in which they are situated. 
First, their revelations must disclose genuine 
wrongdoing, which is more often contestable 
than clear. In particular, a disagreement over 
policy is not the same as an accusation of il-
legality, though all too often self-appointed 
whistleblowers collapse the distinction. Sec-
ond, the evidence a whistleblower adduces to 
demonstrate his claim of governmental mis-
conduct must be “clear and convincing,” not 

“fragmentary.” Third, an unauthorized disclo-
sure “should not impose an undue or dispro-
portionate burden on national security.” Put-
ting out “the truth at any cost” is illegitimate 
in circumstances where it does more harm 
than good, which can be the case when the 
country is under threat or at war. Fourth, the 
whistleblower should “utilize the least dras-
tic means of disclosure” by exhausting all av-
enues for complaint within the federal govern-
ment before going outside it to the press. Fi-
nally, anonymity is a perversion of democratic 
norms, making it “difficult for the public to 
discern whose interests the disclosure is serv-
ing, and to take appropriate steps to counter 
the possibility of manipulation.”

This five-part test can be criti-
cized, but Sagar methodically consid-
ers and cogently answers various objec-

tions. In actual practice, the complexities of 
governance mean that his test may not equip 
us in every case to make crisp judgments 
about the ethics of disclosure. But it provides 

a useful starting place for thinking about 
whistleblowing. In particular, his framework 
condemns the behavior we see on display to-
day from Edward Snowden and Bradley Man-
ning, both of whom fall far short of meeting 
Sagar’s qualifications for justifiable leaks. 
Snowden meets only one of the five criteria: 
he disclosed his own identity. But he chose 
to do even that from Hong Kong and Rus-
sia, locations beyond the reach of American 
law. This was civil disobedience without the 
consequences, which is not civil disobedience 
at all. (Agreeing to subject oneself to the pos-
sibility of prosecution and punishment should 
have been Sagar’s sixth condition. Choosing 
a life in exile as a fugitive from justice has 
nothing in common with civil disobedience.) 
Considering the immense damage Snowden 
has done to our national security, and the 
way he did it, Snowden is less whistleblower 
than traitor. Some of the journalists who were 
awarded Pulitzer prizes for obtaining and 
disseminating Snowden’s revelations have as-
siduously—and to my mind, disingenuously—
sidestepped this distinction, calling Snowden 
simply a journalistic “source.” Others among 
them—adherents of an extreme left-wing 
brand of libertarianism—have preferred to 
laud him as a hero. 

Manning also does not fare particularly 
well on Sagar’s grid. If he had stopped with 
the video he provided to WikiLeaks of two 
Apache helicopters firing their cannons at tar-
gets in Iraq, he would have had at least a pri-
ma facie case to be considered a whistleblower, 
even though the Pentagon’s subsequent legal 
reviews found no evidence of illegal conduct 
by American forces in this incident. But Man-
ning did not stop there. His anonymous and 
indiscriminate leaking of a vast trove of sensi-
tive documents is precisely what turned him 
into the malefactor now serving a long mili-
tary prison sentence. 

The Snowden and Manning cases are rela-
tively easy to assess, but other leaks—some 
of them far less damaging to our security 
and also quite informative to the public—
are today the daily substance of our national 
news outlets. At the same time, the extent of 
governmental secrecy has become an urgent 
subject of discussion and debate. Although 
Rahul Sagar’s Secrets and Leaks bears too 
many traces of a doctoral dissertation to at-
tract a broad audience, it is a thoroughly re-
searched, thoughtfully considered work that 
clarifies an unsolvable dilemma at the heart 
of democratic governance. 

Gabriel Schoenfeld, a senior fellow at the Hud-
son Institute, is the author of Necessary Secrets: 
National Security, the Media, and the Rule of 
Law (W.W. Norton & Company).
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Essay by Jeremy Rabkin

A More Dangerous World

The obama administration’s russia 
policy has followed a well-established 
pattern. Last year, the president de-

clined to provide direct support for any side 
in Syria’s ongoing civil war, but insisted that 
the use of chemical weapons would cross a 
U.S. “red line.” When evidence of such use 
could not be ignored, Obama threatened 
military strikes on Syria in retaliation. Af-
ter half-hearted efforts to persuade Congress 
to endorse the strikes, he seized on Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s offer to negotiate 
the withdrawal of Syria’s chemical weapons 
without resort to force. So far, the promised 
withdrawal is way behind schedule and for-
eign intelligence agencies insist that chemical 
weapons have been used again. But there has 
been no further talk about resorting to force. 

When Russia seized Crimea from Ukraine 
this March, President Obama repeatedly ap-
pealed for a peaceful solution. In late March, 
he insisted in a speech in Brussels that NATO 
would not use force outside its own borders. 
The aim was to “de-escalate tensions,” an aim 
reemphasized at a meeting between Secre-

tary of State John Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov in mid-April. Russia 
is still in Crimea and will likely continue to 
challenge the Kiev government’s control of 
Ukraine’s eastern provinces. And that won’t 
be the end of Russian aggression in the region. 
When one side has determined aims and the 
other is resolute only for avoiding confronta-
tion, it is easy to see which will prevail.

What’s the Fuss?

Challenges don’t disappear be-
cause we refuse to acknowledge them. 
Russian aggression against Ukraine 

may well prove a turning point in world poli-
tics. It is certainly a blow to prevailing notions 
of international law. It will be all the more con-
sequential because the West’s tepid response 
makes it harder to isolate as an exceptional 
case, and so harder to deter its repetition. 

The Left, extremely vocal about interna-
tional law during the Bush Administration, 
has gone quiet. On the Right, international 
law is often regarded as little more than a 

collection of pious platitudes or liberal talk-
ing points. After all, major powers commonly 
resort to force without waiting for authoriza-
tion from the United Nations—as the United 
States itself did in the past 30 years in Iraq, 
Kosovo, Panama, and Grenada. So why make 
a big fuss when Putin stages a bloodless coup 
in Crimea? 

As recently as 2008, Russia sent troops to 
border regions of independent Georgia, then 
sponsored two new, nominally independent 
republics in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
Then-presidential candidate John McCain 
proclaimed, “We are all Georgians now.” The 
outgoing Bush Administration offered mod-
est sanctions and the incoming Obama Ad-
ministration promised a “reset” of Russian 
relations. So why make more of a fuss about 
Crimea, which Ukraine did less to defend 
than Georgia did for its breakaway territories 
six years ago?

But in truth, it’s one thing to assist a separat-
ist uprising and something else to annex your 
neighbor’s territory into your own borders. The 
U.N. Charter doesn’t just admonish members 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 30

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

to avoid resort to force except in self-defense; 
it specifically prohibits resort to armed force 

“against the territorial integrity or political in-
dependence of any state” (Article 2, Paragraph 
4). Whatever you want to say against Ameri-
can actions in Iraq, Kosovo, Panama, or Gre-
nada—or still earlier in Vietnam—we didn’t 
think of acquiring any of those territories as 
permanent American possessions. 

When Saddam Hussein tried to annex 
neighboring Kuwait in 1990, almost the 
whole world—with Russia and China going 
along—condemned that aggression and the 
Security Council demanded Iraq’s withdraw-
al. Some 600,000 American-led troops were 
dispatched to the region within weeks and 
soon smashed Saddam’s army to make good 
on the U.N.’s demand. 

In the immediate aftermath of that Gulf 
War, President George H.W. Bush heralded 
this success as the advent of a “new world or-
der” that would replace Cold War divisions. 
That world order is now gone. The annexa-
tion of Crimea is more definitive than any 
coroner’s report.

Several features of the Crimean conflict set 
it apart from previous conflicts. The most im-
portant is that the aggressor made no effort to 
disguise its actions as legitimate self-defense. 
Crimea had been part of Ukraine since the 
1950s. Russia had not disputed Ukrainian 
claims to the region when it became inde-
pendent, following the 1991 dissolution of 
the Soviet Union. Putin’s government did not 
seek Ukrainian agreement to the annexation 
nor international mediation. It used special 
forces to seize strategic strong points before 
Ukraine—let alone outside powers—fully 
understood what was happening. 

The Russians then immediately organized 
a referendum to demonstrate local support for 
annexation. No outside monitors were invited 
to verify the integrity of the voting, which took 
place under Russian guns. The announced re-
sult—97% approval for transfer to Russia—
was a Soviet-style landslide. Putin made no 
effort to reassure the world that Crimea was a 
special case. He hopes to reestablish Moscow’s 
sway—in one form or another—over most of 
the successor states of the old Soviet Union.

It adds up to a very big challenge to in-
ternational order. In early March, Secretary 
of State Kerry dismissed Russia’s seizure 
of Crimea as “a 19th-century act in the 21st 
century”—as if sheer embarrassment at being 
out of date would persuade Putin to change 
course. But our 21st-century responses don’t 
seem adequate to deal with traditional chal-
lenges. What gives Putin his opportunity is 
that we are no longer equipped to respond to 
old challenges in the old ways.

Redrawing the Map

The world, divided on so much else, 
has generally agreed in recent decades 
on the importance of respecting ex-

isting international boundaries—a commit-
ment born of bitter experience. The language 
in the U.N. Charter was adapted from the 
central provision of the League of Nations 
Covenant, that “The Members of the League 
undertake to respect and preserve as against 
external aggression the territorial integrity 
and existing political independence of all 
Members of the League” (Article 10). The 
League was created in 1919 as new states 
emerged in central and eastern Europe from 
the break-up of the Austrian and Russian 
empires. With uncertain borders and limited 
means to defend themselves against larger 
powers, these states looked to the League for 
protection. So did other nations whose bor-
ders had been rearranged in the general chaos 
following World War I. 

As it turned out, the “collective security” 
promised by the League proved entirely il-
lusory. It did not respond when Japan an-
nexed Manchuria in 1931. It adopted only 
half-hearted (and transitory) economic sanc-
tions when Italy annexed Ethiopia in 1935. It 
did nothing when Germany annexed Austria 
in 1938, even though this merger had been 
expressly prohibited in the Versailles Peace 
Treaty less than 20 years earlier. 

Barely six months later, Britain and France 
ignored the League entirely when they agreed 
at the Munich Conference that Czechoslova-
kia must hand over its Sudeten border regions 
to Germany. The Czechs themselves were not 
consulted but simply told to sign. The other 
signatories at Munich did not lift a finger 
when Germany dismembered the remaining 
territory of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 
1939, annexing Bohemia and setting up a pup-
pet state in Slovakia. Hungary, Romania, and, 
for a time, Yugoslavia quickly came to terms 
with newly resurgent Germany.

Surely one reason for Western acquies-
cence to Russia’s annexation of Crimea is 
that Putin’s Russia seems a far cry from Hit-
ler’s Germany. True enough. Russia is aging, 
alcohol-ridden, and totally dependent on ex-
porting oil and natural gas to other countries. 
It does not host hysterical rallies deifying its 
present leader—who is not a spell-binding 
orator anyway. But that makes Western ac-
quiescence all the more telling. 

Western statesmen of the 1930s were 
desperately afraid of another world war, an-
ticipating—correctly, as it turned out—that 
another war would claim millions of victims 
and reduce leading cities of Europe to rubble. 

Today’s leaders are worried that confrontation 
with Putin’s Russia will boost energy prices 
and rattle stock markets. Although severe 
economic sanctions would probably suffice to 
compel Russia to reconsider its current course, 
they would also impose costs on Western 
Europe—so they are off the table. As in the 
1930s, we have shrugged off any serious mea-
sures of “collective security” to protect vulner-
able states’ “territorial integrity.”

The alternative is not necessarily complete 
anarchy, but it’s not pretty. In earlier centuries, 
wars commonly ended with demands for ter-
ritorial concessions from the loser. Often the 
appetite for such rewards seemed the real rea-
son—if never the stated reason—for resorting 
to war. Prussia’s Frederick the Great won that 
epithet by seizing Silesia from the Habsburg 
empire and then managing to hold it through 
successive wars, after which he helped him-
self to more territory. Napoleon Bonaparte 
redrew boundaries across Europe, to suit his 
strategic interests or his tastes, after defeating 
powers that would otherwise have objected. 

After Napoleon’s final defeat, the assembled 
victorious powers at the Congress of Vienna in 
1815 did not restore pre-Napoleonic boundar-
ies, but redrew the map of Europe to suit their 
own priorities. Among other innovations, they 
assigned new holdings on the Rhine (as a bul-
wark against French resurgence) to the rising 
kingdom of Prussia (the medieval name origi-
nally meant, “near Russia”). Prussia kept rising. 
Under Prime Minister Otto von Bismarck, it 
seized territory from Denmark after a short 
war in 1864, absorbed Austrian client states 
after a short war with the Habsburgs in 1866, 
finally took the French provinces of Alsace 
and Lorraine after a brief war with France in 
1870, and reorganized all the remaining Ger-
man states outside the Austrian empire into a 
Prussian-led German Empire. 

There was a lot of that in the 19th century. 
A unified Italy emerged after a succession of 
short wars in which the Kingdom of Savoy 
defeated the Austrian Empire (with French 
help) and various petty states on the Italian 
peninsula. In North America, the growing 
United States acquired vast territories in the 
southwest after a successful war with Mexi-
co. Japan followed in the pattern of Western 
powers by seizing Korea and Formosa at the 
end of the century. 

Code of Honor

But that world was different 
from ours in two important ways. First, 
the victors did not just grab territory, 

but insisted on getting formal recognition 
for their acquisitions. Wars were as much 
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about establishing title as about occupying 
territory. Prussian troops had seized the Al-
satian strongholds in the opening weeks of 
the Franco-Prussian War. Bismarck ended 
up bombarding Paris weeks later, because he 
was determined to get French agreement to 
the cession of its border provinces. Though 
the United States easily captured California 
from Mexico, as well as Mexico’s chief port 
and its capital city, the U.S. ended up paying 
a considerable sum for the territories between 
Texas and the Pacific because it wanted Mexi-
can agreement to America’s title.

The point of such formalities was to 
strengthen the odds that the loser would 
be reconciled to the results, having formally 
agreed to them. It did not always work. Ter-
ritory gained in one war could be reclaimed 
in another war. So—a second difference—
states in the 19th century were serious about 
seeking additional safeguards, primarily 
through alliances. After he finished grabbing 
territory from neighbors and intimidating 
clients into a tighter federation, Bismarck 
assiduously pursued alliances with Rus-
sia, Austria, and Italy in order to discourage 
France from dreaming of a war of revenge. 
France eventually wooed Russia into a differ-
ent alliance—an implicitly anti-German one. 
In an age when territory could be seized, you 
wanted friends.

Small states especially wanted friends. 
When Francophones in the enlarged King-
dom of the Netherlands rose in revolt in 1830, 
Britain blockaded Dutch ports to force Dutch 
acquiescence to the separation. But it insisted 
the new state, called Belgium (after a tribe 
inhabiting the area in Roman times), must 
not be acquired by France. France and Prus-
sia were persuaded to join Britain in a formal 
agreement guaranteeing Belgium’s indepen-
dence and territorial integrity. 

When Germany invaded Belgium in 1914, 
Britain declared war on Germany, citing its 
19th-century commitment. The German For-
eign Office expressed surprise that so much 
fuss was made about “a scrap of paper.” Per-
haps that was not the only reason Britain re-
sorted to war. Nevertheless, it was the publicly 
stated reason and seemed to persuade mem-
bers of Parliament at the time. If you give your 
word and don’t keep it, why would anyone 
trust your word in the future? And if no one 
trusts you, how can you be a great power?

Even after the cynical experiences of the 
interwar years, the argument had a lot of 
force, at least in Britain and France. It was 
precisely these experiences that revived the 
moral claims of treaty commitments. When 
dictators had seized territories at will and dis-
dained legal obligations, the League did noth-

ing. Britain and France then pledged to Po-
land that they would defend it against further 
aggression. When Germany invaded Poland, 
they declared war. 

But not immediately. British Prime Minis-
ter Neville Chamberlain hoped for some last-
minute agreement to avert war. In the House 
of Commons, the spokesman for the opposi-
tion Labour Party, Arthur Greenwood, pro-
tested, “Every minute’s delay now means the 
loss of life, imperiling…our national interests.” 
A Conservative back-bencher shouted “Hon-
our.” Greenwood continued, “Let me finish 
my sentence. I was going to say, imperiling 
the very foundations of our national honour.” 
The historian Martin Gilbert, reporting this 
exchange in his book The Appeasers (1963), 
commented: “The invocation of honour hit 
at appeasement where it was most weak…. It 
might seem sensible to refuse to go to war for 
Poland. It could not be honourable.”

Honor was important in medieval Europe 
for the same reason it remains so with urban 

anything so abstract and universal as the U.N. 
Charter but in a specific 1994 agreement, the 
Budapest Memorandum on Security Assur-
ances, designed to reassure Ukraine after it 
agreed to relinquish control of nuclear weap-
ons, left on its soil after the collapse of the So-
viet Union. Unlike the NATO Charter, it was 
not cast as a formal treaty, so was never rati-
fied by the U.S. Senate. It does not promise a 
military response “if Ukraine should become 
a victim of an act of aggression.” By its explicit 
terms, the signatories only promise to “seek 
immediate United Nations Security Council 
action to provide assistance to Ukraine.” Pu-
tin has declared this agreement no longer in 
effect. The Obama Administration seems to 
regard it as irrelevant.

Secretary Kerry was content to denounce 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea as a reversion 
to the 19th century. In fact, the unilateral 
character of the annexation—disdaining even 
to get Ukraine’s agreement—shows it has 
more in common with Stalin’s 1940 seizure 
of the (then independent) Baltic states and of 
the Romanian provinces of Bessarabia and 
Bukovina in the same year. Stalin was dis-
dainful of formal agreements, and he assumed 
successful force would speak for itself—as 
Putin now does. But in 1940, Western states 
had made no independent promise to defend 
these eastern nations, apart from the general 
promises in the Covenant of the League.

Kerry’s statement suggests we don’t care 
much about 19th-century niceties ourselves. 
They still talked a lot about honor in those days. 

Self-Determination

To the extent he has bothered 
to defend it at all, Putin has claimed 
Russia’s action was necessary to pro-

tect ethnic Russians from persecution in 
Crimea—the point of his quick referendum. 
Though some observers think this a point 
worth considering, others are dismayed at the 
resurgence of ethnic nationalism as a factor in 
world politics.

It has long been a conservative lament that 
Woodrow Wilson opened a Pandora’s Box 
by affirming American support for national 

“self-determination.” But Wilson didn’t invent 
the idea. America’s own Declaration of Inde-
pendence asserted the right of “one people to 
dissolve the political bands which have con-
nected them with another.” 

A century earlier, John Locke’s Second 
Treatise of Government put it this way: “Who 
doubts but the Grecian Christians, descen-
dants of the ancient possessors of that Coun-
try, may justly cast off the Turkish yoke which 
they have so long groaned under when ever 

gangs in American inner-city neighborhoods 
today: if you can’t rely on law, you need to rely 
on a reputation for strength and courage—
and for keeping your promises to protect 
your friends and punish your enemies. Only 
nobles had honor in medieval times because 
others were denied the weapons and training 
to defend themselves. Only major powers by 
the 19th century were expected to live up to 
promises. You could forgive small states for 
accepting any deal imposed on them, since 
resistance was likely to be futile, especially 
where they had been careless about lining up 
reliable protectors. 

It sounds anachronistic today to talk about 
honor. Graduates of fancy colleges don’t fight 
duels when insulted; they file lawsuits. And 
small countries—they have the United Na-
tions, don’t they? 

As it happens, Britain and the United 
States (along with Russia) did promise 
Ukraine to help protect its “independence 
and sovereignty and existing borders.” Not in 

Russia is aging, alcohol-
ridden, and totally 

dependent on exporting 
oil and natural gas to other 

countries. That makes 
Western acquiescence all 

the more telling.
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they have a power to do it? For no Govern-
ment can have a right to obedience from a 
people who have not freely consented to it.” 
When the Greeks did launch a revolution 
against Turkish rule in the 1820s, they need-
ed outside help, which British, French, and 
Russian war fleets supplied.

But nationalities don’t come in neatly dis-
tributed packets, corresponding to natural 
borders. If self-determination means every 
ethnic group gets to choose its own state, 
then many existing states would face attempts 
at ethnic secession—perhaps sponsored by 
neighbors claiming kinship with the local 
minority. States facing such threats would be 
tempted to preempt them with brutal mea-
sures of ethnic repression. That is why, in the 
19th century, the emergence of new states was 
usually accomplished with cross-cutting in-
ternational guarantees. 

Serbia’s independence from the Ottoman 
Empire, for example, was formally recognized 
at the 1878 Congress of Berlin, which also 
arranged that neighboring Bosnia would be-
come a protectorate of the Austrian empire, 
in order to keep the Serbs from overreaching. 
Even the scramble for colonies in Africa in the 
late 19th century was accompanied by a suc-
cession of international conferences at which 
rival claimants sorted out the boundaries of 
their new claims. Recognized borders took 
priority over self-determination.

The U.N. Charter does offer a nod to 
self-determination. Article I lists, among the 
U.N.’s other purposes, developing “respect for…
the self-determination of peoples,” along with 

“encouraging respect for human rights and 
for fundamental freedoms.” But the Security 
Council, the only organ empowered to issue 
binding “determinations,” is not authorized to 
take action to assure self-determination or hu-
man rights but only to resist “aggression” and 
to contain any “threat to the peace.” 

New states emerging from African and 
Asian decolonization tried to give self-de-
termination more meaning, endorsing wars 
of “national liberation” against remaining 
colonial powers. A 1974 General Assembly 
Resolution, purporting to define “aggression,” 
expressly excludes struggles of “peoples under 
colonial and racist regimes or other forms of 
alien domination” who may “seek and receive 
support” for such struggles from outside pow-
ers. A succession of U.N. resolutions from 
that era clarified that the “racism” tag was 
meant to designate Israel as well as the white 
minority regime in South Africa. 

But the remarkable thing is that borders 
changed very little after decolonization. De-
spite much bloodshed in wars between Cuban-
backed insurgencies in Central America in 

the 1980s (and American backed insurgents 
against a Soviet-backed government in Nica-
ragua), no borders changed. Despite blood-
shed on a vaster scale in Africa, no borders 
have changed, apart from the secession of 
South Sudan from Sudan in 2011—by mu-
tual agreement after an internationally super-
vised referendum in the South. An attempt by 
the Christian Igbo people to create a new state 
of Biafra in the late 1960s was starved and 
pounded into submission by Nigeria’s Muslim- 
and Hausa-dominated government—with no 
interference from other African states. 

Central America’s various Spanish-speak-
ing, predominantly Catholic countries seem 
more alike than populations of many individ-
ual countries but they retain their indepen-
dence. Even though the borders of African 
countries were drawn by Western colonial 
powers with little attention to tribal loyalties 
or local languages, these states have been very 
reluctant to allow changes to their boundaries. 

Even in the Middle East, despite decades of 
denunciations by Arab nationalists, colonial-
era boundaries remain largely in place. The 
region might be better off if Syria’s warring 
sects and ethnic communities were allowed to 
withdraw into separate states. Lebanon—al-
ready little more than a loose confederation of 
competing ethnic and sectarian strongholds—
could be parceled out among Syria’s succes-
sor states. Kurds might be better off breaking 
from surrounding states and establishing their 
own nation. Whatever the logic of such revi-
sions, they have been resolutely opposed by all 
leaders of the region’s existing states. Secretary 
Kerry has confidently proclaimed that the re-
gion only needs a new State of Palestine and all 
other murderous conflicts will magically abate, 
once we get the proper boundaries in place. 

Russia has shown that it’s not necessary to 
worry too much about existing boundaries. 
Turkey has, since its invasion of Cyprus in 1974, 
resolutely defended the new entity it created 
in the part of the country inhabited by eth-
nic Turks—the Turkish Republic of North-
ern Cyprus. No other country has recognized 
this entity, but Turkey does not claim it is part 
of Turkey. Before Putin seized Crimea, that 
would have seemed to be going too far. 

Israel’s claims to East Jerusalem have been 
angrily and persistently rejected by U.N. reso-
lutions—even though the rival claimant, that 
new State of Palestine, never exercised sover-
eignty there, while Jordan (which did) has for-
mally renounced all claims west of the Jordan 
River. Israel may be a special case, however, 
since it has become a kind of proxy for Mus-
lim expressions of rage at the course of the 
modern world (which many Europeans are 
not sure they like very much, either). 
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Crimea may not prove a special case at all. 
Substantial populations of Russian-speak-
ers are scattered throughout the old Soviet 
Union’s successor states—others can learn 
the intricacies of Russian grammar. As Putin 
is reminding the world, there are sizable Rus-
sian minorities—and with the right sort of 
gerrymandering, local Russian majorities—
in the eastern Ukraine. 

Then there is the former Soviet republic of 
Moldova (created from those regions carved 
from Romania in 1940). Like Georgia in the 
Caucasus, Moldova has its own break-away 
province, Transnistria, whose independence 
is not recognized—except by the new states 
on Georgia’s border. Transnistria does not 
border on Russia—yet. But Russia has eyes 
on the port of Odessa in southern Ukraine 
and the regions surrounding it could provide 
a land bridge to the border regions of Mol-
dova. Putin does not even have to pursue a 
campaign of formal annexations. The threat 
to seize new territory may be sufficient to cow 
border states into compliant subservience. 

Spheres of Influence

In its legalistic way, 19th-century 
statecraft acknowledged a range of more 
one-sided alternatives to formal alliances. 

There were formal colonies, and also less for-
mal “protectorates,” in which the sponsoring 
power exercised decisive (though not complete) 
control on internal matters and demanded that 
others refrain from interfering. It was how the 
British controlled Egypt and the French con-
trolled Morocco (and nearly came to war with 
Germany in 1911 when the visit of a German 
gunboat and loose talk from Kaiser Wilhelm II 
seemed to challenge French supremacy there). 

Then there was the less formal but still rec-
ognized “sphere of influence”—less a claim to 
internal control than a warning to foreigners 
not to interfere. Coastal China was carved 
into distinct spheres for different European 
powers. The United States protested these 
arrangements but it exercised its own ver-
sion—more benevolently, perhaps, but just 
as emphatically. Under the 19th-century 
Monroe Doctrine, the United States warned 
European powers against any sort of military 
intervention in Latin America and the Carib-
bean. Under Theodore Roosevelt’s Corollary, 
the United States repeatedly sent gunboats 
and Marines to countries in the Caribbean 
basin to force hapless local governments to 
honor financial obligations to Old World 
powers, lest the Europeans send their own 
troops to enforce such obligations. 

We don’t do that sort of thing anymore—
certainly not to force deadbeat governments 

to pay foreign debts. As Secretary Kerry 
would say, we don’t live in the 19th century 
anymore (or the early 20th). But as ongoing 
conflicts with jihadis should have taught us, 
others don’t always share our understanding 
of Progress. 

Putin seems to be establishing a recog-
nized Russian sphere of influence, if not for-
mal protectorates, among the states of the 
former Soviet Union. Though it may seem 
anachronistic to us, the former KGB officer 
learned his skills in the era when the Soviet 
Union exercised a very reliable sphere of in-
fluence over all states on its side of the Iron 
Curtain—and successfully intimidated a few 
others, like nominally independent Finland. 
It is not obviously impossible, nor even pro-
hibitively costly, for Russia to secure a less de-
manding predominance over these states.

Such arrangements were accepted in the 
19th century, when there were four to six 
major powers that might be drawn into any 
local dispute and it was helpful to reduce the 
potential for conflict among them by clari-
fying claims beyond borders. Over the past 
two decades, the European Union exerted 
something like a sphere of influence in east-
ern Europe and the Balkans, by holding out 
the lure of membership in the E.U. as a re-
ward for good behavior. With Russia still 
staggered from the break-up of the USSR, 
the E.U. had no real rival for local loyalties 
in the east. 

With 28 members now, the European 
Union finds it harder than ever to establish 
the promised “common security and foreign 
policy.” It has no troops and is less and less 
willing to absorb new members, let alone 
shower subsidies on them. And its response 
to the Crimean situation has been hesitant 
at best. In Germany, the largest state, promi-
nent voices (especially on the left) insist that 
the country has a special historic relation with 
Russia which it must try to preserve. Germa-
ny certainly has a considerable dependence on 
Russian natural gas and substantial invest-
ments in Russia by major corporations, which 
counsel against open confrontation. 

So Europeans will be tempted to recognize 
Russia’s annexation in return for guarantees 
that nothing of the sort will occur again. But 
that sort of deal would require confidence in 
Putin’s commitment to honor it—and Eu-
rope’s willingness to enforce it. Instead, we 
may end up reverting to the classic 21st-cen-
tury response: saying that the situation is un-
acceptable, while tacitly accepting it and hop-
ing for the best. The U.S. and E.U. may even 
impose additional sanctions to show that we 
are concerned—without provoking Russia to 
more extreme measures.

A decade ago, NATO gave formal guaran-
tees to Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, when 
they entered the alliance. To show resolve, 
Denmark has now sent air force contingents 
to Estonia. They are supposed to be backed 
up by German air force units. Would these 
governments actually risk war with Russia 
to protect Estonia? Germany and Denmark 
are signatories to the International Criminal 
Court statute, which embraces, in its defini-
tion of “war crimes,” attacks on “civilian ob-
jects,” including factories, public buildings, 
and private housing. Putin’s Russia did not 
ratify the statute. Who would have more 
staying power in an air war between Western 
states and Russia? 

Perhaps Denmark has more backbone 
than we might think. Today’s secretary gen-
eral of NATO is a former prime minister 
of Denmark. But the relevant question isn’t 
what outsiders actually have in mind, but 
what the leaders of the Baltic states believe 
they can rely on. A quarter of Estonia’s 1.3 
million people are ethnic Russians, concen-
trated in major cities. Estonians might be 
forgiven for thinking they would be better 
off slipping away from NATO and making 
a deal with Russia. Especially if a string of 
other former Soviet republics precede them 
into a new Russian orbit. 

Everything done by Putin may prove an 
encouraging example to China. It has terri-
torial claims on a string of off-shore islands. 
Perhaps they don’t have many Chinese speak-
ers—for now. But China claims they once 
belonged to a previous Chinese empire. It 
has old maps and old treaties to bolster these 
claims. And a growing Navy. How seriously 
will Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines 
take our treaty commitments if we allow Rus-
sia to have its way in eastern Europe?

If we don’t have the resources or the resolu-
tion to stop a slide toward a world of separate, 
rival spheres of influence, we should remem-
ber that it takes quite a lot of effort and skill 
to protect even a limited coalition of partners. 
We can’t even be the protector of our friends 
if they can’t trust our word. To insist that we 
won’t use force for any confrontation outside 
NATO is to leave even NATO states vulner-
able to intimidation. 

If we don’t want to guarantee all borders 
everywhere—as the U.N. Charter prom-
ised—we have to decide what guarantees we 
do mean to keep and make that clear. That’s 
the oldest principle of international law: pacta 
sunt servanda—keep your promises. Instead 
we send signals of doubt and hesitation. 

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

Twin Barbarisms
Slavery, Abortion, and the Politics of Constitutional Meaning, by Justin Buckley Dyer.

Cambridge University Press, 202 pages, $90 (cloth), $29.99 (paper)

From the first moments that the 
issue of abortion began to arise as one 
of the central, contentious parts of our 

national politics, it was as plain to the pro-
lifers, as it was preposterous and offensive to 
the pro-choicers, that the issue of abortion 
and the issue of slavery shared the same root 
in principle. Every mode of argument for the 

“right to abortion” found its analogy in the ar-
guments used to justify the right of some hu-
mans to hold others as slaves. Abraham Lin-
coln crystallized the matter, in a moment of 
high clarity, when he remarked that Stephen 
Douglas’s policy of “popular sovereignty” re-
duced finally to this: “the right of one man to 
make a slave of another without any right in 
that other, or any one else, to object.” In our 
own time the philosopher Russell Hittinger 
would draw the parallel to abortion: that one 
person may kill another and a third may not 
object—for it is a matter now of “privacy.” But 
of course there could be no right of privacy 
to take the life of another human being for 
wholly private reasons, short of preserving 
one’s own life from a deliberate assault (a de-
sign that could never be imputed to a child in 
the womb). The matter had to turn on wheth-

er the life that was extinguished was really a 
“human” life. Cutting to the root of things, as 
usual, Lincoln argued that the question about 
slavery was

whether a negro is not or is a man. If he 
is not a man, why in that case, he who 
is a man may, as a matter of self-gov-
ernment, do just as he pleases with him. 
But if the negro is a man,…then my an-
cient faith teaches me that “all men are 
created equal;” and that there can be 
no moral right in connection with one 
man’s making a slave of another.

The surprise is that the comparison of slav-
ery and abortion should ever have occasioned 
surprise. For at the core of both matters was 
that question of what John Paul II would call 

“the human person.” In our own age, and in 
Lincoln’s as well, we were already distant from 
Aristotle’s biology. No educated person could 
have held that the offspring in the human 
womb went through an “animal” stage before 
it advanced to the condition of a “rational” hu-
man conceptus, embryo, fetus, child. There 
was no change in substance anywhere along 

the chain of development as the same creature 
powered and integrated its own development.

 

But if it were true that the hu-
man offspring was human from its very 
first moments, the question was trans-

formed. For no one could suppose that human 
beings became more human as they became 
taller and heavier and more articulate, or that 
it was a lesser wrong to kill a smaller, younger 
human not yet diagramming sentences. The 
gravity of homicide was not measured by the 
height or weight, or the intelligence or articu-
lateness, of the victim. Once it was clear that 
the offspring could be nothing other than hu-
man, the reasons that were needed to justify 
the taking of that small human life had to 
stand on the same plane as the reasons that 
would be necessary to justify the taking of any 
other human life. 

Nor was the central fact of the matter re-
fracted or altered by “religious belief.” It was 
a matter solely of principled reasoning. Those 
of us who became active in the pro-life move-
ment would draw our premier example here 
from that fragment Lincoln wrote for himself 
when he imagined himself to be engaged in a 
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conversation with an owner of slaves, putting 
the question of how one could be justified in 
making a slave of a black man. Was it a matter 
of color: “the lighter having the right to en-
slave the darker? Take care. By this rule, you 
are to be slave to the first man you meet, with 
a fairer skin than your own.” Was it a mat-
ter of intellect—that whites were intellectu-
ally superior to blacks and “therefore have the 
right to enslave them? Take care again. By 
this rule, you are to be slave to the first man 
you meet, with an intellect superior to your 
own.” The upshot was that there was nothing 
to be said to rule out black people as human 
beings that could not rule out many classes of 
whites as well.

Some of us would then simply apply the 
same argument to abortion: Why was that 
offspring in the womb anything less than hu-
man? It didn’t speak? Neither did deaf mutes. 
It had yet no arms or legs? Well, others lose 
arms or legs in the course of their lives with-
out losing anything necessary to their stand-
ing as human beings to receive the protections 
of the law. The upshot: there was nothing one 
could cite to disqualify the unborn child as a 
human being that would not apply to many 
people walking about, well outside the womb.

And so once again, why should 
anyone have affected to be surprised 
by the comparison? In the one case 

came the line: “That is not a real human being; 
it’s a nigger—it’s something on the evolution-
ary scale between monkeys and real people.” 
In the other: “That’s not a human being; it’s 
a fetus.” Through the simple shift of labels, a 
whole category of human beings would be re-
moved from the class of “rights-bearing” be-
ings. They would be transferred to a class of 
entities whose lives could be taken without 
the need to render a justification in the fo-
rums of the law.

In all of this, as I say, there is nothing novel 
except the astonishment discovered, and the 
offense triggered anew, with each generation 
of pro-choicers coming of age. What is curi-
ously new and striking is that a young scholar, 
accomplished in political theory and constitu-
tional law, should take it upon himself to draw 
out the comparison explicitly with a careful, 
close tracking of cases, to show how the argu-
ment has been unfolded in both spheres: to 
deny the human standing of the slave and of 
the child in the womb. But Justin Dyer takes 
on an added edge in this new book by chal-
lenging, not only the partisans of abortion, 
but a stubborn, strong branch of conservative 
jurisprudence: he puts himself at odds with 
the lawyers and writers who find a connection 
between Roe v. Wade (1973) and Dred Scott 

v. Sandford (1857) by finding in both the vice 
of “substantive due process.” Which is to say, 
the vice of appealing to principles of “natural 
right” not found in the text of the Constitu-
tion. Those writers and lawyers still profess to 
be shocked that a judge would do what Dan-
iel Webster insisted judges were obliged to do 
in justifying the judicial function: to look be-
yond the fact that a statute was passed with all 
of the formal trappings of legality, and consid-
er whether its very substance could withstand 
any demanding test of its “ justification.” 

Dyer takes the side of webster 
in this book, Slavery, Abortion, and 
the Politics of Constitutional Meaning. 

A professor of political science at the Univer-
sity of Missouri, he evidently brings to the 
teaching of constitutional law a background 
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of preparation in political philosophy. “Over 
the last forty years,” he writes, “with develop-
ments in both medicine and law—the new 
constitutional questions implicated by Roe 
have only served to underscore the impossi-
bility of avoiding such substantive constitu-
tional analysis.” Some  conservatives see a line 
moving from Dred Scott through the famous 
Lochner case (1906, on maximum hours for 
bakers) to Roe v. Wade. But with any serious 
understanding of the logical properties of the 
arguments, Dyer argues, “Roe is more accu-
rately seen as a break with, rather than a con-
tinuation of, the natural rights jurisprudence 
that developed in the first few decades after 
the ratification of the Fourteenth Amend-
ment.” Justices like Stephen Field, and yes, 
Rufus Peckham, the author of the opinion in 
Lochner, saw themselves engaged in the de-
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injuries mattered. And so we fast-forward 
and find President Bill Clinton vetoing the 
bill that banned the grisly procedure of “par-
tial-birth abortion”—with 70% of the baby’s 
body dangling from the birth canal, the ba-
by’s head was punctured, the brains sucked 
out, and the body removed, so to speak, in-
tact, leaving behind no dismembered parts 
that could cause infection. In vetoing the bill 
Clinton expressed deep concern for those 
women whose health could be protected by 
the use of this procedure. But screened from 
his sense of the scene was that other person, 
the one whose head was being punctured 
and brains vacuumed out. That assault on 

“health,” that grievous pain inflicted without 
an anesthetic, just didn’t register. The pain 
did not count because the child herself did 
not count.

Dyer may surprise certain conservatives 
by pointing out that Harry Blackmun, the 
author of Roe, could have been seen as taking 
the line of an “originalist.” In the text of the 
Constitution, “persons” were “held to service” 
under the laws of one State or “escaping into 
another”; or they were “born or naturalized.” 
In other words, they were mobile and post-
natal! Blackmun would also cite a historical 
study, later proved to be egregiously false, 
that the statutes on abortion in the 19th 
century were meant only to protect women 
from incompetent, pretended doctors, not 
to protect the unborn child. And yet any 
serious canvassing of the medical texts and 
the treatises on the law, even in the 1860s, 
showed a key clarity on the point that a child 
in the womb was a human being from the 
first moments. In 1868, the year that the 
14th Amendment passed, the redoubtable 
Horatio Storer wrote in his book Criminal 
Abortion that

[i]f the foetus be a lifeless excretion, 
however soon it might have received life, 
the offence is comparatively as nothing: 
[but] if the foetus be already, and from 
the very outset, a human being alive, 
however early its stage of development, 
and existing independently of its moth-
er, though drawing its sustenance from 
her, the offence becomes, in every stage 
of pregnancy, MURDER.

In our own day we find people with 
pricey degrees, even Ph.Ds, who profess 
not to know what medical science, or the 

textbooks on embryology, teach about the be-
ginning of human life. Or they supplant those 
facts with a theory of when “meaningful life” 
begins. But as late as 1964 it could be taken 
as a settled fact by professors of law that there 

fense of the human person in all of his liber-
ties, including the liberty of ordinary people 
to make a living at an ordinary calling. In a 
telling contrast, the formidable Harlan Stone, 
appointed to the Court by Calvin Coolidge, 
showed how deeply the teaching of relativ-
ism had penetrated even among supposedly 
conservative judges. Dyer points to Stone in 
1936 remarking that the 14th Amendment 
no more contained a “preference for some 
particular set of economic beliefs than it has 
adopted, in the name of liberty, the system of 
theology which we happen to approve.” This 
graduate of Amherst and the Columbia Law 
School could no longer speak of real “princi-
ples” of natural right, grounded in “truths”—
any more than he thought Christianity could 
invoke “truths” along with its attendant faith. 
But if all moral judgments now reduced simply 
to “beliefs,” why would the beliefs of the reli-
gious stand on a lower epistemic plane than 
any other beliefs about politics and justice? 
And so, as Dyer asks, “What if a state govern-
ment adopted a theological program under a 
sincere and religious belief that public piety 
was related to the health, safety, and morals 
of the community?” Why, he asks, would the 
Court strike down this bit of “social regula-
tion” while it sustained regulations based on 
theories far more tenuous?

In tracing the arguments on slavery, 
Dyer recalls the “paradigmatic” case of 
North Carolina v. Mann (1829) with Judge 

Thomas Ruffin, later hailed by Roscoe Pound 
at Harvard as one of the “great judges of the 
formative era of our law.” The case involved a 
slave girl named Lydia, who had been hired 
out to a third party. The master reproved her 
for some minor offense—and then shot her 
in the back as she ran away. A jury found the 
man’s actions “cruel and unwarrantable and 
disproportionate to the offence committed by 
the slave.” But Judge Ruffin overturned the 
verdict by taking the system of slavery to its 
root moral premises: 

[A slave is one who] has no will of his 
own; who surrenders his will in implicit 
obedience to that of another. Such obe-
dience is the consequence only of un-
controlled authority over the body.… 
[A]s a principle of moral right every 
person in his retirement must repudiate 
it. But in the actual condition of things, 
it must be so. There is no remedy. This 
discipline belongs to the state of slavery.

In other words, the injuries of the slave 
did not count or register, because the slave 
himself did not count as a real person, whose 

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

or call 800-775-2518.

Winning Wars amongst 
the People 

Case Studies in Asymmetric Conflict
Peter a. Kiss

$23.96 paperback

“Peter Kiss has taken a complex 
issue and provided a readable 
book using an analytical matrix 
that provides a great tool to look 
at common and complex issues in 
asymmetric warfare. This book 
should be required reading for 
all military off icers, NCOs, and 
political personnel in positions of 
policy making.”
—Leonard C. Blevins, Colonel, 
U.S. Army Special Forces (Retired) 

“One of the few authors to 
understand fourth-generation 
warfare (4GW) correctly. Peter Kiss 
has written the most important 
book on 4GW since Martin van 
Creveld’s The Transformation of War. 
Winning Wars amongst the People 
focuses on the real 4GW threat, that 
within f irst-world countries. Anyone 
involved with state security should 
read this book.”
—William S. Lind, author of 
Maneuver Warfare Handbook



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 37

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

was no serious dispute on the question. W. 
Prosser in his famous Handbook on the Law of 
Torts could note that

medical authority has recognized long 
since that the child is in existence from 
the moment of conception, and for 
many purposes its existence is recog-
nized by the law. The criminal law re-
gards it as a separate entity, and the law 
of property considers it in being for all 
purposes which are to its benefit, such 
as taking by will or descent.… [T]he 
unborn child in the path of an automo-
bile is as much a person in the street as 
the mother.

As Dyer notes, the attorney general of 
Texas, defending the statute at issue in Roe v. 
Wade, was no less precise in drawing on the 
textbooks in embryology in making exactly 
the same case. It could not be said that the 
Court was kept in the dark, shielded from the 
most up-to-date findings of science. Black-
mun did note that the State of Texas, in its 
brief, had set forth “at length and in detail 
the well known facts of fetal development.” 
But those medical “facts,” now “well known,” 
would have no decisive bearing. Blackmun 
could now insist that the unborn child or fe-
tus did not count, as Dyer says, as a “constitu-
tional person.” And with that premise planted, 
the Court would strike down over the years a 
series of measures to limit or scale back that 

“abortion liberty.” Dyer recalls the telling ob-
servation of John Noonan that, in Blackmun’s 
positivist jurisprudence, the human “person” 
refers to “no natural reality but a construc-
tion of juristic thinking.” Thirty years later, 
federal judge Maryanne Trump Barry in New 
Jersey, sister of Donald Trump and appointee 
of Ronald Reagan, would reflect the under-
standing absorbed widely now by judges as 
she reacted with disbelief and outrage at the 
attempt of New Jersey to bar partial-birth 
abortion. The legislation, she wrote, involved 

“semantic machinations, irrational linedraw-
ing, and an obvious attempt to inflame public 
opinion”:

the Legislature would have us accept, 
and the public believe, that during a 

“partial birth abortion” the fetus is in 
the process of being “born” at the time 
of its demise. It is not. A woman seek-
ing an abortion is plainly not seeking to 
give birth.

Blackmun’s judicial state of mind had 
achieved its fullest expression in a kind of 

“postmodern” jurisprudence. There were no 

objective facts—no birth, no “child” being 
killed at the point of birth, because the moth-
er, after all, had elected an abortion. Once she 
had made that fateful choice, there was no 
birth to take place, no child to be killed. 

When the supreme court dealt 
with the statute in Nebraska on 
partial-birth abortion in Stenberg v. 

Carhart (2000), Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
remarked that the grisly nature of the proce-
dure had no relevance in principle to the right-
ness of abortion. Whether the child was dis-
membered inside the womb, or dismembered 
upon leaving it, made no difference to the 
essential “right” of a woman to have it killed. 
Whether either of these procedures was “more 
akin to infanticide than the other, or that the 
State furthers any legitimate interest by ban-
ning one but not the other, is simply irratio-
nal.” And she did have a point: since both pro-
cedures involve the killing of the same human 
being, it was indeed quite beside the point to 
contend, in the style of Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han, that partial-birth abortion was closer to 
infanticide. But Ginsburg, in her usual acuity, 
may have given away more than she had quite 
realized. For as Dyer observes,

[I]f it was indeed irrational to distin-
guish between the killing of a baby 
whose “body past the trunk is outside 
the body of the mother,” and the killing 
of a baby still in utero, it was surely just 
as irrational to make a further distinc-
tion for a baby already born—since the 
point of Ginsburg’s argument was that 
the location of the baby during his or 
her death was irrelevant.
 

In other words, Ginsburg could not make this 
argument without withdrawing her objec-
tions from infanticide itself; and infanticide 
would cease to matter only if homicide in gen-
eral ceased to matter. 

In this way does “modernity” cycle in on it-
self as the same old story. Whether it is John 
C. Calhoun or Harry Blackmun, the “hard 
nut to crack,” as Lincoln would say, is that 

“truth” about the “human person.” The need to 
deny that truth must ever be the source of that 
authority, untroubled with doubts, to invoke 
brute power over others as the means of deny-
ing both liberty and life. And the only thing 
novel is that, with each generation, the news 
comes as a surprise.

Hadley Arkes is the Edward Ney Professor of 
Jurisprudence at Amherst College and director 
of the James Wilson Institute on Natural Rights 
and the American Founding.
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Book Review by Edward Feser

Silence Speaks
The Silence of Animals: On Progress and Other Modern Myths, by John Gray.

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 240 pages, $26

Let’s start by giving his publishers 
something to use as a blurb for the pa-
perback edition: John Gray has given us 

an unfailingly well-written, consistently en-
tertaining, and utterly pointless book. (They 
may decide to use an ellipsis.)

Gray is an emeritus professor of European 
thought at the London School of Economics, 
and a public intellectual who has over the de-
cades gradually moved from a youthful left-
ism, to a Hayekian New Right position, to a 
kind of green conservatism, to an “agonistic 
liberalism,” to the denunciation of global capi-
talism, and now, in recent years, to a skeptical 
anti-humanism. 

Skepticism was a key element of Gray’s 
thought even in his right-wing period, and it 
made for an interesting variation on Reagan- 
and Thatcher-era conservatism. In his im-
portant book Hayek on Liberty (1984), which 
was praised by Friedrich Hayek himself, Gray 
sympathetically set out Hayek’s position that 
there are limitations in principle on our abil-
ity to understand the function served by in-
herited social rules, so that we ought to be 
very wary of tampering with these rules in a 

large-scale way after the fashion of economic 
planners and social engineers. Gray would go 
on to argue in Enlightenment’s Wake (1995) 
that contemporary conservatives’ warm em-
brace of modern capitalism has led them to 
overlook the ways in which market forces, 
like leftist planners, can undermine inher-
ited social rules and traditional communities, 
and have thereby fostered subjectivist and 
antinomian tendencies within modern West-
ern society. Like socialist utopianism, the fu-
sionist synthesis of traditional morality and 
the free market is in Gray’s view a rationalist 
fantasy.

A theme that runs through Gray’s more 
recent work especially is the delusional na-
ture of the idea of progress and of all po-
litical and social movements committed to 
it—whether Communist or fascist, whether 
socialist, egalitarian liberal, libertarian, or 
neo-conservative, whether religious or secu-
lar. His anti-progressivism, skepticism, and 
anti-humanism each find expression in the 
three parts of his latest book. The title not-
withstanding, it is the human rather than 
non-human world that is very much Gray’s 

subject, albeit the distinction is one he is 
keen to blur.

That is not to say that the silence 
of Animals is a systematic presentation 
of Gray’s current political thought. It is 

political in only the most general sense, and it 
is not a systematic treatise—or, for that mat-
ter, a systematic anything. Indeed, the reader 
not otherwise familiar with Gray’s recent 
work will spend considerable time wondering 
what the hell he is on about. The book reads 
like a pastiche of excerpts from reviews of var-
ious old novels and works of history, psychol-
ogy, philosophy, and the like that Gray has 
randomly pulled from his shelves over the last 
several months. Truth in advertising might 
have suggested a subtitle like Notes on Stuff 
John Gray Has Been Reading Lately, though 
this would no doubt be less effective a way of 
getting eyeballs in front of the page. And Gray 
is a critic of the market, not of marketing. 

All the same, the book is, as I’ve indicated, 
written in Gray’s characteristic fine prose, and 
almost never boring (the rare boring bits being 
not any of Gray’s own sentences, but too gen-
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erous a selection or three from some ghastly 
poet of whom he is enamored). That I should 
call it even entertaining might seem odd—in-
deed, an affront to Gray himself, who is Very 
Serious throughout. Part I (“An Old Chaos”) 
is, after all, an inventory of the cruel failure of 
progressivist prophecy—European colonial-
ism as portrayed by Joseph Conrad, Norman 
Lewis’s and Curzio Malaparte’s accounts of 
wartime Naples, Soviet Communism as de-
picted by Arthur Koestler and George Orwell, 
Joseph Roth’s account of the collapse of the 
Habsburg monarchy and the subsequent rise 
of nationalism, Sebastian Haffner’s memoir 
of the rise of Nazism, Adam Fergusson’s de-
scription of hyper-inflation in Weimar Ger-
many, and so on. 

But “entertaining” is exactly the right word, 
and it is telling that Gray favors literary impres-
sions of the 20th-century’s horrors as much 
as actual historical accounts. He has nothing 
new to give us by way of historical, philosophi-
cal, or social scientific analysis of the episodes 
that function as his set pieces, nor does he 
pretend to. They are offered instead as a se-
lection of brandies one might roll around on 
the tongue—luxuriating, with each sample, in 
one’s sophistication as a disbeliever in human 
improvability. This is sentimentality in the 
sense identified by Roger Scruton, in which 
refined feelings, rather than the circumstances 
that generate the feelings or the actions appro-
priate to them, become an end in themselves.

And gray is certainly not interest-
ed either in a call to action or a deeper 
theoretical grasp of the circumstances 

he deplores. On the contrary, the quest for ra-
tional understanding and the construction of 
new programs for action are for him precisely 
the problem. Having called attention to the 
symptoms of the human condition in Part 
I, Gray surveys, in the diagnostic Part II of 
the book (“Beyond the Last Thought”), writ-
ers skeptical of the traditional conception of 
man as a rational animal. We are given sum-
maries of (for example) Fritz Mauthner’s views 
about the inability of language to capture real-
ity, Hans Vaihinger and Wallace Stevens on 
the unavoidability of believing in fictions, the 
neo-pagan religiosity of Carl Jung and Ernst 
Haeckel, and the dystopian fiction of J.G. Bal-
lard. Especially incisive, in Gray’s view, is Sig-
mund Freud’s vision of the mind as a battle-
field of impulses that can never be harmonized 
within a rational order, entailing a deep and 
irresolvable tension in human existence that 
must simply be accepted with grim resignation.

In Part III (“Another Sunlight”) we get a 
hint of what advice Gray would put forward 
in light of his diagnosis. Once again we are 
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that belief in progress is refuted by these 
events, are we supposed to conclude that these 
assertions are “metaphors”? Does that mean 
that we should, after all, endorse humanism 
and progress—since the criticisms of human-
ism and of progress put forward by Gray and 
others are, after all, not “literally true”?

In his desire to ape the animals, who do 
not suffer from the ailments we reasoning be-
ings are prone to, Gray commends those rare 
experiences of the world in which we “look 
with eyes that are not covered with a film of 
thought.” But for human beings, there are no 
such experiences (at least short of a lobotomy) 
and what Gray is seeking is more illusory than 
any of the progressive fantasies he rightly de-
plores. Gray admires Baker’s statement that 

“we could [not] bear a clear vision of the animal 
world.” But it is John Gray who cannot bear a 
clear vision of the human world. Like his fel-
low rational animals, and unlike non-human 
creatures, he cannot help but reason, trying to 
get a fix on man’s lot and how to deal with it. 
He just does it badly. 

Edward Feser is associate professor of philosophy 
at Pasadena City College. His latest book is the 
forthcoming Scholastic Metaphysics: A Con-
temporary Introduction (Editions Scholasticae).

If there is any doubt about the incoher-
ence of his position, Gray dispels it on the 
rare moments where he suggests anything 
close to an actual argument for it. He casually 
assures us that “on an evolutionary view the 
human mind has no built-in bias to truth or 
rationality” and that “scientific inquiry may 
be an embodiment of reason, but what such 
inquiry demonstrates is that humans are not 
rational animals.” What then, of the truth or 
rationality of Gray’s own views? If evolution 
and science in general undermine the ratio-
nalist, why not also the anti-rationalist—
who, after all, here appeals to evolution and 
science as evidence or rational grounds for his 
anti-rationalism? Gray also asserts:

Of course Freud’s ideas are a system of 
metaphors. So is all human discourse, 
even if metaphors are not all of one kind. 
Science is not distinguished from myth 
by science being literally true and myth 
only a type of poetic analogy.

But if all human discourse, including sci-
ence, is “metaphor” and thus not “literally 
true,” then what of the science Gray has been 
appealing to? And when Gray tells us about 
such-and-such historical events, and claims 

treated to a parade of authors, this time on the 
theme of retreating from the freneticism of 
human thought and action. Here’s J.A. Baker 
imagining himself a hawk and a fox, Richard 
Jefferies on how animals see the human world, 
and Patrick Leigh Fermor on silent contem-
plation. There’s Ford Madox Ford on human 
life as a series of fleeting fragmented impres-
sions, Llewelyn Powys and Georges Simenon 
on simply following one’s fancy, Robinson Jef-
fers on the obliteration of the self. 

What gray admires and ap-
parently recommends is silence—
not the contemplative silence of 

human beings vainly seeking relief from what 
he regards as the psyche’s endless turmoil, but 
the silence of animals, who don’t need such re-
lief in the first place. Silence he goes on and 
on about for over 200 pages; he will no doubt 
speak at length about it in future writings and 
to any interviewer interested in chatting about 
the new book. Contrast the ancient Greek 
skeptic Cratylus, whose quietism was rather 
more consistent. Putting his silence where his 
mouth was, Cratylus so despaired of the effi-
cacy of speech that he limited his communica-
tions to a mere wiggling of the finger. And not 
at $26 a pop either.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Bach the Transcendent

The stature of johann sebastian 
Bach (1685–1750) has never been 
greater than it is now. Leading conduc-

tors, performers, and critics honor him as the 
very greatest musician of all. Yet of the most 
esteemed composers, he is the farthest re-
moved from us in time, and might seem even 
farther removed in sensibility, turn of mind, 
musical idiom, and not least in the fervent reli-
gious faith that pervades so much of his work.

Little is known of Bach’s private life. We 
do know that he was on intimate terms with 
death, as few persons in civilized countries 
are today. By age 10 he had lost both parents. 
His first wife died at 35, while he was away 
on business. A man who fathered 20 children 
(by two wives) as Bach did must have had a 
potent confidence that life is worth living, and 
perpetuating. Yet of the huge brood he saw 
death claim a dozen, most before they had 
much chance of living. One can only suppose 
that Bach’s private grief was as intense as any 
man’s would be, but there is no record of it.

It is by his music that we know him. In his 
art he examined life and death in the light of 
the life that knows no death, though there are 
also masterworks that depart from Christian 
orthodoxy and reveal an inner turbulence 
familiar to more recent times. He served as 

court musician to the duke of Weimar and 
to the prince of Anhalt-Cöthen, and from 
1723 to his death he was director of music 
and cantor at St. Thomas’s school and church 
in Leipzig. His most famous secular works 
include violin sonatas and partitas, the six 
cello suites, and the Goldberg Variations for 
keyboard. Among his sacred masterpieces 
are church cantatas, chorale preludes for or-
gan, the St. John Passion and the St. Matthew 
Passion, and the Mass in B minor. His mind 
inclined naturally toward the ultimate ques-
tions. He did not attend university, but at his 
death his personal library included 80 vol-
umes of theology.

Reconciliation and Peace

Albert schweitzer, in his day the 
most famous Christian in the world, 
honored for his medical missionary 

work in Gabon, also happened to be an or-
gan virtuoso, distinguished historian of that 
instrument, Biblical commentator in the rea-
sonable and penetrating modern fashion, and 
author of the monumental critical biography 
J.S. Bach, first published in French in 1905, 
extensively revised for the German edition 
in 1908, and translated into English in 1911. 

Schweitzer calls Bach “the musical father of 
the Lutheran church,” who piously produced 
chorales “aiming simply at illustrating the 
central idea of the dogma contained in the 
words.” Yet Schweitzer’s Bach could not be 
delimited strictly by denomination or even by 
Christianity all told. “The great point is that 
Bach, like every lofty religious mind, belongs 
not to the church but to religious humanity, 
and that any room becomes a church in which 
his sacred works are performed and listened 
to with devotion.” But what is meant then 
by sacred works and devout attentiveness? A 
Bach masterpiece with no religious affiliation 
suggests the true tendency of the composer’s 
pious heart: “Nowhere so well as in the Well-
tempered Clavichord are we made to realize 
that art was Bach’s religion.” But this must not 
be construed as anything like art for art’s sake, 
which at the time Schweitzer was writing in-
voked the recent heyday of dandies, decadents, 
and perverts in fustian. Bach’s art serves the 
inborn holiness of this world that was neither 
created by human art nor encompassed by hu-
man intelligence.

In Schweitzer’s view, Bach depicts “the re-
ality of life felt by a spirit always conscious 
of being superior to life, a spirit in which the 
most contradictory emotions, wildest grief 
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and exuberant cheerfulness, are simply phas-
es of a fundamental superiority of soul.” This 
sounds rather like the Romantics’ view of 
Shakespeare, described by Friedrich Schiller 
as the “naïve poet” who “nowhere let himself 
be grasped and nowhere sought to give an ac-
count of himself,” and  proclaimed by Keats 
as the perfect exemplar of “Negative Capabil-
ity, that is when man is capable of being in 
uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any 
irritable reaching after fact & reason.” One 
might be inclined to see Bach somewhat dif-
ferently: as a pilgrim soul subject to all the 
fears, indignities, and turmoil of this earthly 
passage, who not only reaches for but confi-
dently grasps the certainty of Christian faith, 
and gives an account of himself as he tra-
verses this queer world suspended between 
hell and heaven, bearing witness before man 
and before  God to his sins and hopes and 
exaltations, which are not unlike those of 
all other men; for Bach feels what ordinary 
men feel, only more sharply, and thinks what 
ordinary men think, only more subtly, and 
does so in the richest music, as exceedingly 
few men have ever been able or ever will be 
able to do. Schweitzer believes that in the in-
nermost depths of his soul Bach creates in 
tranquility, and that may be so; however, this 
tranquility is not that of Schweitzer’s artist 
as great-souled man “superior to life,” but of 
a Christian man among men humble in his 
self-knowledge and humble in his gift—an 
art whose magnificence he knows is ultimate-
ly not of his own doing. SDG, Bach wrote, 
in homage and in gratitude, at the end of 
each church cantata: Soli Deo Gloria, to God 
alone the glory. The homage and gratitude 
pervade his entire life. If one understands 
Bach’s greatness in this sense, then one can 
agree with Schweitzer that the listener who 
appreciates “the secret language of tone…will 
render Bach the thanks we render only to the 
great souls to whom it is given to reconcile 
men with life and bring them peace.”

Reconciliation and peace: these do sound 
like upstanding Christian virtues, though they 
needn’t be exclusively such. In any event, Bach’s 
world was in particular need of them. They 
represented a turning away from the supreme 
philosophical innovations of the Renaissance, 
which were conceived in contempt and hatred 
for Christian groveling before a God who pro-
fessed to be Love itself but treated human be-
ings as the special objects of His displeasure. 
Even as Machiavelli rejected the otiose Chris-
tian virtues of faith, hope, and charity, and 
preached a new ideal virtue that would gain for 
men the sort of happiness they really want, he 
did show himself Christ-like in one particular: 
he brought not peace but a sword. Francis Ba-

con for his part taught that humanity must no 
longer reconcile itself to the immemorial bur-
den of hunger, want, pain, disease, and early 
death: relief is preferable to reconciliation, and 
the humane new scientific order would be de-
voted to the overthrow of the most odious as-
pects of the ancient divine arrangements, or of 
nature’s blind indifference.

This Renaissance confidence that human 
reason would make life agreeable as never 
before proved premature. Martin Luther’s 
reasoning, too, upended the authority of the 
Catholic Church, but it remained bound fast 
to the essential truth of Christian belief. His 
emphasis on individual conscience was revo-
lutionary but quite unphilosophical: the un-
disputed truth was to be found in Scripture, 
which he proceeded to translate into German, 
to the consternation of the traditional or-
der of Latinity. The One True Faith, and its 
staunch adherents, became to Protestant eyes 
the Whore of Babylon and Consort of the 

plague epidemics ravaged the war’s survivors. 
“Thus all four horsemen of the Apocalypse 
had been riding roughshod over the coun-
tryside of central and eastern Europe,” wrote 
Pelikan.

One is, at first, surprised then by 
Schweitzer’s declaration that after the war 

“the only thing of the soul that survived was 
religion.” One might have expected it to 
be the first thing to go; and in the name of 
reason disentangled from the irrationality of 
faith, men of the next generation did indeed 
undertake to eradicate the religious distemper 
that turned believers into ravening beasts 
rather than serene and benevolent saints. But 
Schweitzer contends that in the struggle to 
climb out of the abyss, the lacerated German 
soul “created a religious poetry to which 
nothing in the world can compare, and before 
which even the splendor of the Psalter pales.” 
Thus the supreme art of that epoch would 
genuflect before the very forces that had 
devastated the more or less civilized world.

Music of Genius

In his new book, bach: music in the 
Castle of Heaven, John Eliot Gardiner, a 
conductor as important to the under-

standing of Bach in our day as Schweitzer 
was in his, is less sanguine in his appraisal 
of the holy German art begotten of this un-
exampled ruin. In Gardiner’s view, the war’s 
survivors were spiritual cripples, whose fear 
of God and man ensured that life would con-
tinue a brutal ordeal. The experience of los-
ing very nearly everything instilled the terror 
of losing what little was left. The very land-
scape was infected with spiritual blight; as 
Luther had cowered in thunderstorms, which 
he believed to be the devil’s work, so the de-
scendants who had killed and suffered in the 
founder’s name feared “the emptiness of the 
primeval forest with its undertones of demon-
ic power unleashed by the long war.” Prayer 
reached a new pitch of desperation and hyste-
ria: begging for divine mercy was intensified 
but undermined by quite convincing evidence 
of God’s mercilessness. All was vanity. The 
medieval danse macabre or Totentanz, with 
comely young women swept off their feet and 
into the grave in the embrace of leering skel-
etons, enjoyed a revival, even as the continent 
saw the first glimmers of the new generation 
of enlightened philosophers more confident in 
reason even than Machiavelli had been. The 
Enlightenment, Gardiner declares, really did 
not penetrate the primordial murk of the 
German heartland until much later; for that 
matter, the light of faith was ever in danger 
of being extinguished by the prevailing winds 

Beast. Eternal salvation was at stake, and ev-
ery believer felt himself violated in his inmost 
being by his neighbor’s contrary belief. In the 
consequent persecutions and wars of religion, 
Christians of every stripe, certain their doc-
trinal enemies deserved all the pains of hell, 
demonstrated the cruelty of avenging demons.

The most revelatory recent writers on 
Bach highlight the effect of the Thirty Years 
War (1618–1648) on the mind and soul of 
Europe for the century thereafter—that is, 
throughout Bach’s lifetime. In Bach Among 
the Theologians (1986), Jaroslav Pelikan, the 
late Sterling Professor of History at Yale, 
cites the war’s near-genocidal kill numbers—
the entire Holy Roman Empire reduced in 
population from 16 million to fewer than 
6 million, with 75, 85, 90% of the inhabit-
ants slaughtered in regions of the most mili-
tant piety. When human evil relented, or at 
least paused to recover its strength, inhuman 
nature picked up the slack, and successive 
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of anguish and hopelessness. One typical 
German church musician spoke for many as 
he “bemoaned the fact that as a result of the 
war ‘nothing but weeping and wailing is to be 
heard’ in thousands of places instead of the 
usual sacred music.”

From this, Bach? Out of the depths, recon-
ciliation and peace? Could that old-time reli-
gion, discredited to the mind of the emerging 
philosophical avant-garde, still bespeak purity 
of soul, hope of salvation, the tender mercies 
of a God of Love?

In music of genius it could; it did. Where 
dispute over the Word had incited murder-
ousness that might generously be called in-
sane and less generously satanic, Bach’s art 
offered the light of faith undimmed by con-
tention and rage. That is not to say he re-
nounced parochial ardor. Bach was a devout 
Lutheran, and a torrentially prolific com-
poser of music specifically for the Lutheran 
service. Many of the best-loved chorales, or 
Lutheran hymns, had been written by Lu-
ther himself, text and melody both, as in Ein’ 
feste Burg (A Mighty Fortress Is Our God), 
or Vom Himmel hoch (From Heaven High). 
Bach devised coruscating elaborations on 
the hymns. He also wrote some 140 chorale 
preludes; the prelude was a piece for organ 

based on the chorale. That most stately of in-
struments prepared the ground from which 
the congregation would launch into worship-
ful song. 

Bach also adapted for sacred purpose the 
cantata, originally a secular form of tantaliz-
ing eroticism that devolved around 1600 from 
the earliest Italian opera. The church cantata, 
often enlisting instrumentalists, chorus, and 
vocal soloists, sometimes for an accompanied 
soloist alone, would precede and elucidate the 
sermon; a double cantata would both precede 
and follow the oration; a chorale cantata would 
incorporate words and music from the hymnal, 
and Bach composed a full cycle of these can-
tatas, covering an entire liturgical year. Dur-
ing his tenure at St. Thomas’s in Leipzig, he 
turned out cantatas week after week for four 
years running; some 200 are extant.

John Eliot Gardiner celebrated the 2000th 
anniversary of Christ’s birth and the 250th 
anniversary of Bach’s death with the Bach 
Cantata Pilgrimage, leading his chosen forces, 
the Monteverdi Choir and English Baroque 
Soloists, through dozens of the most storied 
churches in Europe and North America, to 
perform all 200 cantatas in proper liturgical 
sequence. An expert choral conductor, Gar-
diner devotes most of his extraordinary book 

to Bach’s sacred vocal music, and provides ar-
duous explications of a number of cantatas, as 
well as of the St. Matthew Passion, the St. John 
Passion, and the Mass in B minor. Often he 
is evidently writing for other conductors, who 
alone might be expected to know these works 
in sufficient detail to absorb the rapid-fire pro-
liferation of abstruse subtlety. 

To the non-expert reader Gardiner has 
much to teach, however, concerning Bach as 
spiritual dramatist, who never wrote an opera 
but demonstrated the skill of an operatic mas-
ter. Here Gardiner describes the way Bach 
plunges the devoted listener into the psychic 
landscape of Hell, in the cantata O Ewigkeit, 
du Donnerwort (Oh Eternity, You Word of 
Thunder): 

A tenor soloist steps forward and piles 
on the agony: “there is no redemption 
from the pain of eternity…it drives on 
and on in its play of torment.” Bach 
draws on a varied armoury for this 
aria—long notes and undulating qua-
vers [eighth notes, in British parlance] 
to imply eternity, tortuous intervals 
paired in quavers to suggest trepida-
tion, broken fragments, chromatic and 
syncopated, for the quaking heart, wild 
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coloratura runs for “flames that burn 
forever,” sudden silences to underscore 
the terror.
 

Then the bass soloist redoubles the sufferings 
of the damned, just before he proclaims that 
God is just, over and over and over, his sud-
den beaming contentment underwritten by 
three oboes and a bassoon that join in like 
quacking ducks (to Gardiner’s ear anyway), 
transporting the listener just like that to 
an ante-chamber of Heaven where all is op-
era buffa jollity. “[Bach] reminds us that the 
solution to life’s problems is childlike in its 
simplicity: all it takes is to put one’s trust in 
God. It is a deliberate ploy to dissipate the 
gloom and terror—like opening a window in 
a smoke-filled room.”

The Fullness of Glory

To become as little children, how-
ever, might be an uncongenial directive 
for 21st-century men of complicated 

belief, or unbelief, who would rather think of 
themselves as having put away childish things. 
The cantata Ich habe genug (I Have Enough), a 
work of harrowing beauty, poised on the shad-
ow-line between life and death, may better 
suit the modern temperament, which tends to 
concern itself with inevitable extinction—or 
the possibility of life everlasting—only when 
the end comes uncomfortably near. The can-
tata is written for solo voice and accompani-
ment, and the music explores the weariness 
of a creature who has known all he needs to 
of life and is now prepared for release and for 
union with the God Who, he hopes, awaits 
him. Ich habe genug cuts two ways: the singer 
has had enough of the pains of earthly exis-
tence, and he has all he will ever need because 
the Lord is in his heart. Yet the prospect of 
the divine embrace does not inspire ecstasies; 
it may not even inspire confidence; there are 
no rhapsodic leaps heavenward in the music. 
Nor is there fear or anxiety—just the fatigue 
of someone who has reached the limits of en-
durance, and who repeats and repeats all he 
really knows as his death approaches. This 
obsessive thought and feeling, spiraling round 
and round yet never quite reaching a conclu-
sion, complicates the official Christian view 
of death: although the soul feels God within, 
death remains a mystery, and might mean 
simply the end of everything for the human 
animal, including this strange being’s hopes 
for eternity. Not a simple and straightforward 
faith.

For those who want an expression of faith 
unadulterated by doubt, there are Bach’s 
organ works, notably rendered by Albert 

Schweitzer, who made several recordings 
during the 1930s, in London and Strasbourg 
and Gunsbach churches, of assorted pieces, 
including chorale preludes and the Toccata 
and Fugue in D minor, which became the 
performer’s signature work. Here is a sound 
world of Christian majesty that admits of 
no uncertainty or misgiving. The beauty of 
this music surpasses that of Biblical mag-
niloquence or theological finesse, so that one 
is tempted to think that this is the purest 
form of worship there is—that here Bach of-
fers the ultimate experience of the divine on 
earth, and that no more splendid music than 
this is to be heard in heaven. It has been said 
that Luther emphasized the theology of the 
Cross at the expense of the theology of Glory, 
and that his dutiful servant Bach composed 
sermons in music on Luther’s favorite themes, 
dwelling on suffering and terror rather than 
the marvels of Creation. There are instances 
enough of this severity in Bach’s oeuvre. But 
in this organ music one hears the fullness of 
Glory, spectacular as Alyosha’s vision of the 
stars in The Brothers Karamazov, or the world 

Elsewhere in Bach’s music, though, God 
seems unavailable, not just beyond our reach 
as in Ich habe genug, but not there at all, and 
achingly conspicuous by his absence. The 
Three Sonatas for Cello and Piano (originally 
for viola da gamba and clavier—most likely 
harpsichord) seem to belong to another cen-
tury than Bach’s, such as the 19th of Keats 
and Schubert and Chopin. For here is longing 
never to be fulfilled, yet an exquisite torment 
that yields a dark bruised beauty inseparable 
from the pain, and maybe that is the best a 
certain type of soul can hope for any more: 
this is the world of the Ode on Melancholy, 
Winterreise, the Nocturnes, and it is the pre-
serve of men and women who feel too much 
and will be crushed by life soon enough. In 
this music the Adagio and Andante always 
occupy the emotional center; overloaded 
with sorrow and woe, swoon-worthy at the 
very least and inches away from expiring alto-
gether, this relentless keening music does not 
sound like the old familiar churchly Bach. It 
is in the Allegro and Vivace movements that 
Bach sounds more like himself again; how-
ever, even these don’t provide the missing half 
of a spiritual whole, but are exercises in the 
higher mathematics tricked out with displays 
of wondrous elan, for those who like their 
Euclidean proofs decorated with arabesques. 
These seem to be diversions from the weight 
of emotion too heavy to be borne. They don’t 
clarify; they don’t complete. How do these an-
tithetical types of music cohere? At most they 
illustrate the sharp division between feeling 
and thought both at full extension, as they 
strain toward the infinite; the other Bach, the 
devout churchman, celebrates heart and mind 
as a unity divinely composed, in every sense.

In his 1921 essay “The Metaphysical Poets,” 
T.S. Eliot identifies the genius of early 17th-
century poets such as John Donne and Lord 
Herbert of Cherbury in their perfect inte-
gration of mind, sense, and emotion—in the 
ability “to feel their thought as immediately as 
the odour of a rose.” Later in the 17th century, 
however, as Eliot laments, “a dissociation of 
sensibility set in, from which we have never 
recovered.” Bach embodies that earlier integ-
rity, more impressively even than Donne, for 
the composer habitually thinks and feels how 
near to heaven he comes in the daily round of 
his vocation. Yet Bach also knows how that 
perfection crumbles under the pressure of 
fear and hatred loosed in God’s own name, as 
in the wars of religion—and with the ensuing 
revulsion from religious sentiment in the most 
furious minds of the Enlightenment, which 
bleed with outrage and loathing of their own.

The St. Matthew Passion, considered by 
many to be Bach’s greatest work, and by 

above the clouds in the view from the moun-
taintop of Caspar David Friedrich’s wander-
er. Yet even so, where Dostoevsky sets the 
pure-hearted wonder of a saint against the 
modern pandemonium where nothing is sa-
cred, and Friedrich portrays the experience 
of supreme earthly beauty as the privilege 
reserved for the most daring spirits, Bach 
celebrates a simpler reverence, a more acces-
sible beauty, created in order to inspire the 
awe latent in every human soul. In this par-
ticular precinct of Bach’s art, evil and suffer-
ing have no place; and one understands that 
the splendor of the world God has created 
for man is meant, not for the solitary spiri-
tual alpinist in the rarefied heights, but for 
all who sit quietly within the sound of this 
music, which is the sound of God’s voice, the 
still small voice amplified so that the whole 
world reverberates and rejoices. The sonic 
grandeur of this music proclaims an extrava-
gance of spirit that fills and even overflows 
these perfectly ordered geometric forms, in 
joy beyond all reckoning that God should be 
here in our midst, available to all who listen. 

One is tempted to think 
that no music more 

splendid than this is to be 
heard in heaven.
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U.S. law. Before the Revolutionary War, a 26-year-old Italian
thinker, Cesare Beccaria, published On Crimes and Punishments,
a runaway bestseller that shaped early American laws, the U.S.
Constitution, and the Declaration of Independence. America’s
Founding Fathers, including early U.S. Presidents, avidly read
Beccaria’s book, which influenced American views on every-
thing from free speech to republicanism, to “Life, Liberty and
the pursuit of Happiness,” to gun ownership.

The President as Commander in Chief
An Essay in Constitutional Vision

H. Jefferson Powell, Duke University School of Law

2014, 250 pp, ISBN 978-1-61163-405-1, jacketed hardback, $35.00

The contemporary debate over the scope of the President’s
constitutional authority to protect national security reflects a
seemingly unbridgeable gap between those who trumpet essen-
tially unlimited executive power and those who seek to mini-
mize the President’s independent role. Powell proposes a
different approach that begins with identifying the perspective
that a conscientious President and his or her advisors should
adopt in answering questions of presidential authority and sug-
gests that neither the claims of law nor the exigencies of na-
tional security need to be sacrificed.

The Kidney Sellers
A Journey of Discovery in Iran

Sigrid Fry-Revere, Founder and President, 
Center for Ethical Solutions

2014, 254 pp, ISBN 978-1-61163-512-6, jacketed hardback, $35.00

Rarely does an adventure story carry
such social significance. How is it possible
that in Iran there is a waiting list to be a
kidney donor, while in the U.S. hundreds
of thousands of people die for lack of a
donor? Dr. Fry-Revere is the first West-
erner ever to witness Iran’s organ procure-
ment system firsthand. She shares what
she discovered in The Kidney Sellers — a
shocking and true story.

Russia and the Relationship 
Between Law and Power
James P. Terry, Center for National Security Law

Forthcoming June 2014, ISBN 978-1-61163-595-9

This book addresses the development of a self-serving inter-
national regime by Moscow to serve its interests and subjugate
client regimes in Eastern Europe and Southwest Asia. The events
leading to the Hungarian crisis in 1956, the Czech crisis in 1968,
the Afghan invasion in 1979, the Polish crisis in 1981–82, the
Baltic crisis in 1990, the Chechnya invasion in both 1996 and
1999, and the crisis in Georgia in 2008 (including South Ossetia
and Abkhazia) are carefully explored and dissected.

Carolina Academic Press • 700 Kent Street, Durham NC 27701 • 800.489.7486
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late-nineteenth-century world. 

The Republican Party in the Age of Roosevelt
Sources of Anti-Government Conservatism in the United States
Elliot A. Rosen
$39.50

By o� ering a well-researched account of the antistatist and nationalist origins not 
only of the debate over legitimate federal functions but also of the modern 
Republican Party, 
such modern political movements as the Tea Party.

THE 
REPUBLICAN
PARTY in the 
AGE OF ROOSEVELT
Sources of Anti-Government 
Conservatism in the United States

Elliot A. Rosen

The True Geography of Our Country
Jefferson’s Cartographic Vision
Joel S. Kovarsky
$35.00

In 
importance of geography and maps as foundational for Jefferson’s 
lifelong pursuits. Although the world had already seen the 
Age of Exploration and the great sea voyages of Captain James 
Cook, Jefferson lived in a time when geography was of primary 
importance, prefi guring the rapid specializations of the mid- to 
late-nineteenth-century world. 

Te true geography of our country 
jefferson’s cartographic vision  WWW

joel kovarsky

Era of Experimentation
American Political Practices in the Early 

Republic
Daniel Peart

JEFFERSONIAN AMERICA

Daniel Peart challenges the pervasive assumption that 
the present-day political system represents the logical ful� llment of participatory 

democracy, demonstrating the variety of political practices that made up what 
subsequent scholars have labeled “democracy” in the early United States.

American Political 
Practices in the Early 
Republic

Era of
Experimentation

Daniel Peart

}

some the greatest piece of music ever, is in-
stinct with sorrow at the depth of human evil 
yet rich in rejoicing at human goodness. For 
nearly the first hour of the piece, the chorus is 
reverent and decent and compassionate, never 
raising its voice, its music always decorous and 
lovely—until with Sind Blitze, sind Donner in 
Wolken verschwunden (Have lightning and 
thunder vanished from the heavens?), they 
unleash a shattering blast of righteous fury at 
Judas’s betrayal of Christ. The earlier pieties 
of the crowd were simply inadequate to the 
gathering enormity, and this is the moment in 
which ordinary humanity awakens to its own 
nature. While almost to the end of this cho-
rus the crowd directs its rage at Judas alone, 
in the final measures it calls for Hell’s ven-
geance on den falschen Verräter, das mördrische 
Blut—the false betrayer, the murderous blood. 
Whose blood? Good Christians had of course 
traditionally stained all Jewry till the end of 
time with irredeemable blood guilt for the 
deicide; some interpreters suggest that here 
this chorus of Jews steps out of character for 
a moment to sing like good Christians. But 
blood is what all men have in common, and 
Bach teaches subtly but decisively that all men 
harbor murder in their blood. 

When Christ is taken before the High 
Priest, the joy with which the chorus pro-
claims him fit to die is fearsome and sick-
ening. But the sadistic mockery with which 
they bait him as he is beaten and spat upon 
turns in an instant to pity and remorse, in 
the Chorale Wer hat dich so geschlagen (Who 
has beaten you so?). After Judas confesses his 
terrible guilt, the chorus that had reviled him 
earlier now states that it couldn’t care less. To 
see Christ suffer and die is now all their inter-
est. One moment they call for his crucifixion, 
the basses leading the cry, the other voices 
joining in one after the other, as Bach illus-
trates the irrepressible momentum of mob 
fury. The next moment, in the Chorale Wie 
wunderbarlich is doch diese Strafe (How won-
drous is this punishment), the mob is sud-
denly an adoring congregation, awed by the 
Shepherd who lays his life down for his sheep. 
The renewed call to crucify him, and the ea-
ger acceptance of blood guilt for themselves 
and their children, are malignantly festive, as 
though the crowd has no idea of its own evil. 
The grosser the sin, the more fervently they 
celebrate it, in antic florid runs, and fortissimo 
belting. But vicious glee exists hard by sol-
emn contrition, and it is the collective voice 
of chastened goodness that one hears at the 
last—soft, subdued, tender as they bid Jesus 

“gute Nacht,” as though lulling a child to sleep, 
then magnificent with the full force of grief, 
resonant with the best in humanity.
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revival was said, with some imprecision, to 
take place exactly 100 years after the work’s 
Good Friday debut. Mendelssohn remarked 
how wonderful it was that a young Jew 
should have revived this Christian treasure. 
Hegel was in the audience—Mendelssohn 
had attended his lectures on aesthetics while 
rehearsing the Passion—and the philosopher 
honored Bach as the master “whose grand, 
truly Protestant, pithy yet learned genius we 
have only lately learned to value again prop-
erly.” Hegel was one thinker who asserted 
that the Enlightenment in Germany was “on 
the side of theology,” and he was very much 
a champion of the most alluring musical set-
ting for the Christian belief. 

No less formidable an enemy of all things 
Christian than Friedrich Nietzsche wrote to 
his friend Erwin Rohde in 1870, “This week 
I heard the St. Matthew Passion three times 
and each time I had the same feeling of im-
measurable admiration. One who has com-
pletely forgotten Christianity truly hears it 
here as Gospel.” By 1878, however, as befit 
his status as Antichrist-in-training, he felt 
obliged to revise his judgment: “In Bach 
there is too much crude Christianity, crude 
Germanism, crude scholasticism…. At the 
threshold of modern European music…he 
is always looking back toward the Middle 
Ages.” A remark by Nietzsche four years later, 
recorded by Arthur Egidi, another musical 
friend, dismissed Bach, and Goethe’s ravish-
ment by Bach, coolly and curtly and for good: 

“Goethe, as is known, said to Mendelssohn 
on hearing Bach’s music: ‘This sounds as if 
before the beginning of creation the eternal 
harmony in God’s bosom were conversing 
with itself.’ Nietzsche, however, concluded: 
‘So Bach is still not a world.’” That is a hard 

standard to meet. Nietzsche faults Bach here 
for failing to create himself according to his 
own law, as men aspiring to the noblest seri-
ousness must do; Bach was not his own mas-
ter, but instead took the very foundation of 
his being on faith, submitting to an outworn 
tradition, both musical and theological, that 
he ought to have known would foreclose his 
chance at self-perfection. Nietzsche was the 
supreme philosophical sufferer of modern 
times, who conceived of his own life as the 
Passion that would supersede Christ’s, con-
secrating his physical and psychic agonies 
to his understanding of indomitable human 
vitality, the greatest force in the godless uni-
verse. This understanding of pain and death 
and transcendence could not have been more 
different from that of Bach or Saint Mat-
thew or anyone else privy to the eternal har-
mony in God’s bosom. Nietzsche proclaims 
the eternal recurrence, which endows this 
earthly life with the ultimate significance, in-
deed the only significance, for as Nietzsche’s 
demon tells him it shall be repeated forever 
and ever, so that all there is of the hellish and 
the glorious would be found here on earth; 
and only the strongest soul can consider such 
a prospect without horror. 

Most 21st-century men no longer feel at 
home in Bach’s eternity; but even so, one can-
not help finding it rather more beautiful and 
joyous than Nietzsche’s. And one suspects 
that some of the finest hours Nietzsche enjoys, 
as he goes round and round, world without 
end, are those in which he was once, and shall 
be again, wise enough to admire, perhaps even 
to love, the genius of Bach.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center 

The truths Bach presents are eternal. One 
hears the co-existence in the human breast 
of decency, compassion, reverence, with the 
frequently mistaken conviction that divine 
justice must invariably be on one’s side, and 
the particular fillip that self-righteousness 
contributes to the enthralling spectacle of the 
enemy’s torture and death. Here is religious 
feeling at its most exalted and at its most de-
graded. Bach implicitly conjoins the original 
rejection of Christ by the Jewish multitude 
adhering to the Law with the more recent 
abominations by Christian on Christian in 
the name of Christ. And yet these sinners re-
main capable of nobility, gentleness, spiritual 
beauty. These are the gifts of God’s grace, be-
stowed on a welcoming soul. They are also the 
fruits of a mind in the full glory of reason.

Eternal Harmony

The sacred and the philosophical 
have rarely been companionable. The 
taste of the Enlightenment cast Bach’s 

music into oblivion for an entire century. 
Some few appreciated Bach’s genius: Mo-
zart dragooned some of his fugues to serve 
the needs of a string quartet; Beethoven 
called Bach the father of harmony, and said 
he should have been named not Bach, which 
means brook, but Meer, for he was vast as 
the sea. Yet mostly the new rage for the style 
galant, clear, elegant, and erotic, judged the 
old polyphony confusingly elaborate and 
needlessly godly and accordingly obsolete. 
The St. Matthew Passion went unheard af-
ter Bach’s death until Felix Mendelssohn 
received the score as a gift and conducted 
a performance, employing his own severely 
truncated version, in Berlin in 1829; this 
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Book Review by Jean M. Yarbrough

Mucking Around
The Bully Pulpit: Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and the Golden Age of Journalism, by Doris Kearns Goodwin.

Simon & Schuster, 928 pages, $40

For political scientist turned his-
torian Doris Kearns Goodwin, his-
tory is all about telling stories, but how 

many times can a story be told before it be-
comes hackneyed? The challenge, especially 
when puffing up liberal icons as she’s done in 
previous books on Franklin and Eleanor Roo-
sevelt (for which she won the Pulitzer Prize), 
the Kennedys, or her old boss Lyndon John-
son, is to find some new angle that will bring 
the oft-told tales to life again. She managed 
this trick brilliantly in Team of Rivals (2005), 
a Lincoln Prize-winner and the basis for Ste-
ven Spielberg’s hit film, in which a wider fo-
cus on Abraham Lincoln’s contentious cabinet 
brought the president’s shrewd statesmanship 
into starker relief—even if she mistook him 
for a liberal. In her new bestseller, The Bully 
Pulpit: Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard 
Taft, and the Golden Age of Journalism, Good-
win weaves together two stories—three if you 
count the wives’ tale—that make vivid how 
the American public came to support the 

far-reaching reforms of the Progressive era in-
troduced by T.R. This is story-telling with a 
moral, for her “greatest hope” is that readers 
in the age of Obama will be inspired to sup-
port reforms that will help “bring our country 
closer to its ancient ideals.” What precisely 
these “ancient ideals” are she never says, but 
before one has read very far into the book, it 
becomes clear that they bear a remarkable re-
semblance to 20th-century progressivism. 

As Goodwin tells us in the Preface, her in-
terest in the subject dates back nearly 50 years 
to when, as a young professor, she taught a 
seminar on the Progressives, and most of her 
scholarly references are to the standard, pre-
dictably Left, accounts from the mid-20th 
century. Although she has included a scatter-
ing of more recent scholarship, as far as I can 
tell from the 113 pages of endnotes (there is 
no bibliography), most of her new research fo-
cuses on the letters and writings of the princi-
pal characters, along with newspaper reports 
of the day. These add color, but hardly a criti-

cal perspective. Goodwin adds nothing new 
when she gushes that the transformations 
taking place at the end of the 19th century 
were so profound that it seemed as if “a molt” 
had taken place, and “an altered country” had 
begun to emerge. A big part of this molt was 

“a new kind of presidency” (T.R.’s “stewardship” 
theory in which the executive could do what-
ever the needs of the people demanded) and, 
with this, she adds breezily, a “new vision of 
the relationship between the government and 
the people.” All this perfectly captures the 
mood of mid-20th-century progressivism, re-
packaged for mass consumption as a series of 
human-interest stories.

The first of these is the story of 
the friendship and later rivalry between 
Theodore Roosevelt and William How-

ard Taft, who emerged, to Goodwin’s surprise, 
as “a far more sympathetic, if flawed, figure” 
than she realized—sympathetic, because Taft 
was more of a progressive than the historians 

Drawing after the cartoon “For Auld Lang Syne” by Raven Hill, from Punch, c. 1912
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New from The Library of America

Distributed by Penguin Random House, Inc.

The final volume of the four-volume eyewitness  narrative that has been called a “masterpiece”

THE CIVIL WAR
The Final Year Told by Those Who Lived It
Aaron Sheehan-Dean, editor

Vividly tracing the military and political events from March 1864 to June
1865 that brought the Union to final victory, and slavery and secession to
their ultimate destruction, this final installment of the highly acclaimed four-
volume series includes accounts of Sherman’s march through Georgia, Lee’s

surrender at Appomattox, and Lincoln’s
assasination. With full-color maps.

“A profound portrait of a nation in crisis. . . . it will forever deepen the
way you see this central chapter in our history. . . . A masterpiece.”
—MALCOLM JONES, Newsweek

AARON SHEEHAN-DEAN is the Fred C. Frey
Professor in Southern Studies at Louisiana
State University and the author of Why
Confederates Fought: Family and Nation in
Civil War Virginia.

The First Year . . . November 1860 to January 1862
840 pp. • 978-1-59853-088-9 • $37.50

The Second Year . . . January 1862 to January 1863
912 pp. • 978-1-59853-144-2 • $40
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An internationally acclaimed scholar recaptures the fascinating 
story of America’s passionate engagement with Shakespeare

SHAKESPEARE IN AMERICA
An Anthology from the Revolution to Now
James Shapiro, editor / foreword by President Bill Clinton

Celebrating the 450th anniversary of Shakespeare’s birth (April 23,
2014), this first-of-its-kind anthology traces the rich and surprising
story of how Americans made the great playwright their own. In
poetry, fiction, plays, memoirs, songs, speeches, letters, movie
reviews, and comedy routines, a remarkable roster of writers and
statesmen from Emerson, Lincoln, Twain, and James to John
Berryman, Pauline Kael, Isaac Asimov, and Bill Clinton (in a foreword
written for this volume) testify to Shakespeare’s enduring influence.724 pp.  • $29.95

978-1-59853-295-1
#251  • e-book

JAMES SHAPIRO is Larry Miller Professor of English at Columbia University. His books
include Rival Playwrights, Shakespeare and the Jews, Oberammergau, 1599: A Year in the
Life of William Shakespeare, and Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? Most recently, he
was co-author and presenter of the three-part BBC series Shakespeare: The King’s Man.
Photo: Philippe Cheng.

“I think Americans will be fascinated to learn of our deep and early connection to the Bard, how he inspired presi-
dents and incited mobs, and how vivid the legacy of one Englishman’s imagination still sits within the conscious-
ness of our country. Like Shakespeare’s own plays, this anthology is full of enthralling stories and weird coinci-
dences, and it’s a treasure.” —MERYL STREEP

“A fascinating survey of the writer’s importance to our culture and his influence on our literature, politics, enter-
tainment, and more.” —Tampa Bay Times

she read decades back gave him credit for. But 
he is nevertheless flawed because, for a vari-
ety of reasons, ranging from temperament to 
training, he failed to carry out his predeces-
sor’s policies in the proper “spirit,” thus con-
tributing to the smash-up of the Republican 
Party in 1912. Here then is the major result 
of Goodwin’s seven years of research: she is no 
longer willing to brand Taft a “conservative” 
as T.R. did; in every other respect her think-
ing remains preserved in progressive amber.

Interwoven with this account of a political 
friendship turned sour is the second story of 
T.R.’s and Taft’s very different relationships 
with muckraking reporters—especially the 
big three, Ray Stannard Baker, Ida Tarbell, 
and Lincoln Steffens, who worked at the Pro-
gressive magazine, McClure’s, headed by S.S. 
McClure—and their willingness to use the 
bully pulpit to promote their policies. From 
early on, Roosevelt recognized that a sympa-
thetic press could be a useful ally in advancing 
his reforms—and his career—and courted 
its members assiduously. Unable to win the 
support of more conservative Republican law-
makers, he conspired with reporters to stoke 
public demand for his proposals. As president, 
T.R. repeatedly used the press to go over the 
heads of Congress and appeal directly to the 
people. This successful collaboration com-
menced “the golden age of journalism,” ac-
cording to Goodwin. By contrast, Taft failed 
to ally with these firebrands to stir up public 
opinion, preferring instead to work with par-
ty leaders in Congress to advance his agenda. 
And although he succeeded in enacting sig-
nificant reforms where the ever more splenetic 
Roosevelt had failed, Taft fell short by not un-
derstanding the historic role journalists could 
play in educating the public and mobilizing 
support.

Many of roosevelt’s exploits 
will be familiar to readers of The 
Bully Pulpit—all too familiar. This 

sprawling 750-page book would have been im-
proved if Goodwin had contained her story-
telling enthusiasms and concentrated on the 
parallel lives of her two antagonists (as John 
Milton Cooper did in his study of T.R. and 
Woodrow Wilson, The Warrior and the Priest: 
Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, 1983, 
a classic that Goodwin does not cite) and their 
differing relations with the muckraking press. 
But Goodwin can’t resist throwing in juicy 
details about McClure’s nervous breakdowns 
and extramarital affairs. The third story, of 
the wives—the pensive, private Edith Carow 
Roosevelt and the adventurous Helen (“Nel-
lie”) Herron Taft—seems designed simply to 
boost the book’s female readership.
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Admirers of Theodore Roosevelt (who 
doubtless will form the main audience for 
the book) may well disagree, but the chap-
ters on Taft are far more interesting, partly 
because his life is less well known and partly 
because he is, as Goodwin shows, a genuinely 
sympathetic character. Amiable and easy-
going, his meteoric rise in Republican poli-
tics was no less spectacular than Roosevelt’s, 
though predictably Goodwin detects in his 
very virtues an underlying weakness: Taft 
was too willing to please others and reluctant 
to steer his own course. What she means is 
that, although Taft was temperamentally 
suited to be a judge (Roosevelt twice offered 
to appoint him to the Supreme Court), he 
too readily gave in to the entreaties of his 
family to aim for the presidency, an office 
he was ill-equipped to fill. But such amateur 
psychologizing is belied by his considerable 
political successes, beginning with his stint 
as solicitor general of the United States, and 
including his exemplary service as governor-
general of the Philippines, and secretary of 
war. Although she is happy to explore the 
limitations of Taft’s temperament, she pulls 
her punches when it comes to Roosevelt’s er-
ratic motives and actions, especially his bolt 
from the Republican Party to challenge Taft 
in 1912.

Worse, her emphasis on tempera-
ment discounts, without benefit of 
argument, Taft’s devotion to con-

stitutional forms and formalities. Unlike T.R., 
who dropped out of Columbia Law School, 
Taft’s legal learning went deep and formed 
in him an appreciation for how the federal 
government was designed to work. As presi-
dent, he adopted a different approach to con-
servation, for example, not because he was 
unconcerned with it, but because he thought 
Roosevelt’s methods and those of his top ap-
pointees, especially James Garfield and Gif-
ford Pinchot, exceeded their constitutional 
authority. It was “a very dangerous method 
of upholding reform to violate the law in so 
doing,” Taft objected, “even on the ground of 
high moral principle, or of saving the public.” 
And unlike T.R., who positively enjoyed tak-
ing the battle to his enemies, Taft worried 
that demagogic grandstanding undermined 
the dignity of the executive office. In casting 
the dispute between them simply as a matter 
of temperament, Goodwin adopts, without 
acknowledgment, T.R.’s account in his Au-
tobiography of his differences with Taft. In a 
similar vein, Goodwin makes no mention of 
Taft’s response to Roosevelt’s attacks in his 
scholarly book on the presidency, Our Chief 
Magistrate and His Powers (1916). Further-

more, she softpedals as an “unorthodox de-
sign” T.R.’s plainly unconstitutional plan in 
the 1902 Anthracite Coal strike to have the 
government take over privately owned mines 
if his mediation failed. 

The opposite side of goodwin’s lack 
of concern with constitutional stric-
tures is her enthusiasm for Roosevelt’s 

partnership with the muckraking reporters, 
especially the big three associated with Mc-
Clure’s, but also the Kansas editor, William 
Allen White. This story is indeed riveting, 
though not for the reasons she thinks, but 
because it highlights how Roosevelt and pro-
gressive journalists worked together to loosen 
the government from its constitutional moor-
ings, establishing a pattern that continues to 
this day. At crucial points in his presidency, 
to drum up support for his policies Roosevelt 
leaked damaging information about his op-
ponents to the press. Did it matter that some 
of these reports were untrue, that the stories 
were overwrought and vindictive, that some 
of the reporters were outright socialists, that 
they were—as we now say—“in the tank” for 
Roosevelt, with McClure himself boasting 
that his magazine had the power to make 
a president? Not to Goodwin, who never 
pauses to consider whether “Government by 
Magazine,” as William Allen White dubbed 
it, was good for the country or for the cause 
of constitutional government. Nor does she 
raise an eyebrow in recounting how, when 
Roosevelt was pushing for railroad regulation, 
Baker was given a desk and a stenographer at 
the Interstate Commerce Commission as well 
as complete access to all published documents 
for his six-part series, “The Railroads on Trial.” 

Nowhere does she point out that Roosevelt 
regarded setting maximum railroad rates as only 
a “good first step” in regulating the railroads, or 
that he wished to use the railroads, which were 
common carriers invested with a public interest 
(and thus subject to greater government 
supervision), as a model for regulating the 
larger industrial economy. She seems unaware 
that by the end of his presidency, Roosevelt 
had moved very far in the direction of statist 
control. Likewise, she devotes a mere two pages 
to Roosevelt’s New Nationalism speech, and 
even then spends more time describing Taft’s 
startled reaction than she spends analyzing the 
speech’s radical reinterpretation of property 
rights. As always for Doris Kearns Goodwin, 
the bottom line is that the progressive papers 
loved it—and still do.

Jean M. Yarbrough is professor of government 
and Gary M. Pendy, Sr., Professor of Social Sci-
ences at Bowdoin College.
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Wood engraving by Thomas Nast, published April 9, 1870, in Harper's Weekly
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Book Review by Christopher Flannery

Poet of the New World
Shakespeare in America: An Anthology from the Revolution to Now, edited by James Shapiro.

The Library of America, 755 pages, $29.95

“Poets,” percy bysshe shelley boast-
ed and lamented on behalf of his guild, 

“are the unacknowledged legislators 
of the world.” If this is true—and it’s close 
enough to have stirred Plato’s competitive 
juices—Shakespeare is the American Moses. 
From the brightest heaven of invention, he 
brought down tablets that Americans have re-
vered since we assumed our separate and equal 
station among the powers of the earth. 

No other poet has so deeply penetrated and 
thoroughly inhabited the souls of the Ameri-
can people, awakening and informing our 
sense and sensibilities about practically every 
interesting dimension of the human things—
love, tyranny, revenge, virtue, vice, justice, free 
will, providence, chance, fate, friendship, loy-
alty, betrayal, passions and reason, men and 
women, nature and convention, ruling and 
being ruled, high ambition and low scheming, 
war and peace, and the variety of human char-
acters and regimes. Drawing upon the likes of 
Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, and Sidney, Thomas 
Jefferson aimed, with the Declaration of In-
dependence, to give noble expression to the 
American Mind. In Shakespeare we discover 
the furthest reaches of the American Soul. 

James Shapiro, the Larry Miller Professor 
of English at Columbia University, does not 
quite make such ambitious pronouncements 
in his new book, Shakespeare in America: An 
Anthology from the Revolution to Now, pub-
lished by the Library of America. He does 
allow himself to suggest that “the history of 
Shakespeare in America” is, in a certain sense, 

“a history of America itself.” It is a parallel his-
tory found in “two-and-a-half centuries of es-
says, parodies, burlesques, poems, speeches, 
short stories, letters, musicals, novels, reviews, 
films, and staged performances.” Shapiro can’t 
collect the stage performances, novels, musi-
cals, or films in his book, so he confines him-
self to the essays, short stories, poems, letters, 
and speeches, and offers the best reviews he 
can find of some of the historic performances 
on stage and screen. Leaving aside “academic 
essays” (thank you), and eschewing excerpts al-
most entirely, he assembles “a one-volume col-
lection of American writing on Shakespeare 
from 1776 to the present day,” trying above all 

“to bring together memorable works that speak 
to each other, works that taken together tell 
an overlooked story, one that I hope [quoting 
Hippolyta from A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
here] ‘grows to something of great constancy.’”

Of the 71 entries, the longest is 
Henry James’s story “The Birthplace” 
(58 pages), the shortest Langston 

Hughes’s 8-line poem “Shakespeare in Har-
lem.” An early selection is a letter in 1805 
from John Adams to his son John Quincy re-
flecting on the lessons for America that John 
Sr. found in serious reading, and re-reading, 
of Shakespeare’s English history plays. Later 
comes the famous letter from Abraham Lin-
coln to the American actor James Hackett, 
offering a “small attempt at [Shakespearean] 
criticism.” On the essay front, we get Ralph 
Waldo Emerson’s memorable “Shakespeare; 
or the Poet”; Herman Melville’s “Hawthorne 
and his Mosses,” comparing Nathaniel Haw-
thorne to Shakespeare; Walt Whitman’s 

“What Lurks behind Shakspere’s Historical 
Plays?” discovering in these plays’ unloving 
disposition toward feudal England a kind of 
anticipation of America; and essays by Wil-
liam Dean Howells, Jane Addams, T.S. Eliot, 
and George Santayana, among others. There 
are humorous reflections by Mark Twain; a 
handful of poems, including ones by Emily 
Dickinson, Robert Frost, and William Car-
los Williams; Cole Porter’s amusing popular 
song “Brush Up Your Shakespeare,” from his 
smash-hit musical Kiss Me, Kate (1948), set 
around a production of The Taming of the 
Shrew; and a review by Pauline Kael of Or-
son Welles’s controversial film Falstaff, later 
renamed Chimes at Midnight (1965). Shapiro 
introduces each entry, usually using the better 
part of a page in small print to provide back-
ground and context.

Several pretty good books over the past 
century have told the story of Shakespeare in 
America—of how active, varied, deep, wide-
spread, and continuous has been his presence 
in the country. Each of these takes a slightly 
different slant, and each adds something to its 
predecessors: Shakespeare in America, by Es-
ther Cloudman Dunn (1939); the first chapter 
of Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cul-
tural Hierarchy in America, by Lawrence W. 
Levine (1990); Shakespeare and the American 
Nation, by Kim Sturgess (2004); Shakespeare 
in America, by Alden T. Vaughan and Virgin-
ia Mason Vaughan (2012). It is not in the na-
ture of an anthology to weave together all the 
threads of such a great narrative. Still, there 
is “something of great constancy” behind the 
dozens of sparkling mementos assembled by 
Shapiro. 

Moving from 1776 to now, we see 
how rebels and loyalists both in-
voked Shakespeare in their cause in 

the Revolutionary period; founders and other 
great Americans turned to Shakespeare in 
search of moral and political truths; Ameri-
cans early made it a national pastime to visit 
his birthplace in Stratford-upon-Avon (P.T. 
Barnum tried to buy it and remove it to New 
York!); performances of Shakespeare, far more 
than any other dramatic poet, filled the Ameri-
can stage—from big eastern cities to wild fron-
tier towns. In the notorious Astor Place riot 
in 1849, over 20 people were killed and many 
more injured when thousands of partisans of 
one (American) Shakespearean actor besieged 
a performance of Macbeth by another (British). 
Generations of American literary men and 
women have found inspiration, example, and 
competition in Shakespeare; the Folger Shake-
speare Library in Washington, D.C., became 
the finest collection of Shakespeare’s works 
in the world, and is deliberately situated so 
that “a line drawn from the site of the [library] 
through the capital building and extended on-
ward will all but touch the monument to Wash-
ington and the memorial to Lincoln—the two 
Americans whose light also spreads across the 
world”; Shakespeare clubs, societies, and festi-
vals spread across the country; American ac-
tor Sam Wanamaker became the driving force, 
against Britons’ resistance, behind the building 
of the modern Globe Theatre in London.

The foreword to Shakespeare in America 
is by “President Bill Clinton,” not William J. 
Clinton, President of the United States, 1993–
2001. On the back cover is a blurb by Meryl 
Streep in which an ill-chosen metaphor comes 
dressed in bad grammar (she writes, “how 
vivid the legacy of one Englishman’s imagina-
tion still sits within the consciousness of our 
country”). So, one enters the book with small 
misgivings, and then disappointing oversights 
in copyediting here and there make one fear 
greater oversights (I didn’t notice any). But 
like other volumes in the Library of America 
series, this one is a pleasure to hold and to 
behold, and its contents, easy to dip into and 
out of and useful to have collected together be-
tween two nicely constructed covers, help con-
firm James Fenimore Cooper’s sentiment, that 
Shakespeare was “the great author of America.”

Christopher Flannery is a senior editor of the 
Claremont Review of Books. 
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Book Review by Vincent Phillip Muñoz

The Soul of Liberty
Conscience and Its Enemies: Confronting the Dogmas of Liberal Secularism, by Robert P. George.

ISI Books, 384 pages, $29.95

A front-cover blurb for conscience 
and Its Enemies proclaims Robby 
George “[t]his country’s most influen-

tial conservative Christian thinker.” His claim 
to that title is made abundantly clear in this 
collection of incisive, accessible essays, which 
seeks to expose and confront the dogmas of 
liberal secularism while also directing and 
deepening modern conservatism. 

George, who holds the McCormick Pro-
fessorship of Jurisprudence at Princeton Uni-
versity, builds his conservatism around “three 
pillars” he says stand at the foundation of any 
decent society: respect for the human person, 
respect for the family, and a “fair and effective 
system of law and government.” 

Respect for the human person means rec-
ognizing the profound, inherent, and equal 
worth of every member of the human family 

“irrespective not only of race, sex, or ethnicity 
but also of age, size, stage of development, or 
condition of dependency.” A community that 
fails to respect the basic human dignity of all 
persons, George contends, will sooner or later 
regard some “as mere cogs in the larger social 
wheel” and, therefore, as disposable.

One of his primary aims here is to discredit 
the idea that one can be personally opposed to 
abortion but nonetheless favor its legal protec-

tion. He mocks the Left’s tired trope, recently 
repeated by Nancy Pelosi, that “I don’t think 
anybody can tell you when…human life begins.” 
Actually, George reports, “modern science long 
ago resolved the question.” Basic biology recog-
nizes that human life begins when the fusion 
of an egg and sperm produces a new, complete, 
living organism. Those guided by scientific 
facts know that life begins at conception. 

Because intelligent, honest abortion advo-
cates long ago recognized this, they moved 
on to argue that although life may begin at 
conception, personhood does not. Princeton 
bioethics professor Peter Singer at the Uni-
versity Center for Human Values—perhaps 
the most interesting and candid pro-abortion 
advocate—stated the matter bluntly a num-
ber of years ago in a letter to the New York 
Times. “The crucial moral question,” Singer 
wrote, “is not when human life begins, but 
when human life reaches the point at which it 
merits protection.” 

George forcefully exposes the 
frightening implications of this pro-
choice philosophy. It necessarily 

holds that some humans are “pre-personal” 
and “post-personal,” and that “full persons” 
can dispose of these non-person humans as 

they wish. Stripped down to its essence, the 
philosophy undergirding the abortion license 
is the same as that embraced by the worst to-
talitarian regimes known in human history, 
not to mention the defenders of chattel slav-
ery in America. Uncomfortable as it may be, 
George’s argument also deserves a hearing by 
pro-choice Republicans and libertarians, es-
pecially those who believe the legal availability 
of abortion follows from a commitment to in-
dividual liberty. It forces them to confront the 
realities that society either respects all human 
persons or it doesn’t; and if it doesn’t, it slides 
toward a utilitarian ethic that, in George’s 
words, “vaporizes the very idea of natural 
rights.” His lesson is that no individual’s lib-
erty can be secure in a state that allows some 
to determine the moral worth of others. 

As students of Harry V. Jaffa know, in 
American history that lesson is taught most 
effectively by the Lincoln-Douglas debates. 
Singer’s pro-choice argument rejects the idea 
that “all men are created equal.” More gener-
ally, abortion advocates unwittingly take the 
position of Stephen Douglas. Just as Doug-
las held that each state and territory should 
decide for itself whether or not to adopt slav-
ery, they say each woman should determine 
for herself whether to choose abortion. Both 
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abortion advocates and Douglas raise “popu-
lar sovereignty” over human equality, and, 
in doing so, abandon the very foundation of 
American democracy. In addition to marshal-
ing the science of embryology, George might 
have more clearly invoked the principles of the 
Declaration of Independence and the states-
manship of Abraham Lincoln in support of 
the pro-life cause.

Respect for the right to life is not 
the only lesson George offers to liber-
tarians and socially liberal Republicans. 

He reminds us that individuals are born into 
families and, without properly formed families, 
individuals and society suffer. Family break-
down leads to the poverty and social patholo-
gies that, in turn, lead to demands for big gov-
ernment. Those who want to limit the size and 
scope of government, not to mention protect 
the most vulnerable members of society, should 
strive to cultivate healthy, stable families. 

For George, this means, first and fore-
most, protecting the traditional family. No 
academic has more forcefully or articulately 
defended traditional marriage. He presents 
his full philosophical defense (with the aid 
of his former students Ryan Anderson and 
Sherif Girgis) in What Is Marriage? Man and 
Woman: A Defense (reviewed by Hadley Arkes 
in the Summer 2013 CRB). Conscience and 
Its Enemies offers a one-chapter primer titled 
“What Marriage Is—and What It Isn’t.” To 
understand marriage, George reasons, one has 
to start with a proper understanding of the hu-
man person. Human beings, he continues, are 
embodied souls—a unity of mind, body, and 
spirit. A full union between persons, therefore, 
includes bodily union, and that is only possible 
organically between one man and one woman. 

Advocates of homosexual marriage have 
a response, of course; namely, that individu-
als of the same sex can love one another, so 
why shouldn’t they, too, be allowed to marry? 
George’s counter-argument is to identify the 
implications of this position and how it rests 
on an impoverished understanding of person-
hood. The modern liberal view, he says, re-
duces the person to a collection of conscious 
desires. It suppresses the body and our natural 
bodily sexuality and, in its place, elevates the 
experience of felt emotions. Gay marriage ad-
vocates fail to appreciate the full spectrum of 
human personhood, and thus they fail to un-
derstand what marriage is. 

One suspects that few partisans on either 
side of the marriage debate will be persuaded 
by such reasoning. But whatever the merits of 
his argument, George is undoubtedly success-
ful in showing that a serious, philosophical 
argument for traditional marriage exists, one 

that is broadly philosophical rather than more 
narrowly religious or sectarian. That alone, 
one hopes, will render untenable claims that 
homosexual marriage’s opponents are noth-
ing more than homophobes spewing hatred. 

The book’s essays supporting George’s 
third pillar of society, a “fair and effective sys-
tem of law and government,” pertain to the 
political ecology needed to sustain a healthy 
liberal democracy. He reminds us that con-
stitutional structures, important as they are, 
are not enough; citizens must understand 
them and possess sufficient virtue to live well 
within them. Both instances require citizens 
and their representatives to remember that 

“moral truth matters,” in George’s words. Far 
from leading to an intrusive or an overbearing 
state, the recognition of moral truths about 
the nature of the human person and the com-
mon good are the foundational principles for 
liberal democracy and establish the proper 
limits on governmental authority. 

Here again Professor George offers lessons 
for libertarians, especially those who believe 
moral skepticism is the only sure foundation 
for limited government. In two superb chap-
ters on religious liberty, he grounds our “first 
freedom” in man’s capacity for reason and the 
natural law as opposed to human willfulness 
and Rawlsian liberalism. A short chapter ti-
tled “Private Acts, Public Interests” explains 
why the public has an interest in regulating the 
seemingly private act of viewing pornography. 

“In a society in which sex is depersonalized, and 
thus degraded,” George writes, “even consci-
entious parents will have enormous difficulty 
transmitting to their children the capacity to 
view themselves and others as persons rather 
than objects of sexual desire and satisfaction.” 
Other chapters, all eminently readable, offer 
his sensible thoughts on affirmative action, ju-
dicial review, and immigration. 

Three additional features of the 
book, not easily classifiable, deserve 
mention. Eight short chapters portray 

George’s friends and foes. Highlights include 
an exposé of Harry Blackmun’s superficiality, 
a devastating dressing down of Andrew Sul-
livan, and a touching reminiscence of Father 
Richard John Neuhaus. Second, those looking 
for a straightforward introduction to “the new 
natural law” will find the chapter “Natural 
Law, God, and Human Dignity” quite helpful. 

Finally, the book offers a very good essay on 
the value and purpose of a true liberal educa-
tion, “Liberalism, Liberation, and the Liberal 
Arts.” Here, George nicely contrasts today’s 
impoverished version with an older, richer 
understanding. Contemporary advocates of 

“critical thinking” are too often preoccupied 

with liberating their students from traditional 
mores, especially traditional sexual mores, and 
empowering them to seek their true authen-
tic self. Reason is held to be the instrumental 
slave of the passions, so finding one’s passion 
(not to mention indulging others while look-
ing for it) is thought to be the purpose of col-
lege life. The older understanding, George ex-
plains, focused not on creating the self but on 
improving one’s soul. It upheld self-mastery—
placing one’s desires under the control of one’s 
reason—as the mark of a true liberal educa-
tion. It therefore sought to direct young minds 
toward the Good, the True, and the Beautiful. 

The pursuit of truth, of course, has led 
some great minds to reject the very possibility 
and desirability of self-mastery, so much more 
could be said on the subject. Nonetheless, 
Robert George’s account of liberal education, 
like all the essays in Conscience and Its Ene-
mies, is a fantastic starting place for reflecting 
on the subject addressed. Intended for a wide 
audience, the book deserves one. 

Vincent Phillip Muñoz is the Tocqueville As-
sociate Professor of Political Science and Law 
at the University of Notre Dame and editor of 
Religious Liberty and the American Supreme 
Court: The Essential Cases and Documents 
(Rowman and Littlefield).
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Essay by Josiah Lee Auspitz

A New Look at Michael Oakeshott

Michael oakeshott (1901–1990) 
chaired the Political Science De-
partment of the London School 

of Economics from 1951 until his retirement 
in 1969. During that time he was widely re-
garded as an inspiring teacher, a pioneering 
scholar of Thomas Hobbes, and a leading 
conservative academic. He was best known 
for learned essays with a polemical edge. First 
collected in Rationalism in Politics and Other 
Essays (1962), the most influential were writ-
ten in the postwar decade when Britain was 
debating the terms of her return to normal-
ity. Readers were especially drawn to his 1947 
critique, “Rationalism in Politics,” which they 
celebrated, correctly, as a vindication of the 
traditional, habitual, and customary over the 
technocratic, premeditated, and gnostic. 

Oakeshott’s contribution to conservatism 
was also widely recognized. William F. Buckley, 
Jr., for example, invited Oakeshott to be one 
of the featured speakers (others being Barry 
Goldwater and Ronald Reagan) at National 
Review’s 20th anniversary celebrations in 1975.

Quite independently of politics, Oake-
shott was deemed by a smaller circle of 
admirers to be a major 20th-century phi-
losopher. But the evidence to clinch this 
judgment did not come until well into his 
retirement. In his 75th year he published 
On Human Conduct (1975), which laid out 
a theoretical perspective from which to view 
the humanities and sciences, politics and 
religion, law, and the development of the 
modern state. Further collections of essays 
on education, historiography, and the rule of 
law gave added weight to the judgment of his 
obituarists that he was, in the words of the 
usually anti-conservative Guardian, “perhaps 
the most original academic political philoso-
pher of this [20th] century.” 

In the two decades since his death his rep-
utation as a philosopher has steadily grown. 
Five publishers—Cambridge, Oxford, Yale, 
Imprint Academic, and Liberty Fund—have 
printed and reprinted just about everything 
Oakeshott ever wrote (or spoke in formal lec-
tures and broadcasts), including materials he 

chose to withhold from circulation. The de-
pleted inventory of his unpublished writings 
is now reduced to his intellectual correspon-
dence, love letters, notebooks, and reading 
notes—and most of these are already in the 
pipeline for future public notice.

The secondary literature has more than 
kept pace with the primary materials. This 
past academic year marked a milestone 
in Oakeshott commentary. Two univer-
sity presses—Cambridge and Pennsylvania 
State—have between them enlisted editors 
from the United States, Canada, and Israel 
to marshal 29 essays into Companion vol-
umes to the philosopher’s work. Academic 
Imprint has released the 12th monograph 
in its decade-long Oakeshott Studies series. 
A Chinese and an American scholar have 
collected nine of their articles to produce 
an East-West counterpoint on Oakeshott’s 
thought. From Germany come 18 contri-
butions from the Jena Conference of the 
Michael Oakeshott Association, an interna-
tional scholarly group whose biennial meet-
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ing an extraneous structure upon it. Neither 
essayist speculates much on the philosophical 
grounds for the changes they both observe—
of which the most far-reaching is Oakeshott’s 
switch from the term “philosophy” to “theoriz-
ing.” It may be just as well, for though Oake-
shott’s thought invites deep scholarship, its un-
derlying intellectual energy on this level eludes 
the standard scholarly tools.

Practice, Rationalism, and Tradition

In a pivotal essay on “the fate of ra-
tionalism in Oakeshott’s Thought” (Penn 
State) the late Kenneth Minogue, a long-

time colleague at the London School of Eco-
nomics, contrasts Oakeshott’s “philosophical 
vocation” with his “holiday excursions into 
condemnation,” among which Minogue num-
bers the 1947 critique. While noting that the 
essay on rationalism (along with a subsequent 
1950 essay on “Rational Conduct”) was firmly 
anchored in Oakeshott’s overall philosophical 
position, Minogue argues that he dropped the 
focus on rationalism quite early in a quest for an 
ever more complex and nuanced grasp of prac-
tical experience. Minogue’s larger point is that 
every time Oakeshott introduced a judgmental 
dualism it prodded him to further reflection 
until he could reframe it philosophically.

In the Cambridge Companion, Stephen B. 
Smith extends this insight. Much as Minogue 
notes the receding emphasis on rationalism, 
Smith remarks on the shift, acknowledged 
by Oakeshott himself, away from the coun-
tervailing notion of tradition. In “Practical 
Life and the Critique of Rationalism,” Smith 
treats the postwar essays as a waystation to-
ward the more accomplished explication of 

“practice” in On Human Conduct. Indeed, he 
reads the entirety of Oakeshott’s work under 
the dual categories of theory and practice—as 
a lifelong and ultimately successful effort to 
carve out an appropriately modest, but none-
theless essential, role for reason in moral con-
duct. He rests his argument on Oakeshott’s 
recasting of Plato’s cave allegory, in which the 
philosopher/theorist is portrayed not as hav-
ing superior knowledge, but as a valued con-
versationalist among the cave-dwellers.

There is a firm logical basis for the changes 
that Minogue and Smith observe: in going 
beyond both terms—rationalism and tradi-
tion—Oakeshott did not merely alter his 
vocabulary. He surmounted an untenable du-
alism. In Oakeshott’s original usage rational-
ism is a “fashion,” while tradition is a residual 
category, a matrix from which rationalism 
has emerged but can never really escape. Thus, 
the two were never genuine polarities, ex-
cept polemically and even then, as Oakeshott 

ings have thus far issued in a steady stream 
of published proceedings. In all, within a year 
marked by no anniversary, death, retirement, 
or other commemoration some four dozen 
scholars from four continents have published 
in hardcover about Oakeshott. 

For a writer who shunned celebrity during 
his lifetime, the explosion of academic inter-
est is not without its ironies. Though himself 
a notable interpreter of other philosophers, 
Oakeshott cautioned against confusing schol-
arship with philosophy itself: 

Philosophy, the effort in thought to 
begin at the beginning and to press to 
the end, stands to lose more by profes-
sionalism and its impedimenta than any 
other study. And it is perhaps more im-
portant that we should keep ourselves 
unencumbered with merely parasitic 
opinion than that we should be aware 
of all, or even the best, that has been 
thought and said. For a philosophy, if it 
is to stand at all, must stand absolutely 
upon its own feet, and anything which 
tends to obscure this fact must be re-
garded with suspicion.
 
Even so, there is no disgrace in learning 

from commentators. Contributors to these 
volumes include pioneering editors and inter-
preters of Oakeshott’s work. Many knew him 
as colleagues or students. Others write with 
the élan of having discovered him for them-
selves, often by way of doctoral dissertations 
on some aspect of his corpus. Still others are 
grounded in one or another specialty his work 
touched. 

Among the more colorful topics taken up 
in this year’s harvest are Oakeshott’s mastery 
of metaphor and allegory, his appreciation of 
the arts and religion, his view of science, his 
romantic pursuits, his ardent defense of lib-
eral education, his problematic place along a 
liberal-conservative spectrum, his points of 
comparison with other 20th-century writers 
(including papers discussing Hannah Arendt, 
Kenneth Arrow, Isaiah Berlin, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Friedrich Hayek, Martin Hei-
degger, Hans Kelsen, Carl Schmitt, Quentin 
Skinner, Leo Strauss, and Eric Voegelin), his 
lessons for our life and times, and the power-
ful affective subtext reinforced by his silences 
and style. But ultimately, what justifies the 
critical attention are philosophical virtues: 
the elegance, economy, persistence, and un-
derlying rigor of Oakeshott’s thought. He 
did manage to “press to the end,” or at least to 
durable resting points, on four grand themes: 
practice, the rule of law, history, and philoso-
phy itself. 

Evolution of an Idealist

Oakeshott’s philosophical books 
appeared episodically—Experience 
and Its Modes in 1933, The Voice of 

Poetry in the Conversations of Mankind in 1959, 
On Human Conduct in 1975, and On History 
and Other Essays in 1983. At the same time, 
in a continuing stream of essays, lectures, ar-
ticles, reviews, and correspondence he left 
markers that reveal his evolution and self-
criticism across a range of topics. The path he 
took was determined more by an inner search 
for coherence than any desire to build a school 
of thought or to respond to outside influences. 

Oakeshott’s early and ardent declaration of 
adherence to an “idealism” derived from Pla-
to, Hegel, and A.C. Bradley has given rise to 
discussion about just what kind of idealist he 
was, to what extent he abandoned his youth-
ful views, and the ways his critical position 
shaped his thought on politics, history, and 
other topics. 

Efraim Podoksik, the editor of the Cam-
bridge Companion, includes an illuminating 
essay of his own on “Oakeshott in the Context 
of German Idealism,” which he takes broadly 
to include the German school of historical so-
ciology as well as the “life philosophy” of the 
early 20th Century. Podoksik portrays Oake-
shott not as borrowing from German thought 
but rather as thoroughly absorbing and re-
casting it in his own idiom. His companion 
piece in the German collection, Praxis und 
Politik, notes some striking parallels between 
the early Oakeshott and Georg Simmel.

David Boucher appears in both Companion 
volumes with learned essays on the British Ide-
alists. In both pieces, Boucher argues that not-
withstanding changes in terms, tone and con-
cepts, Oakeshott remained faithful to the ide-
alist vision of a unified philosophical criterion 
(“monism”) from which to expose and situate 
the incompleteness of conventional dualisms. 

While appreciative of the scholarly back-
ground, Wendell John Coats, Jr., sounds a 
cautionary note in the collection of his and 
Chor-Yung Cheung’s essays: he reminds us 
that “in the case of a thinker as original, self-
reliant, self-referential and imaginative as 
Oakeshott it is not especially useful to try to 
understand him within established schools of 
thought (contemporary or otherwise).” 

As if in anticipation of this criticism, each 
Companion includes a careful essay presenting 
the evolution of Oakeshott’s thought on his 
own terms. James Alexander (Cambridge’s vol-
ume) arrays the changes schematically, high-
lighting discontinuities, while Kenneth Mc-
Intyre (Penn State’s) tries to follow the move-
ment of Oakeshott’s thought without impos-
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critically maintained repository of “moral and 
prudential lore,” sometimes treated as “exact 
and reliable general theorems.” In practices 
like medicine or engineering such praxiologi-
cal theorems are “by no means worthless”: 
they can introduce into deliberation weighty, 
evidence-based considerations. In all, the re-
vised terms of discussion shed far more light 
with far less heat than the essays that made 
Oakeshott famous during his lifetime.

On American Rationalism

Nevertheless, oakeshott’s origi-
nal critique of rationalism was so se-
ductively eloquent that it still holds 

much of the secondary literature in thrall. 
In his book Oakeshott on Rome and America, 
Gene Callahan elevates the rationalism-
tradition dichotomy into two ideal types for 
historical inquiry. In cosmetic deference to 
Oakeshott’s late usage, he re-labels the “tradi-
tional” as the “practical” or “pragmatic,” and 
then embarks on a lively and well-plotted ex-
cursion, in Minogue’s sense, into the “prag-
matic” politics of the Roman republic (in-
cluding a delicious sheaf of quotations from 
Cicero on the limits of philosophy) set against 
the “rationalist” frailties of written constitu-
tions in general and of America’s in particular. 
His view of American rationalism takes its 
cue from three forceful pages in Oakeshott’s 

1947 critique, though he is aware of Oake-
shott’s later cross-cutting view, expressed in a 
posthumous essay edited by Timothy Fuller, 
that the United States was founded with “the 
most profoundly skeptical constitution of the 
modern world.” 

Callahan fastens on instances in which 
rationalist-constitutionalist principles failed 
the founders of the American Republic, so 
that they had to fall back on pragmatic ex-
pedients, including the well-known compro-
mises over representation and slavery. The 
course of early American history is then read 
as illustrating the rationalism-is-folly theo-
rem. A striking example is Callahan’s analy-
sis of the 1803 Louisiana Purchase, present-
ed as a prime case in which old-fashioned Re-
alpolitik triumphed over rationalist principle: 
President Thomas Jefferson by his own ad-
mission pushed the purchase through under 
the treaty power without the constitutional 
amendment that his own strict construction-
ist principles should have required. This was 
not mere hypocrisy, Callahan argues, but the 
inevitable collapse of abstract principle in the 
face of concrete events.

But under Oakeshott’s revised terms—
which encourage us to distinguish among 
deliberation, persuasion, and explanation in 
the relevant practices—events become more 
intelligible and the protagonists are seen as 
more acute. The overwhelming Senate rati-
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made clear, mainly in the form of rationalist 
attacks on tradition. In his fully developed 
approach, an interpenetrating multiplicity of 

“practices”—of politics, teaching, engineer-
ing, cooking, Christian life, speaking English, 
flute-playing—is presented as the inescapable 
condition of human conduct. 

The effect of this change is to shift the focus 
to the specific exercise of human intelligence 
distinctive to each ongoing practice and to each 
action within it. Within a practice every action 
is now seen as a performance disclosing and 
shaping the character of the agent, while the 
accumulating performances of diverse agents, 
in their turn, shape the future of the practice 
itself. This supple, reciprocating model does 
not negate the earlier critique of rationalism in 
politics, nor does it invalidate the evocative view 
of the best political action as inspired by “inti-
mations” from within a tradition, but it does 
remove the rationalism-tradition dichotomy 
as a fulcrum of Oakeshott’s thought.

In his mature understanding of practice, 
Oakeshott also more adequately recognizes 
the vast modern realm of expertise. Where-
as it was possible to misread the earlier ra-
tionalism essays as a wholesale attack on 
knowledge-based choice, On Human Conduct 
explicitly acknowledges a kind of truncated 
theorizing used to inform deliberation within 
various practices. Oakeshott now sees “a store 
of well-attested propositions” as forming a 
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fication of the Louisiana Purchase may now 
be read both as a deft procedural move within 
constitutional practice shaping the future of 
that practice (the use of the treaty power be-
came a durable precedent) and as a ringing en-
dorsement of the expansive republican vision 
behind the U.S. Constitution itself. Such a 
reading credits the protagonists with sapientia 
civilis (civil wisdom) reinforced with erudition. 

The bookish Jefferson, after all, was the au-
thor of a manual of parliamentary procedure. 
His secretary of state during the intricate di-
plomacy and financing of the purchase was 
the even more bookish James Madison, who 
had expounded in The Federalist the novel 
proposition that an extended federal republic 
would be a more reliable guarantor of liberty 
than the small city-state of classical republi-
can theory. The Louisiana Purchase was thus 
seized upon not merely as a strategic land 
grab (raising the stars and stripes over the 
port of New Orleans and the western bank of 
the Mississippi), but also as a bonanza for Mr. 
Madison’s theorem: it doubled the territory of 
the new federal republic, the better to secure 
for posterity the blessings of liberty projected 
in the Preamble to the Constitution. To see in 
the event only the undoing of a quixotic ratio-
nalism by Realpolitik underrates the republi-
can impulse in America’s westward expansion.

Politics and the Rule of Law

Oakeshott’s most carefully con-
sidered work in politics addresses 
what he variously calls the civil con-

dition, civil association, and the rule of law. 
As with the role of reason in the practical life, 
he struggled for decades to develop a view 
of law that would reconcile the compulsory 
character of the states of modern Europe 
with the robust individuality that had taken 
shape more or less concurrently with them. 
In an exemplary piece, Noël O’Sullivan 
(Penn State) traces Oakeshott’s preoccupa-
tion with law and limited government from 
the early 1920s, through his essays in the 
1930s on a philosophical jurisprudence, and 
finally into his mature work of 1975 (“On 
the Civil Condition”) and 1983 (“The Rule 
of Law”). 

The mature essays introduce with precise 
technical import such Latin terms as lex, jus, 
cives, civitas, and respublica that are stumbling 
blocks even to the avid reader. Noël O’Sullivan 
helpfully translates them into common par-
lance. He distills several key features that en-
able one to understand civil association affir-
matively, in terms of its conceptual structure, 
or “postulates.” 

One may also present it in terms of oppo-
sition to “enterprise association.” That is, the 

state might be seen alternatively in terms of 
accomplishing collective purposes (enterprise 
association) or sustaining the rule of law (civil 
association) as a framework in which indi-
viduals might pursue their own purposes. As 
Oakeshott sees it, every modern state strikes 
some balance between these two models, or 
modes of association. 

That Oakeshott had been using some ver-
sion of this dualism for decades is noted by 
Paul Franco and Leslie Marsh in the conve-
nient five-page précis of Oakeshott’s life and 
work that begins their editors’ introduction to 
the Penn State volume. What is new in the 
later work is the understanding of civil prac-
tice in terms of its postulates.

William A. Galston’s “Oakeshott’s Political 
Theory: Recapitulation and Criticisms” offers 
a professional account of Oakeshott’s political 
thought that, up to a certain point, fully mer-
its its inclusion in the Cambridge Companion. 
Galston, a sometime practitioner in “the real 
world of politics,” thinks he has understood 
one great truth about that world that Oake-
shott missed: “there is no [political] ordering,” 
he concludes, “that can leave multiplicity un-
touched or individuality untrammeled.” Most 
other readers have seen Oakeshott’s work on 
civil association as addressing precisely that 
problem by positing a criterion against which 
the political order might, in Oakeshott’s 
phrase, be rendered “least burdensome.” 

Where Galston goes awry—and, as we have 
suggested, the secondary literature abounds 
in this failing from admirers and detractors 
alike—is in using Oakeshott’s more colorful 
essays to undo rather than to understand the 
refinements that the philosopher later reached 
in a more demanding theoretical idiom. 
Galston fastens on perhaps Oakeshott’s most 
scathing piece, “The Masses in Representative 
Democracy” (1961), collected in the expanded, 
posthumous edition of Rationalism in Politics. 
He reads its critique of the anti-individual as a 
key to the man behind the philosophical work; 
he devotes more space to it than to any one of 
the mature essays and indeed than to all the 
other collected Rationalism essays combined. 
This enables him to describe the theoretically 
demanding essays of On Human Conduct as 
merely providing a “veneer of self-restraint,” 
through which he sees a writer so ferociously 
fixated upon an essentially aristocratic notion 
of individuality as to denigrate a Whitman-
esque faith in the common man, to slight both 
Aristotle’s purposive vision of politics as aimed 
at the common good and America’s foundation 
of it in self-evident truth, and to reject politics 
itself as the realm of ultimate meaning.

The man behind the work, while guilty as 
charged on most counts, is considerably more 
complex than Galston makes out—and in the 

Companion volumes Corey Abel, Elizabeth 
Corey, Timothy Fuller, Robert Grant, and 
Dana Villa shed light on his underlying sensi-
bilities—but the relevant question here is not 
whether Oakeshott’s unspoken sentiments are 
congenial, but whether the philosopher’s com-
position of concepts adequately defines what 
is necessarily presupposed in the rule of law: 
do the postulates hang together in such a way 
as to defy addition or subtraction? Though all 
lasting human institutions must be grounded 
in doctrine, has the rule of law achieved an in-
ner cogency apart from this or that doctrine 
with which it has been historically associated? 
To put it another way, is equality before the 
law now conceivable without the support of 
divine command, natural law, natural right, 
popular sovereignty, or other doctrines that 
may continue to add strength to it? 

The logical crux of Oakeshott’s effort is an 
understanding of legal obligation and legal 
authority as logical correlatives. In the step-
by-step recapitulation of On Human Conduct 
that precedes Galston’s essay, Paige Digeser 
and Richard Flathman pierce through to this 
correlative relation. It is fundamental because 
once one understands legal authority and le-
gal obligation as necessary to define each oth-
er, living under the rule of law will assume 
a moral, non-instrumental, self-limiting, and 
self-sustaining character—“moral” in the 
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sense that respect for the law is accepted as 
an end in itself, “non-instrumental” in that 
no extraneous purpose is needed to justify it, 

“self-limiting” in that the terms of obligation 
are clearly specified and the source of author-
ity precisely located, “self-sustaining” insofar 
as legal authority is kept in good repute un-
der whatever the prevailing notions of justice. 
One respects the law (or “subscribes” to it, in 
Oakeshott’s more restrained terminology) 
because it is authoritatively law, even if one 
dislikes it, chooses to disobey it, or to agitate 
for its change. 

Other concepts are then required to spec-
ify, in ramified legalisms, the subjects having 
equality before the law, the character of the 
public sphere in which law operates, the activ-
ities necessary to authenticating, maintaining, 
applying, and adapting it, and less formally, 
the shared culture of “civility” (something 
more than bare commonality but less than 
community) that accompanies it. In all this 
Oakeshott hews to a philosophical minimal-
ism that makes his work an original contribu-
tion to the theory of limited government.

There are aficionados of the early essays 
like Steven Anthony Gerencser (“Oakeshott 
on Law,” Penn State) who appreciate Oake-
shott’s mature achievement but seek more 
meat on the bone. Where, they ask, is a cel-
ebration of customary law, of community, of 
rootedness in culture and tradition that one 
would expect from the author of the Ratio-
nalism essays? They would do well to consult 
Oakeshott’s posthumously published Lectures 
in the History of Political Thought, edited by 
Terry Nardin and Luke O’Sullivan, which 
are replete with discussions of law and legal 
thinking in the Greek, Roman, medieval, and 
modern periods. In these Lectures, Oakeshott 
sees the progression from custom to common 
law to positive law in several historical con-
texts as a liberating response to the increasing 
diversity of households, clans, communities, 
and persons falling under unified political au-
thority. What Madison took as the basis for 
a new construct to extend liberty, Oakeshott 
taught as an old story—the indispensible role 
of scale and heterogeneity in the liberating 
character of Western political practice. All 
this, of course, falls under the rubric of his-
tory, not philosophy, in Oakeshott’s thought.

His Lectures also took due note of non-phil-
osophical, non-historical levels of discourse by 
practitioners in politics. For example, he saw 
the genius of Rome in a rhetorically grounded 
kind of jurisprudential reasoning that helped 
to preserve legal continuity for nearly a millen-
nium. An analogous kind of discourse can be 
found in the deliberative rhetoric of modern 
law and politics, as Terry Nardin (Cambridge) 

observes in the first essay to survey Oake-
shott’s writings on “Rhetoric and Political 
Language,” mostly from the 1960s and ’70s. 

The Autonomy of History

History, in the sense of the dis-
cipline of writing it, is arguably both 
the best developed and most prob-

lematic strand in Oakeshott’s decades-long 
reflection. As with the rule of law he under-
stands it as a self-standing, self-validating con-
ceptual (or “categorial”) world with postulates 
of its own added to those of human conduct. 
The test of a postulate singly is that the writ-
ing of history should be unthinkable without 
it; the test severally is that the postulated 
concepts together should form a coherent en-
semble, in a way that establishes history as a 
self-validating mode of inquiry.

Discussion of the topic is made more dif-
ficult because Oakeshott’s “final” 1983 essays 
On History were revisions of seminar papers 
that pre-dated the formulations of On Human 
Conduct. As a result, the conceptual frame-
work of the 1983 essays is not fully integrated 
with the 1975 work. It remains an unfulfilled 
challenge for commentators to provide a logi-
cally tight critique that unites the two works 
and explores the relation of history to other 
humanistic disciplines that take conduct as 
their subject matter. 

Luke O’Sullivan, who prepares the ground 
for achieving this integrative goal in his chron-
ologically organized Oakeshott on History in 
the Academic Imprint series, lays stress in his 
Cambridge Companion essay on three concepts 
not fully developed until Oakeshott’s late work: 
human conduct, contingency, historical events. 

The relations among them are fundamen-
tal to Oakeshott’s view. Conduct, as we have 
noted, postulates practices and their further 
conceptual requirements. It is the organiz-
ing category for all theoretical disciplines in 
which human intelligence is salient. Within 
conduct, a kind of contingency appears on 
the interpersonal level as a situational relation, 
distinct from causation, covering the various 
ways in which agents respond to each other 
through the medium of practices.

But contingency for the historian goes well 
beyond this. The writing of history entails 
the identification and placement of events in 
contingent relation. While human events 
are composed of human beings “conducting” 
themselves in contingent relations, the agents’ 
understandings of what they are doing—their 
own narratives—are but fodder for the histori-
an’s narrative. Historical contingency, because 
it is a relation of events, is “categorially” distinct 
from practical contingency as it appears in the 

Phone orders and inquiries: 1-800-621-2736
Online Orders: www.siupress.com
Use Promotion code CRB25 for a 25% 
discount on  individual direct orders

Lincoln and 
Reconstruction
John C. Rodrigue
Cloth, 176 pages
$19.95

Lincoln and Religion
Ferenc Morton Szasz with 
Margaret Connell Szasz 

Cloth, 136 pages, 10 Illus.
$24.95

From SIU Press
The Long Shadow of 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address
Jared Peatman
Cloth, 264 pages, 16 Illus.
$34.50

We Called Him Rabbi
Abraham:

Lincoln and American 
Jewry, a Documentary 

History
Gary Phillip Zola

Cloth, 528 pages, 59 Illus.
$49.50

Coming Soon!
Abraham Lincoln, 
Philosopher 
Statesman
Joseph R. Fornieri
Cloth, 248 pages, 20 Illus.
$34.50



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2014
Page 59

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

self-understandings of agents. Moreover, the 
historian brings various methods and precon-
ceptions that may yield a wide variety of plau-
sible interpretative narratives. (We have seen 
how the Louisiana Purchase may be placed 
alternatively in a narrative of foiled rationalism 
or expansionary republicanism.) 

So the issue arises as to what further con-
ceptions—historical identity and change, for 
example—are necessarily entailed in plac-
ing events in contingent relation, and what 
preconceptions, if any, can be ruled out in 
advance on evidentiary or philosophical 
grounds. As with law, Oakeshott takes a 
minimalist approach to achieve, by indirec-
tion, a guard against unexamined excess. His 
main targets, according to Luke O’Sullivan, 
are the intrusions into the world of the histo-
rian of teleological-theological speculations 
and practical-ideological ax-grinding.

Geoffrey Thomas (Penn State) attempts a 
rigorously analytic approach. He extracts four 
theses of his own devising from Oakeshott’s 
early and middle periods and subjects them to 
logical stress tests. Since the nature of human 
conduct and the different character of contin-
gency within it and within the writing of histo-
ry were not clearly exposed until the later writ-
ings, there is no serious engagement between 
him and O’Sullivan (or indeed with the mature 
Oakeshott). Still, the core concept from Oake-
shott’s 1933 work remains a constant: the pos-
tulate that the “historical past” is really a way 
of experiencing the present in terms of surviv-
als. Put another way: our access to the past can 
only come by inference from evidence that has 
survived into the present. 

After testing this postulate against both 
well-taken and tendentious readings of its 
philosophical background, Thomas concludes 
that it stands on its own feet, with a heuristic 
force productive of further refinements. Thus, 
after 80 years Oakeshott can be credited 
with having stated the obvious about history, 
which was his ambition. 

Hobbes as Philosopher

Oakeshott was one of a hand-
ful of scholars to launch the 20th-
century reassessment of Thomas 

Hobbes, which began in Germany with Carl 
Schmitt and Leo Strauss. He did so both in 
published work and in his courses on political 
thought at the London School of Economics. 

To address this topic the Companion editors 
have recruited Noel Malcolm (Penn State’s 
volume), who has edited Hobbes’s correspon-
dence and the definitive three-volume English-
Latin critical edition of Leviathan, and Ian 
Tregenza (Cambridge’s), the Australian author 

of Michael Oakeshott on Hobbes (2003) in the 
Imprint Academic series. Their contributions 
live up to their credentials, and their differ-
ing emphases make them well worth reading 
in tandem. Both show how Oakeshott’s own 
philosophical interests made him at once a pro-
found and a selective reader of Hobbes. 

Martyn Thompson (Penn State), who at-
tended Oakeshott’s undergraduate lectures 
and graduate seminar, uses Hobbes more gen-
erally to illustrate Oakeshott’s multi-threaded 
approach to “political thought” as embracing 
everyday political talk, reflective discourse 
within politics, and genuine theorizing that 
takes politics as its subject matter. Thus, 
Oakeshott read Hobbes’s Leviathan as having 
a conceptual integrity that earns it an endur-
ing place in the history of Western philosophy, 
above and beyond its place in the history of 
17th-century English political doctrines.

Oakeshott’s Teaching

The accumulating critical litera-
ture on Michael Oakeshott’s best-de-
veloped theoretical themes confirms 

his own enduring place beyond his century. 
He developed a self-consistent point of view—
a unified theoretical criterion—from which 
to survey the civilized achievements he theo-
rized, without slighting the substrate of spon-
taneous activity from which they emerged 
and were continuously refreshed. His work 
as a whole—which includes pedagogic, reli-
gious, erotic, and aesthetic sensibilities not 
addressed here—thus combines the austere 
tones of philosophy with a refulgent evocation 
of the variety of human experience. 

There is a kind of teaching in this. At a 
time when liberal learning is asked to justify 
its cash value Oakeshott’s corpus provides a 
countervailing example: it presents the price-
less record of a genuinely theoretical mind 
questioning, correcting, and unfolding it-
self. Its quiet force is captured in one of the 
many arresting observations in his Notebooks, 
1922-86, published as this review goes to 
press: “The business of a teacher is to exercise 
a formative influence of good example upon 
his pupils—the only kind of influence which 
can be exercised without impertinence & ac-
cepted without indignity.” 

Josiah Lee Auspitz has written about Michael 
Oakeshott for several periodicals and collections, 
including, most recently, The Meanings of 
Michael Oakeshott’s Conservatism, edited by 
Corey Abel (Imprint Academic) and Praxis und 
Politik—Michael Oakeshott im Dialog, edited 
by Michael Henkel and Oliver W. Lembcke 
(Mohr Siebeck).
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Allan greenberg has done heroic 
work reviving the tradition of classical 
architecture, and Rizzoli’s new mono-

graph on his body of work, Allan Greenberg: 
Classical Architect, helps us see, sumptuously, 
how and why.

Greenberg developed a profound appre-
ciation for American structures both physical 
and constitutional soon after arriving here in 
1964 from South Africa. He has written with 
great discernment about the architectural 
achievements of George Washington and, in 
another Rizzoli volume, Architecture of De-
mocracy (2006), on the influence of emerg-
ing American democratic institutions upon 
American houses, courthouses, and other 
public buildings (Hadley Arkes described 
that book as surpassing Tocqueville in some 
particulars, in “Building Democracy,” CRB, 
Summer 2007). Aside from a slim book in the 
mid-’90s, there has never been a collection of 
his own work; that omission is now corrected. 

Greenberg is a lucid architect and thinker, 
and his introduction to this volume (much 

of which is adapted from The Architecture of 
Democracy) offers sharp and stirring advocacy 
for classical architecture and a reminder of his 
considerable loneliness after his turn to clas-
sicism in the modernism-besotted 1960s. His 
early years weren’t especially unusual for a stu-
dent and practitioner at the time. After study-
ing architecture in South Africa—which he 
fled in disgust at growing racial tensions—he 
bounced around Europe for several years, 
meeting the famed Swiss-French architect Le 
Corbusier in Paris. Among other projects, he 
worked (with Jørn Utzon) on the Sydney Op-
era House, before landing in a Master’s Pro-
gram at the Yale School of Architecture.

An early sense of modernism’s failures be-
came evident in a stint with the catastrophi-
cally effective New Haven Redevelopment 
Authority. As he writes in the introduction, 

urban renewal in New Haven was a taw-
dry reflection of Le Corbusier’s ideal city, 
the unrealized Ville Radieuse. Although 
his ideas were compelling for their star-

tling vision and diagrammatic clarity, 
their influence was an unmitigated di-
saster for American cities and towns. 
No longer concerned with the integrity 
of the street or relationships to adjacent 
buildings, the modern architect was free 
to ignore the past and jettison any sense 
of architecture’s relationship to society. 

Greenberg was soon hired as 
a visiting faculty member at the 
Yale architecture school, where his 

teaching, in marked contrast to that of oth-
ers, stressed the continued importance of 
the past. He writes in his introduction, 

In my design studios, I assigned chal-
lenging problems involving additions to 
important old buildings or projects set 
in historic parts of cities. Because mod-
ernistic architects believed that most 
classical and Gothic buildings were 
simply copied from the past, I created 
exercises to show students this was false. 

Book Review by Anthony Paletta

A Living Tradition
Allan Greenberg: Classical Architect, by Allan Greenberg.

Rizzoli, 304 pages, $75

House on the Long Island Sound
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Modernist orthodoxy was so stultifying that 
Greenberg found a greater spirit of openness 
and debate about architecture at the Yale Law 
School than at its School of Architecture. 

He soon left Yale to focus on private prac-
tice, resolving that a different course was 
necessary:

I concluded that, for me at least, mod-
ernistic architecture lacked an alterna-
tive urban vision. I decided to pursue 
a career as a classical architect. At the 
time I thought I would just follow this 
eccentric direction for my own intel-
lectual pleasure as an avant-garde of 
one. And for the next decade I was the 
only young architect in the U.S. with 
an office devoted to designing classi-
cal buildings. As I write in 2013, it is 
particularly gratifying to watch the de-
velopment of so many young architects 
who have decided to follow a similar 
path.

He proved a pioneer in his turn to classi-
cism, and soon found well-deserved company 
in his sharp reaction to rote modernism and 
its depredations upon the physical landscape. 
But as readers will note in Greenberg’s in-
troduction to this volume, however vibrantly 
classical his work has been, he never rejected 
modernism carte blanche. “If truth be told, 
contemporary buildings by Le Corbusier, 
Mies van der Rohe, Walter Gropius, and 
Alvar Alto are almost as different from one 
another as they are from the works of more 
traditional architects like Lutyens or John 
Russell Pope.” He has showcased modern-
ism in his works, including Le Corbusier’s 
Carpenter Center at Harvard in Architecture 
of Democracy, praising both its form and its 
sensitivity to context.

In an interview last year with the 
Wall Street Journal he described the Philip 
Johnson-designed Four Seasons restau-

rant in Mies’s Seagram Building as his “fa-
vorite interior in New York.” Mies’s famous 
quip defending modernist minimalism, “less 
is more,” is mocked in Robert Venturi’s anti-
modernist retort, “less is a bore.” But Green-
berg, speaking about the restaurant interior, 
engaged in nothing but praise in his wordplay, 

“Here, less becomes more luxurious and more 
sensuous, like the Shinto Temple and stone 
gardens of Japan.” Though the palpable influ-
ence of modernism is a bit rarer in his own 
work, he has directly cited Marcel Breuer, 
Mies, Aalto, and other Ur-modernists as in-
spiration for particular projects. 

Greenberg noted that at Yale he felt 
“trapped in the middle of a war between mod-
ernistic architects and the past”; he rejected 
the modernist orthodoxy, but not all of its 
possible tenets. While his product is expressly 
classical, his thought is quite different from 
the anti-modernist peers with whom he is of-
ten leagued, such as Leon Krier, Aldo Rossi, 
or Henry Hope Reed, Jr. 

Greenberg’s catholic enthusiasms seem 
partly due to his particular interests in classi-
cism; before his explorations of earlier Ameri-
can vernacular architecture, his first object of 
sustained academic attention was Edwin Lu-
tyens, whose ordered yet fanciful work repre-

Lutyens was interested in movement 
through a sequence of closed spaces, 
each separate and distinct. But it was a 
more complex amalgam than the regu-
lar spaces and unbroken axes of the 
Beaux Arts, or the looser organization 
and floor spaces of an open plan. 

Greenberg continues: 

In Lutyens’ houses the cross axis, the 
focal point of an H or square plan, is 
occupied by a solid and functional mass. 
The paradox is further developed, for 
the central mass could disappear on 
the next floor, and is seldom expressed 
on the exterior, except by the chimney 
of a fireplace. By virtue of its location 
at a crossing, movement and axes are 
pushed apart, and a meaningful rela-
tionship between interior and exterior 
is made difficult, as no room or group 
of rooms can extend through the plan. 
The result is an asymmetrical circula-
tion pattern within a symmetrical form 
and intricate and circuitous movements 
in a plan whose elements are symmetri-
cally disposed and axially related.

His enthusiasm for Lutyens’s deviations 
from rigid orders and arrangement reveals 
the spirit of his own work, in which variety 
and experiment remain possible within a clas-
sical frame. He is interesting not because he is 
simply replicating the past, but because he is 
wielding a sophisticated grasp of its traditions. 
In his essay “Allan Greenberg and the Dif-
ficult Whole of Architecture,” Notre Dame 
architect Carroll William Westfall observed 
that

Greenberg’s is an expressive and instruc-
tive architecture, producing dynamic 
effects, but it is not one to be used for 
training beginners, for the basic rules 
are pushed so far into the background 
that beginners might think they had a 
license to disregard, rather than master 
them. Beginners need to master Bra-
mante, Palladio, Inigo Jones, Charles 
McKim, and John Russell Pope before 
they can move on to Raphael, Michel-
angelo, Christopher Wren, Stanford 
White, Edwin Lutyens, and Allan 
Greenberg.

Which leads us to greenberg’s 
own nuanced work in the pres-
ent volume, an ample showcase 

of traditionalist ranges and styles, livened 

sents a thread of idiosyncratic classicism left 
hanging throughout the years of high modern-
ism until Greenberg determined to pick it up. 
Greenberg wrote a fascinating 1969 Perspecta 
essay, later expanded into a 2007 volume, Lu-
tyens and the Modern Movement, which sought 
to map the commonalities among Lutyens, 
Wright, and Le Corbusier, which rest chiefly in 
their similar attention to a planned dynamic of 
movement through spaces. Much of his analy-
sis is focused on the purposeful irregularities 
that characterized Lutyens’s work, irregulari-
ties that also animate his own work, but with 
very different results. 
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throughout by elegant experiment. Here 
and there you’ll find the neo-Georgian, the 
neo-Palladians, the Byzantine-Romanesque, 
the Mediterrenean, the neo-Greek Revivals, 
and much else. These are uniformly elegant 
and lively updatings of traditional forms. An 
estate in Fairfield County echoes Lutyens’s 
Papillon House, boasting a similar if small-
er butterfly design. A residence for Martha 
Stewart, a renovation of several existing 
structures, drew evidently on Greenberg’s 
great interest in the integration of func-
tions that characterized early American ar-
chitecture; practical structures such as sta-
bles aren’t consigned to remote corners but 
sit comfortably next to the home. Another 
home in New England effortlessly transi-
tions through three different styles along 
its progression in a simulacrum of an estate 
gradually expanded, from a gambrel-roofed 
17th-century home to a late 18th-century 
main house to an arts-and-crafts-like addi-
tion. The interior makes keen use of these 
possibilities, with the family area located in 
the latter portion, which harbors the largest 
vernacular windows. 

Simple patterns are repeatedly complicat-
ed by elaborate detail. The view from the en-
trance to a New Jersey neo-Georgian doesn’t 
lead to a clear vista to the rear; instead it’s 
obscured by a winding stair that draws the 
dynamic of movement sinuously upwards. 
The stair hall in a Greek Revival plantation-
styled house on Long Island already offers 

an unobscured view of the two floors above; 
Greenberg disrupts expectations of the mute 
monumental with yet another staircase 
sweeping across the full curve of the wall. 
He always achieves a visual centeredness, but 
his efforts to introduce elements of subtle 
asymmetry into his work prove a continual 
attraction. 

The steel and glass house is unusu-
al in the Greenberg repertoire. Faced 
with the task of an addition to a ram-

bling Victorian in Connecticut, he suggested 
that a more contemporary addition would 
probably be apt. “Yes, let’s make it more mod-
ern” said the wife. “No, not more modern,” 
countered Greenberg. “More like Mies van 
der Rohe.” 

The result is surprisingly elegant balances, 
with the stark white volume of the addition 
accentuating rather than competing with the 
original. As Greenberg quipped in a Wall 
Street Journal piece on the home, “I liken my 
building to a novel by James Joyce. The house 
itself is more like one by William Thackeray, 
George Eliot, or Charles Dickens.” 

More than two thirds of the volume fea-
tures houses, which have been the principal 
product of his work. But his engagements 
with institutional architecture also display 
great verve, with the university commissions 
particularly fascinating. Greenberg writes, 
in an additional essay in the book, “If the 
architecture of a university is compared to 

an open book, it’s often in a language we’ve 
forgotten how to read or no longer attempt 
to understand.” This is flagrantly clear from 
a look not only at ruefully non-contextu-
al contemporary campus additions but at 
mildly preferable neo-neotraditional ele-
ments. Greenberg’s work is a rebuke to doz-
ens of cut-rate campus additions, buildings 
that seem to think that brick, gable roofs, 
and a dash of stone accents suddenly a neo-
Georgian make. In his work on Dupont and 
Gore Halls at the University of Delaware he 
wields the overlooked details that lend the 
Georgian palate its appeal, paying close heed 
to ornamented cornices, sculptural string 
courses (the thin bands of brick or stone that 
run across most Georgian-style buildings), 
judicious arrangements of gabled windows 
and chimneys, and the many other small but 
vital elements often omitted in slapdash con-
temporary versions. 

Greenberg has also contributed tasteful 
additions in other styles to other campuses: 
a more austere brick addition to Princeton’s 
Aaron Burr Hall, for example, and a new 
Humanities building for Rice University de-
signed more simply than its partners around a 
quadrangle but with numerous subtle stylistic 
echoes. 

The selection of photographs 
is excellent, and Greenberg’s essays 
and explanatory texts are uniformly 

illuminating. The only significant misfortune 
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of his new book is that, having previously en-
countered his lengthy, deft accounts of the 
architecture of others, it’s difficult for slight 
single pages on his own work not to feel a bit 
wan. Also, given his own lavishly diagram-
matic accounts of movement in Lutyens’s 
work, and the clear significance of a similar 
analysis of progression and movement to his 
own work, it is unfortunate that we don’t get 
any floorplans here. 

This isn’t Greenberg’s fault; the misfor-
tune is that classical architecture, for all its 
successful revival, still prospers mainly in a 
gentry circuit of Rizzoli monographs and 
Architectural Digest and Town and Country 
spreads more likely destined for perusal at 
the coffee table than close attention in the 
library. Complaints about marginalization 
may sound a bit ripe when one enjoys such 
genteel patrons, but enthusiasm from the 
wealthy and enthusiasm from architectural 
tastemakers are still rather different things 
and traditional architecture is still déclassé 
within much of the architectural world. 

Classical architecture is a tradition that 
has returned to much greater vigor since 
Greenberg’s start. It harbors a variety that 
is healthful but within which it is possible 
to discern distinct categories. Consider the 
winners of Notre Dame’s Driehaus Prize for 
classical architecture, which included Green-
berg in 2006. There are paradigmatic formal-
ists like Léon Krier; and at the other end of 
the spectrum there’s Michael Graves, who no 
doubt wields traditional elements, but in the 
most cartoonishly ironical fashion possible 
(this is the man who supported a pediment 
with the seven dwarves!). This variety is an 
encouraging sign, but also, I think, a valuable 
reminder that neoclassicism is never going to 
be a simple field. Robert A.M. Stern, dean of 
the Yale School of Architecture and a winner 
of the Driehaus Prize, has repeatedly argued 
that “Modernism and Classicism should be 
able to exist side by side.” Paul Goldberger, ar-
chitectural critic for anywhere that has mat-
tered over the last three decades, and a judge 
for the Driehaus Prize, has similarly argued 
against simple binaries. In his book On the 
Rise: Architecture and Design in a Post-Modern 
Age (1983), he wrote:

The issue is not the moral rightness or 
wrongness of a particular style, and it 
never was. The modernists’ dogma was 
as foolish as the antimodernists; each 
makes claim to a moral superiority that 
neither history nor common sense can 
support. It is simply not true, as the 
antimodernists now tell us, that people 

have always preferred classicism, that 
modernism was a perverse break from a 
great historical continuum, and that the 
only priority for us today is to get back 
on that simple, single track. If only the 
history of art and the history of culture 
were so simple.
 

This history won’t be growing sim-
pler any time soon. Critics as cold-
eyed as Nathan Glazer frankly con-

cluded in From a Cause to a Style: Modernist 
Architecture’s Encounter with the American 
City (2007) that many building traditions 
are unworkable for contemporary purposes. 
The rise of modernism was closely tied to 
the rise of modern office capitalism, which is 
here to stay, along with its massive, forbid-
ding skyscrapers. In other realms, the im-
mense escalation of labor costs and require-
ments of modern scale render traditional 
buildings difficult. Greenberg is an effusive 
fan of Thomas Jefferson’s University of Vir-
ginia, and it is a treasure, but most university 
construction will never again resemble it. As 
Glazer observed: 

Scale is a problem. The most admired 
composition of buildings and spaces 
in the United States is the Univer-
sity of Virginia by Thomas Jefferson. 
Our third president was also a great 
architect and designer. He had many 
virtues. No one disputes the elegance 
and beauty of Jefferson’s “academical 
village,” with its two rows of modest 
structures, facing each other across a 
beautiful lawn, with one end closed by 
an exquisite domed building, the Ro-
tunda, originally designed for a library. 
But no library of any size could now 
be fitted into it, or into many other 
domed buildings once built for librar-
ies, whether the Radcliffe Camera at 
Oxford, the British Museum, or the 
Library of Congress.

The crucial point gained from a volume 
like this is not that classicism is unlikely to 
become a dominant strain in architecture, but 
that its absence from the realm of new con-
struction was a lamentable, entirely unneces-
sary trend, which Allan Greenberg has strug-
gled valiantly to reverse. His body of work 
stands eloquently on its own as a testament 
to the virtues and vitality of traditional forms, 
while offering tremendous encouragement to 
architects still to come. 

Anthony Paletta is a writer living in Brooklyn.
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Essay by  John J. Miller

Master of Modern Horror

“All earth-life,” announces one of 
H.P. Lovecraft’s doomed characters 
at a moment of terrible revelation, is 

a “ jest or mistake.” Lovecraft may have felt the 
same way about his own existence. When he 
died in near poverty at the age of 46 in 1937, 
he considered himself a failure. Only a few 
people knew his byline, and almost all of them 
knew it from trashy pulp magazines. A three-
sentence obituary from the Associated Press 
neglected to mention even a single short-story 
title.

Today, Lovecraft is commonly regarded 
as the greatest American horror writer of 
the 20th century, and his only real rival in 
any century is Edgar Allan Poe. (The jury 
is out on Stephen King.) His most famous 
invention was a kraken-like sea beast with 
an unpronounceable name: Cthulhu. The 
stories loosely connected to this tentacled  
leviathan—there are about a dozen—are 
collectively called the Cthulhu Mythos. 
Their namesake has attained iconic status 
not only within the narrow confines of the 
horror genre, but without it as well. Cthulhu 
has become everything from the subject of 
songs by the heavy-metal band Metallica to 

a green plush doll that sits on bookshelves. 
Every four years brings on a new array of 
t-shirts and bumper stickers that tell the 
same joke: “Cthulhu for President: Why 
choose the lesser evil?” 

Lovecraft has done more than penetrate 
pop culture. His influence shows up in the 
work of Jorge Luis Borges, Umberto Eco, 
and Thomas Pynchon. Joyce Carol Oates 
has written about him in the New York Re-
view of Books and edited an anthology of his 
fiction. Lovecraft wrote to entertain, but he 
also wrote with intellectual purpose. He 
sought to put forth a philosophy he called 

“cosmic indifferentism”—an atheistic, amoral      
materialism that insisted on human irrele-
vance—along with the related idea that most 
people can’t handle this hard truth. Fritz 
Leiber, a noted fantasy author, described 
Lovecraft as “the Copernicus of the horror 
story.” Just as Copernicus showed that hu-
manity does not sit at the center of every-
thing, Lovecraft shifted the emphasis of the 
horror story away from the psychologies and 
fates of individual characters and toward 
what he called “the horrors that lurk cease-
lessly behind life in time and in space.” 

Lovecraft expressed his views at many 
times and in many ways, but perhaps never 
better than in the opening paragraph of “The 
Call of Cthulhu”:

The most merciful thing in the world, 
I think, is the inability of the human 
mind to correlate all its contents. We 
live on a placid island of ignorance in 
the midst of black seas of infinity, and 
it was not meant that we should voyage 
far. The sciences, each straining in its 
own direction, have hitherto harmed us 
little; but some day the piecing together 
of dissociated knowledge will open up 
such terrifying vistas of reality, and of 
our frightful position therein, that we 
shall either go mad from the revelation 
or flee from the deadly light into the 
peace and safety of a new dark age.

The first sentence of the paragraph constitutes 
Lovecraft’s single entry in Bartlett’s Familiar 
Quotations. If he wrote a second-most-famous 
line, it’s probably from the beginning of his 
perceptive study, Supernatural Horror in Liter-
ature, and it provides a good glimpse of his lit-
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erary method: “The oldest and strongest emo-
tion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and 
strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.”

The Horror, the Horror

Lovecraft’s journey from obscurity 
to renown took decades. Over the past 
30 years or so, a variety of publishers 

have put out their own editions of Lovecraft’s 
work, which is largely in the public domain. 
His breakthrough moment—if we must iso-
late only one—came in 2005, when the Li-
brary of America published what remains the 
best single-volume edition of his work, using 
the definitive texts of S.T. Joshi, his foremost 
scholar and booster. By wrapping the book 
in its distinctive black jacket with a thin red-
white-and-blue stripe, the eminent imprint 
signaled that Lovecraft at last belonged in the 
American canon—not necessarily the equal 
of Hawthorne, Melville, Twain, and company, 
but certainly worthy of special regard. Stories 
that used to show up only in cheap paperbacks 
with gross-out covers now find themselves ap-
pearing in more respectable packages. The 
latest two entrants come from top academic 
and commercial publishers. The Classic Hor-
ror Stories, from Oxford University Press, is 
edited by Roger Luckhurst, a professor of lit-
erature at Birkbeck College in London. The 
collection includes a well-chosen group of 
Cthulhu Mythos stories but uses texts uncor-
rected by Joshi, for the purpose of retaining, 
as Luckhurst puts it, “some of the pulp energy” 
of their original appearance. The Thing on 
the Doorstep and Other Weird Stories, edited 
by Joshi and reissued by Penguin, avoids this 
pitfall but leaves out some of Lovecraft’s best 
writing. It also features a new introduction by 
Guillermo del Toro, a film director (Pacific 
Rim, Pan’s Labyrinth) who has said that one of 
his professional ambitions is to make a movie 
of At the Mountains of Madness, Lovecraft’s 
novella set in the wilds of Antarctica. 

Before this small explosion of interest, the 
biggest barrier to Lovecraft’s mainstream ac-
ceptance had been his status as a writer of 
horror fiction—a field of literature that suf-
fers from the suspicion that its readers take 
a perverse delight in graphic descriptions of 
torture and murder. This is an unfortunate 
misunderstanding, brought on in part by the 
sad fact that some horror books and movies 
really are no better than this. In its practical 
application, however, the classification hor-
ror encompasses a wide range of creative ex-
pression, from lowbrow penny dreadfuls and 
shilling shockers to Henry James’s The Turn 
of the Screw. Much of the confusion is seman-
tic. Strictly defined, horror is a blend of fear 
and disgust, the revulsion we feel in the face 

of cruelty and decay. Although Lovecraft cer-
tainly exploited this emotion—read the final 
paragraph of “The Rats in the Walls,” for 
instance—most of the time he aimed higher. 
The finest horror fiction is really about ter-
ror, which combines fear and awe in a power-
ful sensation that haunts rather than startles. 
Lovecraft sometimes used the term supernatu-
ral horror, but as a thoroughgoing material-
ist, he didn’t really believe in the supernatu-
ral. If a phenomenon appeared to violate the 
laws of nature, he argued, it was only because 
we didn’t understand the science of the laws. 
Much of Lovecraft’s work originally ran in a 
pulp magazine called Weird Tales, with weird 
meaning eerie or uncanny. Yet that promising 
word never really caught on as a label. So we’re 
stuck with calling it all horror, and cramming 
slasher flicks like Friday the 13th and its inter-

satirized them in Northanger Abbey), followed 
by the Romantics, who gave birth to the first 
stories of vampirism as well as to Frankenstein. 
And so on, down through Poe and Ambrose 
Bierce and all the way to Cormac McCarthy’s 
The Road. Even non-fiction authors find hor-
ror useful: Daniel W. Drezner has written 
Theories of International Politics and Zombies, 
published by Princeton University Press. His 
approach may be tongue-in-cheek, but his 
purpose is serious—just like the best horror 
literature.

The Outsider

Howard phillips lovecraft was 
born in 1890 to a genteel family in 
Providence, Rhode Island. Raised 

in the shadow of Brown University, he never 
attended it, in large part due to a sickly child-
hood. As he grew up, Lovecraft became en-
gaged in the world of amateur journalism, 
which foreshadowed the blogging boom of the 
21st century: hobbyists printed specialty pub-
lications and distributed them to a small read-
ership. In 1915, Lovecraft printed the first edi-
tion of his own newsletter, a casual imitation 
of Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s Tatler 
and Spectator periodicals, which, though from 
the 18th century, were still widely respected 
as models of composition. Lovecraft called his 
journal The Conservative. Over the next eight 
years, he put out a total of 13 issues, writing 
or editing all the contents. The entire run is 
now collected in a slim volume by the British 
publisher Arktos—an unnecessary venture 
but for the growing interest in every aspect of 
Lovecraft’s life.

The Conservative was not conservative in the 
modern sense. A kind of reactionary Anglo-
philia spurred Lovecraft to reject the Ameri-
can Revolution. Throughout his life, he dis-
played his anachronistic loyalty through his 
British spelling, rendering color as colour and 
odor as odour. Although he despised Wood-
row Wilson—mostly for refusing to jump 
into the First World War and defend Mother 
England—he also distrusted capitalism, espe-
cially for its corrosions of culture. Progressive 
ideas seeped into his thought: “The masses of 
mankind must remain subject to the will of 
a dominant aristocracy so long as the present 
structure of the human brain endures,” he 
wrote. By “aristocracy,” Lovecraft didn’t mean 
a ruling class of noble bloodlines but an elite 
selected for their intelligence and expertise. 

Joshi has argued that Lovecraft’s poli-
tics evolved over time, as he went from hat-
ing Wilson to cheering on Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt and the New Deal, but Lovecraft’s 
views may demonstrate a rough consistency. 
In “The Shadow Out of Time,” finished in 
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minable sequels into the same broad catego-
ry as the most refined ghost stories, such as 
Vladimir Nabokov’s “The Vane Sisters” and 
Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House.

Horror, in any case, is more than a genre: 
it’s a technique that great writers have used 
from the earliest times. Homer is full of 
horror, from the sea monsters Scylla and 
Charybdis to the gruesome scene in which 
Odysseus drives a spear into the eye of the 
Cyclops. In Beowulf, the hero rips the arm of 
Grendel from its socket. Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight features a decapitation. Dante’s 
Inferno portrays an entire geography of hor-
ror. Shakespeare inserted horror into his 
plays, from the soothsayer in Julius Caesar to 
the ghost in Hamlet to the witches in Macbeth. 
Next came the Graveyard Poets and then 
the Gothic novelists (plus Jane Austen, who 
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New from University of Toronto Press

utppublishing.com 

Land, Stewardship, and 
Legitimacy 
Endangered Species Policy in Canada and 
the United States

by Andrea Olive
In Land, Stewardship, and Legitimacy, 
Andrea Olive shows how public 
attitudes have shaped environmental 
policy in response to endangered 
species law, specifically the Endangered 
Species Act in the U.S and the Species 
at Risk Act in Canada.

Confronting the Blue 
Revolution
Industrial Aquaculture and 
Sustainability in the Global South

by Md Saidul Islam

This book explores the social and
environmental impact of industrialized 
aquaculture and the need to 
reconsider consumption patterns, 
neoliberal environmental governance, 
and the question of sustainability.

Making North America
Trade, Security, and Integration

by James Thompson

This book analyzes the role national 
security has played in North American 
integration and features interviews 
with key decision-makers from all three 
countries, including Brian Mulroney, 
George H.W. Bush, and Carlos Salinas.

Politics of Energy 
Dependency
Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania between 
Domestic Oligarchs and Russian Pressure

by Margarita M. Balmaceda

A must-read for anyone interested in 
Ukraine, Russia, Eastern Europe and 
the politics of natural resources. This 
book reveals how energy dependency 
affected the energy security of Europe 
as a whole.

Pascal the Philosopher
An Introduction

by Graeme Hunter

This book portrays Pascal as the rare 
philosopher who is spiritual, literary, 
and rigorous all at once – both a 
brilliant controversialist and a thinker of 
substance. 

Innovating for the Global 
South 
Towards an Inclusive Innovation 
Agenda 

edited by Dilip Soman, Janice 
Gross Stein, and Joseph Wong
Innovating for the Global South
examines the causes and 
consequences of poverty in the 
developing world and offers fresh 
solutions to mitigate its effects. 

1935, Lovecraft described an alien civiliza-
tion as a kind of Progressive utopia: “The 
political and economic system of each unit 
was a sort of fascistic socialism, with major 
resources rationally distributed, and power 
delegated to a small governing board elected 
by the votes of all able to pass certain edu-
cational and psychological tests.” On the 
pages of his newsletter, he also trafficked 
in the vilest strains of Progressive-era race 
theory, praising “that magnificent Teutonic 
stock” as “the only true Aryan” and speak-
ing of “actual biological supremacy.” He de-
nounced immigration, scoffed at melting-pot 
Americanism, and talked up black inferiority. 
This is ugly stuff and it makes for disagree-
able reading. Later editions of The Conserva-
tive focused more on literature than politics, 
and the ideas that would animate Lovecraft’s 
best fiction began to find a mature voice. In 
the 1918 issue, for example, he took up the 
theme of “man’s utter insignificance.” He 
continued, in words echoing Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, Jr.: “All that we know, see, dream, 
or imagine, is less than a grain of dust in in-
finity. It is virtually nothing, or at best no 
more than a mathematical point.”

Around this time, Lovecraft began to 
write horror stories. Most of these early ef-
forts are forgettable, the products of a young 
author gaining experience, but a few stand 
out. In “The Statement of Randolph Carter” 
(1919), a scientist descends into a tomb and 
disappears—but not before sending a mes-
sage that urges others not to follow, in a 
conclusion that suggests a doom worse than 
death. In “The Music of Erich Zann” (1921), 
a mute violist plays bewildering harmonies 
that seem directed at an unknown force from 
beyond the window of a top-floor apartment. 
Lovecraft’s most successful tale from this ini-
tial period is “The Outsider” (1921), a story 
of resurrection and revelation that has start-
ed to land on high-school reading lists. The 
unnamed narrator emerges from a mausole-
um, travels paths he dimly recalls, and finally 
reaches a castle as it hosts a masquerade. He 
plunges in, “stepping as I did so from my 
single bright moment of hope to my blackest 
convulsion of despair and realisation.” The 
partygoers flee in panic, confusing the nar-
rator, who discovers the truth only when he 
looks in a mirror and sees his reflection for 
the first time: “It was a compound of all that 
is unclean, uncanny, unwelcome, abnormal, 
and detestable…the awful baring of that 
which the merciful earth should always hide.” 
He retreats to his burrow and, in a line that’s 
tempting to interpret as autobiographical, 
concludes: “I am an outsider; a stranger in 
this century and among those who are still 
men.”
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The Call of Cthulhu

Lovecraft was in fact less of a lon-
er than these words suggest. He was al-
ways forming friendships and writing 

letters—nobody knows how many, though 
about 5,000 appear to have survived. In 1924, 
he married Sonia Greene, a hat maker who 
participated in amateur journalism. She 
was a Jewish immigrant from Russia, a fact 
that Lovecraft’s apologists always point out 
when trying to mitigate the author’s racism. 
The marriage struggled from the start, with 
Lovecraft leaving his beloved Providence for 
his wife’s home in New York City, which he 
approached with wonder but came to loathe. 
He continued to write under his own name 
as well as for others. One client was Harry 
Houdini, the magician and stunt artist, who 
had been hired by Weird Tales to produce 
stories that would turn his celebrity into 
sales. (The result of this collaboration, the 
Egyptian-themed “Under the Pyramids,” ap-
pears in the Penguin volume.) Meanwhile, 
Sonia traveled extensively, even taking a job 

Cthulhu, who has waited in a state of entrap-
ment until “the stars were right.” Even before 
the story begins, we know that the narrator is 
dead, for the tale presents itself as a document 
found among the papers of a deceased Bosto-
nian. “I know too much,” he confesses at the 
end, and we understand that he did not die 
peacefully in his sleep. 

One of the story’s first readers, Farnsworth 
Wright, apparently didn’t know enough: he 
turned down “The Call of Cthulhu” for Weird 
Tales, which he edited. Lovecraft could be 
meek in the face of rejection, and he might 
have responded by burying “The Call of 
Cthulhu” in his files. Instead, he mustered the 
confidence to demand a reconsideration. The 
letter he attached to the resubmitted story is 
one of the clearest statements of his literary 
goals: “Now all my tales are based on the fun-
damental premise that common human laws 
and interests and emotions have no validity or 
significance in the vast cosmos-at-large.” After 
a second look, Wright accepted “The Call of 
Cthulhu,” reversing one of the worst decisions 
any editor of horror fiction ever made.

Lovecraft went on to write a string of his 
most popular stories. “The Colour Out of 
Space,” regarded by many as his single best 
tale, concerns a glowing meteorite of uncer-
tain origin that transforms a backwoods farm 
into a “blasted heath” of rot and death. In a 
framing narrative, a surveyor hears an account 
of what happened as he maps the area for a 
reservoir—it’s like Deliverance except that it 
swaps the banjo music for an extraterrestrial 
menace. “The Dunwich Horror” involves 
black-magic conjuring, a grotesque chimera, 
and, unusual for Lovecraft, an optimistic end-
ing. “The Whisperer in Darkness,” set largely 
in the hills of Vermont, recounts rustic leg-
ends that mask sinister realities.

In the typical Lovecraft story, the protag-
onist—“hero” is not really the right word—is 
a bachelor of scholarly or antiquarian bent 
who investigates some mystery of art, sci-
ence, or folklore and uncovers hidden truths 
that would have been better left alone. He 
populated his yarns with a riotous bestiary 
of monsters, aliens, cannibals, voodoo sects, 
and even “the blind idiot god Azathoth, Lord 
of All Things, encircled by his flopping horde 
of mindless and amorphous dancers.” One of 
his best-known props was a book of forbidden 
knowledge called the Necronomicon, suppos-
edly written in the 8th century by “the mad 
Arab Abdul Alhazred” and later translated 
by John Dee, the Elizabethan occultist. As 
with so much of Lovecraft and his potted his-
tories, the Necronomicon blends fiction and 
fact: Alhazred sprang from Lovecraft’s imagi-
nation and Dee was an actual person. Love-
craft played these tricks constantly. Just as he 

in Cleveland, so she and Lovecraft were often 
separated. The marriage teetered for about 
two years and collapsed completely when 
Lovecraft returned to Providence in 1926. 
The move marked the beginning of what 
would become the busiest and most creative 
phase of Lovecraft’s life. Fueled by his disori-
enting experience in New York City as well 
as his discovery of writers such as Algernon 
Blackwood and Arthur Machen, Lovecraft 
shifted away from stories that commonly 
read like imitations of Poe and into some-
thing wholly new and different.

The first product of this new phase was 
“The Call of Cthulhu,” which is hard to de-
scribe without sounding silly: it’s a horror 
story about a squid-faced monster the size of 
a mountain. But it’s the best thing Lovecraft 
ever wrote, a masterpiece of careful plotting 
and mounting dread. It involves an artist dis-
turbed by bizarre dreams, a strange sculpture, 
and a globetrotting investigation that culmi-
nates in the South Pacific. A city of impos-
sible geometry, reminiscent of an M.C. Escher 
print, rises from the waves—and then so does !
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the best story of weird fiction ever written. In 
Lovecraft’s universe, revelation rarely ends 
well. Characters who act on their curiosity 
and try to make sense of their surroundings 
find their sanity tested as they confront colors 
never seen before, angles that look acute but 
behave obtuse, and the relentless threat of vio-
lent death. The unluckiest even tempt the fate 
of their species: “It is absolutely necessary, for 
the peace and safety of mankind, that some 
of earth’s dark, dead corners and unplumbed 
depths be let alone; lest sleeping abnormali-
ties wake to resurgent life, and blasphemously 
surviving nightmares squirm and splash out of 
their black lairs to newer and wider conquests.”

At a time when Ernest Hemingway was try-
ing to pare down the language to simple words 
and sentences, Lovecraft took off in the oppo-
site direction. He never met an adjective or ad-
verb he wasn’t willing to unleash, particularly if 
it sounded spooky. “Accursed,” “eldritch,” and 

“fungoid” were favorites. This met with sharp 
criticism. “Surely one of the primary rules for 
writing an effective tale of horror is never to use 
any of these words—especially if you are going, 
at the end, to produce an invisible whistling 
octopus,” wrote the critic Edmund Wilson in 
1945. “The only real horror in most of these 
fictions is the horror of bad taste and bad art.” 
Perhaps the taste for Lovecraft’s prose must be 

acquired through sheer determination. Once 
immersed in his words, however, readers may 
find that his lines flow and achieve a surprising 
richness. It’s a simple fact that legions of read-
ers already have discovered. “Lovecraft was not 
a good writer,” claimed Wilson, an excellent 
stylist who is not nearly as well read today as 
the target of his attack.

Lovecraft’s characters are singularly un-
memorable, and Lovecraft knew it: “Indi-
viduals and their fortunes within natural law 
move me very little,” he once confessed. “They 
are all momentary trifles bound from a com-
mon nothingness toward another common 
nothingness.” Yet he did ponder the fates of 
civilizations. Several of his later works carry 
elaborate accounts of the rise and fall of alien 
societies. Human life never measures up to 
the otherworldly ideals: in one story, Love-
craft proposes that humanity’s immediate 
successors will be an intelligent “coleopterous 
species”—i.e., beetles. It recalls the anecdote, 
usually attributed to the biologist J.B.S. Hal-
dane, about theologians who wonder what we 
might learn about the Creator by studying 
creation. Haldane’s answer: he has an inordi-
nate fondness of beetles.

What explains an inordinate fondness for 
Lovecraft? Perhaps a more fundamental ques-
tion must come first: why do so many of us en-

began to write “The Whisperer in Darkness,” 
for instance, the astronomer Clyde Tom-
baugh spotted Pluto at the edge of the solar 
system—and so Lovecraft pulled the dwarf 
planet into his tale. He set many of his stories 
in a fictionalized New England, most nota-
bly in a Massachusetts town called Arkham, 
the home of Miskatonic University. William 
Faulkner took a similar approach with his 
own made-up Yoknapatawpha County, where, 
as he once put it: “The past is never dead. It’s 
not even past.” Something akin might be said 
of Lovecraft’s menacing world: The dead nev-
er passed. They’re not even dead.

Be Afraid…

Lovecraft was not a systematic 
world-builder like J.R.R. Tolkien. By 
drawing from real and imagined mythol-

ogies as well as cross-referencing his own sto-
ries and alluding to the stories of writers he ad-
mired, however, he could attain an unmatched 
sense of dread and awe. Sinister forces and 
wicked rituals loomed in the background of 
everything, seeming both familiar and incom-
prehensible. The fact that the name Cthulhu 
can’t be pronounced is a kind of metaphor: “To 
name is to reveal,” wrote Algernon Blackwood 
in “The Willows,” which Lovecraft hailed as 
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joy horror? “I wants to make your flesh creep,” 
says a boy in The Pickwick Papers, and lots of 
readers and moviegoers enjoy submitting to a 
case of the goosebumps. Perhaps the appeal is 
no more complicated than what Edith Whar-
ton, who wrote a fair number of ghost stories, 
once called “the fun of the shudder.” Some 
physiologists, in fact, point to the pleasant 
rush that comes from the fear-induced release 
of adrenaline, dopamine, and endorphins in a 
safe environment. There may be social aspects 
as well. A 1986 study revealed that men enjoy 
scary movies more when they’re with women 
who feel distressed, and women enjoy them 
more when they’re with men who display confi-
dence. So if nothing else, they’re good for dates.

The Unknown Unknown

In his introduction to the oxford 
book, Luckhurst tries to summarize the 
fascination with Lovecraft: “For many 

readers, one of the key pleasures of Lovecraft’s 
work is the way the fiction becomes a vehicle 
for the dramatization of a rigorous philoso-
phy.” That’s true enough—it describes the 
main current of Joshi’s influential scholarship, 
for instance—but also too antiseptic. It doesn’t 
really explain why we like it when Cthulhu 
makes our flesh creep. Del Toro, however, 
may be on to something in his Introduction, 

whose opening lines point to human nature: 
“To learn what we fear is to learn who we are.” 
He proceeds to argue that “within the genre 
lies one of the last refuges of spirituality” in a 
material world. Much of the best horror litera-
ture, in fact, displays an inescapable spiritual 
dimension: Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Chris-
tabel” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mari-
ner,” Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Good-
man Brown,” the ghostly tales of Russell Kirk, 
and so on. William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist, 
despite its movie-derived reputation for head-
spinning tricks and projectile vomiting, is a 
product of devout Catholicism. It turns out 
that even horror moves in mysterious ways.

For all of his indispensible contributions 
to Lovecraft scholarship, Joshi is almost com-
pletely tone deaf on this point. He tends to rate 
Lovecraft’s stories by how well they adhere to 
the philosophy of cosmic indifferentism, call-
ing out every apparent false note. At one point 
in “The Call of Cthulhu,” for example, the 
narrator announces that the story’s revelations 
have forced him to question his devotion to “ab-
solute materialism,” in a concession that Joshi 
has labeled “a little bothersome.” Whenever a 
Lovecraft story gives off the faintest whiff of 
conventional morality—a sorceress alarmed 
by a crucifix, a character who criticizes the ac-
tivities of “very wicked people and very wicked 
cults,” and so on—Joshi pounces with a duti-

ful condemnation. He’s like a grand inquisitor 
who enforces the true faith of faithlessness.

The problem with insisting on cosmic indif-
ferentism as the central organizing principle 
of horror literature, however, is that it’s worse 
than terrifying: it’s boring. If the universe is 
strictly material and forever callous to our pa-
thetic human hopes, then absolutely nothing is 
ever at stake. Should we care whether Professor 
Armitage and his colleagues defeat the hideous 
offspring of Yog-Sothoth on Sentinel Hill? 
Yawn. Or if the Shining Trapezohedron in the 
abandoned church can summon a winged de-
mon? Zzzz. Or if Cthulhu rouses and ravens 
for delight? Wake me when the stars are wrong 
again. In an indifferent cosmos, we’re indiffer-
ent too. Fear is a fraud, an involuntary chemical 
reaction to sensory data. Life’s greatest priority 
is the avoidance of pain. And the oblivion of 
death is just another state of aimless existence. 

Lovecraft succeeds as a writer because he 
raises the terrible possibility of cosmic in-
difference, not because he resolves it. Some 
readers may demand final answers, snuffing 
out mystery, but at the cost of violating Love-
craft’s dictum about the oldest, strongest, and 
most human kind of fear. 

John J. Miller is director of the Dow Journalism 
Program at Hillsdale College and national cor-
respondent for National Review.
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Underrating Democracy

The netflix-produced tv series 
House of Cards, a remake of a 1990s 
British series about a scheming poli-

tician who stops at nothing to achieve the 
highest office in the land, is a big hit in Amer-
ica. This is hardly surprising, given the low 
esteem in which Washington is held. Frank 
Underwood (Kevin Spacey), the South 
Carolina Democratic congressman who to-
gether with his ice-queen wife, Claire (Robin 
Wright), lies, conspires, and murders his way 
into the Oval Office, is just the sort of genial-
faced, black-hearted politician Americans 
love to hate.

But here’s a curious fact: House of Cards is 
also a hit in China, where, unlike many U.S. 
films and TV shows, its primary distribu-
tion is not through piracy but through a le-
gitimate, state-approved online channel called 
Sohu. Indeed, this bleak, cynical portrait of 
American politics debuted in China with the 
authorities’ full blessing. And though its au-
dience is small (the vast majority of Chinese 
do not watch TV online), it is also influential. 
Several of the show’s most avid fans are high-
ranking members of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP).

Media Savvy

Is this good news or bad? for the u.s. 
entertainment industry, the success of 
any American film or TV show is con-

sidered good news, because Hollywood’s 
fondest wish is to conquer the vast, enticing 
Chinese market—a conquest the Chinese 
government is determined to prevent. In-
deed, the CCP makes no secret of its long-
term strategy, which is to build a Chinese 
entertainment industry that can not only 

compete with Hollywood for a share of the 
global market but also extend China’s soft 
power until it becomes the world’s next cul-
tural hegemon.

Most Americans scoff at the prospect of an-
other nation competing with us in the realm 
of popular culture. And with reason: the last 
time such a thing occurred was before World 
War I, when France was the world’s leading 

nation that suppresses the flow of creativity 
or (worse) channels it into propaganda, will 
ever be able to compete with us culturally. 
But the bad news is that the Chinese, Rus-
sian, Iranian, and other 21st-century author-
itarian regimes are much more media-savvy 
than their 20th-century predecessors. They 
have learned to use popular culture, includ-
ing American popular culture, to reinforce 
their grip on power.

Sparks of Freedom?

In the case of china, this means of-
fering co-production deals to U.S. compa-
nies, then closely supervising the process 

so that the result is a China-friendly feature 
the whole family can enjoy. Personally, I’m 
suspending judgment until the release of 
Kung Fu Panda 3, the first animated block-
buster from the new Oriental Dreamworks 
studio in Shanghai.

China also allows the import of 34 foreign 
films a year. Most of these are American, and 
they are selected according to three main cri-
teria: popularity, earning potential (China 
keeps 75% of the revenue), and usefulness to 
the Central Committee’s Department of Pro-
paganda and Thought Work. This strategy 
goes back to the early 1980s when the mar-
ketization policies initiated by Deng Xiao-
peng led to a handful of U.S. films being in-
troduced into what was then a tiny number of 
Chinese theaters.

One such was Convoy (1978), a late-career 
effort by director Sam Peckinpah, starring 
Kris Kristofferson as “Rubber Duck,” a red-
neck-hippie trucker who leads a spontaneous 
revolt against a crooked, racist sheriff in the 
Arizona desert. Inspired (if that is the word) 

producer of silent films. In 1917, the fledgling 
Hollywood studios began working with Pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson’s Committee on Pub-
lic Information to influence domestic opinion 
in favor of U.S. entry into the war, and ever 
since, Hollywood and Washington have co-
operated to maintain American dominance of 
the global market for films, TV shows, and 
other forms of entertainment.

With its vast wealth and domestic audi-
ence of over 1.3 billion, China is the first—
and only—nation positioned to challenge 
that dominance. But there is another reason 
why Americans scoff at the prospect: cul-
tural production in China is under the Com-
munist Party’s strict control, and the larger 
the projected audience, the stricter the con-
trol. To Americans, this brings back memo-
ries of the Cold War, when the Soviet Union 
spent billions on cultural diplomacy (think 
Bolshoi Ballet), only to lose the hearts and 
minds of its youth to jazz and rock music. 
Basking in these memories, Americans as-
sume that history will repeat itself, and no 

House of Cards, created by
Beau Willimon. Netflix.
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by a 1975 country and western hit song by the 
same name, Convoy is a cheesy, raucous mess 
whose only claim to timeliness is its highlight-
ing of Citizens’ Band (C.B.) radio as the hot 
new social medium of the time.

I heard about Convoy from a professor at 
a leading Chinese university, who speculated 
that it had been selected because of its low cost, 
sloppy production values (which make Holly-
wood look bad), and—most important—por-
trayal of America as a place where hard-work-
ing dudes like Rubber Duck are oppressed by 
corrupt and tyrannical government officials. 
Did this negative portrayal have the desired 
effect? There’s no way of knowing for sure, but 
the professor was convinced it had.

That isn’t the whole story, however. With 
no prompting from me, the subject of Convoy 
came up in a subsequent conversation with a 
different Chinese professor. This professor, a 
younger man belonging to the Tiananmen 
Square generation, recalled seeing Convoy as 
a teenager and being thrilled by its portrayal 
of a working stiff who goes wherever he wants, 
does whatever he wants, and beats the crap out 
of any uniformed thug who tries to stop him.

From this perspective, Convoy looks pretty 
good. Indeed, it resembles the rebellious rock 
music that helped to topple the Berlin Wall. 
Raw, individual freedom—the gut-level urge 
to break loose, kick over the traces, and light 
out for the territory—has long been a staple 
of American expressive culture, from Walt 
Whitman to Mark Twain, from Jack Ker-
ouac to the latest road movie. So any fair as-
sessment of House of Cards in China would 
include the possibility that, like Convoy, it is 
a double-edged sword, showing America in a 
bad light but also igniting sparks of freedom.

Propaganda Ministry

For evidence of the latter possi-
bility, we need look no further than 
Sina Weibo, the Chinese version of 

Twitter. According to English-language re-
ports, there were several postings on that 
and other Chinese social media praising 
House of Cards and marveling at the fact that 
American TV producers have the freedom to 
create unflattering portraits of high govern-
ment officials. As one user wrote, “I’m just 
amazed that their propaganda ministry isn’t 
mad about this!”

Perhaps another user weighed in with the 
information that America does not have a 
ministry of propaganda, followed by someone 
else noting that U.S. citizens cannot be ha-
rassed, arrested, or imprisoned for referring 
to politicians as a bunch of lying, scheming, 
murdering SOBs. Perhaps these comments 

led to a lively discussion of the merits of lib-
eral democracy versus authoritarianism. If so, 
the discussion did not last long. Or if it did, 
it was only by speaking in code and jumping 
from site to site in an effort to elude China’s 
thousands of online censors.

Censorship is only one of the ways in which 
the Chinese authorities monitor the internet. 
They also flood social media with state propa-
ganda disguised as friendly chatter. And they 
deploy the same technology that allows adver-
tisers to target Facebook users based on prod-
ucts they “like” or purchase, to target citizens 
based on the ideas they express online. Those 
users who persist in posting forbidden ideas 
have a way of disappearing. 

In America, by contrast, the media erupt 
in righteous indignation at the thought of be-
ing spied on by the government, and leftists 
make common cause with libertarians against 
the smiley-face intrusiveness of corporations 
like Facebook and Google. Without dimin-
ishing the threats posed to American citizens 
by powerful organizations wielding state-of-
the-art digital tools, I would point out that we 
have not yet reached the point of being intimi-
dated into silence.

The Macbeth of Capitol Hill

You wouldn’t know this from watch-
ing House of Cards. It depicts an Ameri-
ca in which the machinations of the rich 

and powerful are hidden from all but a few in-
trepid journalists. One of these is Zoe Barnes 
(Kate Mara), a diminutive blogger who coaxes 
Frank Underwood into a deal trading scoops 
for leaks. After the requisite dreary sex, the 
deal goes sour when two of Zoe’s former col-
leagues at the fictional Washington Herald un-
cover evidence linking Frank to the blackmail 
and murder of Peter Russo, a troubled politi-
cal protégé who becomes a liability.

At this point, Zoe and her colleagues meet 
the dire fate of all American journalists who 
dare to expose the crimes and abuses of the 
powerful: Zoe falls to her death under a 
Metro subway train, her colleague Lucas dis-
appears into a shadowy American gulag, and 
the other colleague Janice is cowed into quit-
ting journalism. Behind it all stands Frank 
Underwood, the Macbeth of Capitol Hill, 
whose bloody deeds now include two mur-
ders—for it is he who sneaks into that (badly 
simulated) Metro station and pushes Zoe in 
front of the train! No wonder a Chinese ne-
tizen commented, “After watching House of 
Cards, I see that the U.S. is also very dark. It’s 
the same everywhere.”

No, dear netizen, it’s not the same every-
where. House of Cards portrays America as 

“The only  serious 
 culturally  conservative 
 journal around today.” 
—Peter Augustine Lawler

“An  unembarrassed 
forum of high  culture 

in the best sense 
of the word.”

—Paul Hollander
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best a shallow, clichéd grasp of American pol-
itics. Beau Willimon, the “creator” of the Net-
flix show—an odd designation, given the fact 
that it is based on another TV series based 
on a trilogy of novels—is a playwright whose 
political experience consists of having worked 
as a campaign volunteer for Charles Schumer 
and a paid intern for Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton, Bill Bradley, and Howard Dean. Mi-
chael Dobbs, the author of the original novels, 
spent 40 years as a Conservative Party advisor, 
speechwriter, chief of staff, and deputy party 
chair under Margaret Thatcher and John 
Major, and is now a life peer in the House of 
Lords. 

As for Willimon’s colleagues, they include 
some very talented denizens of Planet Holly-
wood. But unfortunately, that planet does not 
afford a very clear view of the Potomac. For 
example, the U.S. version of House of Cards 
ignores the difference between the American 
political system, in which presidential candi-
dates must win the support not only of fel-
low politicians but also of the voting public in 
state primaries, and the British one, in which 
candidates for prime minister are chosen by 
party insiders in Parliament before being pre-
sented to the public.

Thus, the U.K. House of Cards shows its 
lead, Francis Urquhart (Ian Richardson), 
becoming prime minister after a fierce in-
traparty battle that can, with some stretch-
ing, be likened to the deadly court intrigues 
of Macbeth and Richard III. Indeed, the 
screenwriter for the BBC series, Andrew Da-
vies, was thinking of these villains when he 
added all the sly “asides” in which Urquhart 
confides his true intentions to the audience. 
The American version borrows the device 
but misses the larger point, which is that not 
even the most ruthless member of Congress 
can maneuver his way into the White House 
without at some point being exposed to the 
scrutiny of the electorate. To be sure, the 
writers twist, turn, and torture the plot to 
make such an outcome appear possible—but 
they do not make it plausible.

Except, perhaps, to viewers in China. “As 
corrupt as D.C. may now be,” writes Bill 
Bishop, editor of the influential newsletter 
Sinocism, “it’s not nearly as bad as the show 
depicts it…. Millions of Chinese may come 
away thinking that U.S. politics are not that 
much cleaner than those systems closer to 
home.” When the American entertainment 
industry sends a message like this, it does 
more than pander to the political malaise of 
its domestic audience. It also plays into the 
hands of people who truly agree with Frank 
Underwood’s throwaway line: “Democracy is 
so overrated!”

full of greedy, ambitious people more intent 
upon ruining one another than on governing 
the country. But what else is new? Americans 
don’t need a TV show to reveal the messiness 
of democratic politics. Our system of gov-
ernment is based on the fact that, as James 
Madison observed, human beings are natu-
rally “disposed to vex and oppress each other.” 
What House of Cards does not show is the 
difference between liberal democracy, which 
has built-in safeguards against the “unfriendly 
passions” of human beings, and authoritari-
anism, which does not.

Some of the checks and balances built into 
the U.S. Constitution are hinted at in House 
of Cards. Despite Zoe’s unfortunate end and 
Frank’s use of the press to attack his rivals, 
the series does not come right out and say 
that the U.S. media are officially censored. 
And despite Frank’s meteoric, and unelected, 
rise to the White House (the former major-
ity whip is tapped for the vice presidency and 
then sworn in when the president resigns), the 
separate branches of government are shown 
as acting independently. But none of this real-
ly matters, because House of Cards also shows 
these safeguards to be flimsy and easily ma-
nipulated by Frank and the rival billionaires 
(including a maverick plutocrat from China) 
who constitute his real power base. 

It’s not surprising the program resonates in 
China, where a semblance of checks and bal-
ances are in place, but have no tradition be-
hind them and are easily bypassed by a small 
group of rich and powerful people at the helm 
of a shadowy, pervasive police state. Perhaps 
this is why China Daily reassured its readers 
that in spite of the maverick plutocrat char-
acter, House of Cards is not unflattering to 
China but presents “a strong diatribe against 
the political system in the U.S.”

Planet Hollywood

The american political system is in 
trouble these days. And the good peo-
ple at Netflix have every right to por-

tray that trouble in creepy conspiratorial col-
ors that appeal to a popular audience. But the 
rest of us should not mistake this portrait for 
the truth. The real reasons for today’s politi-
cal dysfunction are almost totally absent from 
House of Cards, just as the real reasons for the 
2008 financial crisis are missing from Martin 
Scorsese’s The Wolf of Wall Street.

Compare the earlier version of House of 
Cards with the new one, and you will see the 
difference between a brilliant black comedy 
created by people intimate with the workings 
of the British government, and a pretentious 
pseudo-tragedy made by people who have at 
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by Steven F. Hayward

Shortly after the 2010 mid-term elections, my old men-
tor M. Stanton Evans offered his interpretation of the Repub-
lican landslide: “The election represents a return of the conser-

vative principles of low taxes, fiscal responsibility, family values, and a 
strong national defense. In other words—hate.” If anything, this gag 
is understated—vindicating Evans’s Law of Insufficient Paranoia—
which holds that no matter how bad things look, a closer inspection 
will always find that they’re even worse than you thought.

Earlier this year, campus feminists at Wellesley claimed to feel 
“assaulted” by a newly installed sculpture of a man in his underwear. 
At Swarthmore, a student objected to an appearance by Princeton’s 
Robert P. George (paired with Cornel West), telling the campus pa-
per, “What really bothered me is, the whole idea is that at a liberal 
arts college, we need to be hearing a diversity of opinion.” Or take the 
Harvard Crimson editorial writer who argued that the traditional 
ideal of academic freedom should give way to “academic justice”—
which means suppressing any dissenting views, she explained, start-
ing with lonely campus conservative Harvey Mansfield.

The apotheosis of this trend is the current demand for “trigger 
warnings” of potentially offensive themes and ideas students might 
encounter in classes or assigned readings. (“Warning: The Great 
Gastby includes scenes of violence, sexual infidelity, and class exploi-
tation.”) Oberlin College considered but wisely rejected—for now—
proposed guidelines for faculty to “Be aware of racism, classism, 
sexism, heterosexism, cissexism [against transsexual and transgen-
dered persons], ableism, and other issues of privilege and oppression.” 
Nowadays, questioning animal rights and asserting an intelligible 
hierarchy of nature—“higher” and “lower” animals—is “speciesism,” 
though PETA has not (yet) taken to suggesting that cooping chick-
ens is Jim Crow.

The real action at colleges today is around the kaleidescope—or 
is it collidescope?—of gender enthusiasms. At the left-leaning Uni-
versity of Colorado at Boulder where I taught the past academic year, 
gay marriage represents the right wing of sexual politics. At least gays 
and lesbians who wed are imitating a heterosexual practice. Much 
more startling is the way gender “de-norming” has galloped into 
prominence, in which it is now presumed that human beings are, or 
should be, completely free to “choose” their gender, even if they do 
not avail themselves of surgery and hormone therapy. It’s one thing 
to decide you might be happier and more personally fulfilled if you 

switched teams. It’s quite another to say gender is purely a “social 
construct.” When it comes to human nature, we are now, as Winston 
Churchill said in another context, “solid for fluidity.”

At many universities it is now official policy that 
faculty must formally recognize whatever gender self-iden-
tification someone may choose, including something theo-

retically indeterminate (called “intersex”). Even the gender-defining 
community is having a hard time keeping up. At Boulder, the stan-
dard shorthand is LGBTQ (for Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, Transgen-
dered, and Queer); at Bowdoin College in Maine, it’s LGBTQIA 
(adding Intersex and Asexual); while down the road at Bates College 
it’s LGBTIQQ (the second Q for Questioning).

This spring, after I publicly defended Boulder’s mostly left-leaning 
philosophy department from a feminist-inspired attack and sug-
gested on Colorado Public Radio that “gender studies” is politicized, 
two students scoured old writings of mine to find something to give 
offense. The best they could do was a six-month-old blog post that 
noted the alphabet soup of “what goes by the LGBTQRSTUW (or 
whatever letters have been added lately) ‘community.’” The chair of 
the Faculty Assembly, Professor Paul Chinowsky, promptly declared 
this off-campus remark to be “bordering on…hate speech” and re-
quiring a formal censure. 

Yes, Chinowsky ought to get out more, or perhaps just take in 
some late night TV. (David Letterman: “Earlier today, President 
Obama announced that he supports same-sex marriage. [He] also 
announced a new cabinet position—decorator of the interior!”) But 
these episodes are about more than free speech or academic free-
dom. George Orwell’s “two minutes of hate” drill in 1984 has be-
come institutionalized at universities today, where campus culture is 
suffused with a thoroughly oppressive atmosphere—all in the name 
of ending oppression. 

We’re returning to ’60s-era theories of “repressive tolerance,” 
which argued sternly for junking free speech and suppressing op-
posing points of view. As Herbert Marcuse wrote back then, “[T]he 
restoration of freedom of thought may necessitate new and rigid re-
strictions on teachings and practices in the educational institutions.” 
The difference today is that the far Left no longer deigns to dress up 
its authoritarian streak in any kind of theory. We know what’s right, 
they insist. So shut up.

Non Campus Mentis
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✦ A VOICE UNDEFEATED - Collin Raye
The famous country singer tells his remark-
able, inspiring story of faith, struggle, suff er-
ing, love and triumph in the midst of tragedy. 
Includes  bonus DVD.

“Collin’s story is a powerful witness 
of how the goodness of God can work 
miracles in anyone’s life.”

—Governor Mike Huckabee
TMYS-H . . . Hardcover, $26.95

✦ SOMETHING OTHER THAN GOD
Jennifer Fulwiler
The popular convert and blogger tells the 
uplifting, humorous story of her spiritual 
journey from atheism and materialism to a 
profound Christian faith.

“This heartfelt book is a lovely account 
of a spiritual journey and a charming 
memoir that will resonate with readers.” 

—Dean Koontz, #1 New York Times 
Bestselling Author

SOG-H . . . Hardcover, $22.95
✦ THE SEVEN BIG MYTHS ABOUT 
MARRIAGE - Christopher Kaczor, Ph.D.
Appealing to reason rather than religious 
authority, this book shows what science, faith 
and philosophy teach us about love and 
happiness in marriage.

“No other book off ers such a clear, 
winsome account of marriage and its 
meaning.” 

— Francis Beckwith, Baylor University 
 HMF-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95

✦ NON-NEGOTIABLE
Essential Principles of a Just Society and 
Humane Culture - Sheila Liaugminas
The Emmy Award-winning journalist  goes 
beyond the politics of pragmatism and 
relativism to reacquaint us with the fi rst prin-
ciples in our country’s founding documents, 
now under attack,  that recognize the inher-
ent dignity and equal rights of all people.

“A must-read for every person who 
understands that action is needed —
now  —if we hope to build a free, just 
and humane society.” —Dr. Alveda King

NNEG-H . . . Hardcover, $17.95

✦ THE LEAVES ARE FALLING
A Novel — Lucy Beckett
A powerful story about a Polish-Jewish survi-
vor of World War II who becomes an English 
bookseller, about the death at Katyn forest in 
1940 of his father, a doctor in the Polish army, 
and other victims of WWII atrocities. A story 
of faith and disbelief, grace and truth, and 
the nature of love in a season of desolation.  

“Written with masterful skill. On every 
page we encounter a profound under-
standing of human nature.”  

—Michael  O’Brien, Author, Father Elijah                
LEFA-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95

✦ MAKING GAY OKAY - Robert Reilly
A tour de force that covers the full range of 
issues on how the rationalization of homo-
sexual behavior is changing everything in 
our culture. With insights on how to reverse 
the trend and stop this radical revolution.

“If this book does not move you to 
action, nothing will.”

—Patrick Fagan, Ph.D, 
Family Research Council

MAG - H . . . Hardcover, $22.95

✦ THE EAR OF THE HEART - An Actress’ 
Journey from Hollywood to Holy Vows
Mother Dolores Hart, O.S.B
The amazing story of how a beautiful, suc-
cessful young actress stunned Hollywood, 
leaving fame and fortune to enter a contem-
plative monastery to become a Benedictine 
nun. Lavishly illustrated with photos.

“A  remarkable woman with a remark-
able story—one of love, devotion 
and faith.” — Maria Shriver

LH-H . . . Hardcover, $24.95

✦ THE RISING – A Novel  Robert Ovies
When a nine year old boy prays for a 
deceased friend at a wake, and she comes to 
life, a fi restorm ensues that causes his parents 
to scramble to fi nd a way to protect him from 
desperate individuals, the media, and gov-
ernment agencies. 

“Impossible to forget. Works like this 
do not come along very often.”  

—Michael Coren, Author, 
Radio & TV Host

RIS-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95
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