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from the editor’s desk

Mount Rushmore Expansion Plans On Hold
by Charles R. Kesler

In his most recent colloquy with the president, david 
Remnick, editor of the New Yorker, noted that in the Oval Office 

“you could hear, between every long pause that Obama took, the 
ticking of a grandfather clock.” Could you ever! The clock is ticking 
on this administration, and Mr. Obama knows it. 

In 2007 he said, “I have no desire to be one of those Presidents 
who are just on the list—you see their pictures lined up on the wall. I 
really want to be a President who makes a difference.” He has made 
a difference, but often his critics on the right and on the left have 
trouble recognizing it. Conservatives tend to taunt him both as a tyro 
who is in way over his head, and as an Alinskyite master who is rap-
idly subverting the republic. They don’t seem to notice the contradic-
tions in those indictments. 

What Obama has accomplished is to move American politics as 
far leftward as he could, wrecking—or more politely, transform-
ing—American health care, foreign policy, and constitutional norms 
in ways that will be difficult to reverse. He’s in no danger of barely 
making “the list.” If it’s not overturned, for example, the Affordable 
Care Act assures him fame, however grudging. Most of his impatient 
critics on the left, now busily denouncing Obamacare as a sellout, 
will sing its praises when, as eventually will happen, conservatives 
return to power. And if the monstrosity is overturned, it assures him 
infamy, which is better than what he fears most, namely, obscurity. 

In 2011 Obama boasted to 60 Minutes, “I would put our legisla-
tive and foreign policy accomplishments in our first two years against 
any president—with the possible exceptions of Johnson, FDR, and 
Lincoln.” The “possible exceptions,” he allowed. When he speaks 
of “fundamentally transforming the United States of America,” it’s 
these presidents’ achievements he has in mind. He aspires to be a 
great man among great men. 

But the subsequent years have not been kind to his ambition, and 
he admits disappointment. So he has turned philosophical, with al-
most two-and-a-half years left in his second term. What went wrong? 
Between the long pauses, as the clock ticks, he makes basically three 
points. 

First, and most important, it’s not his fault. Search the tens of 
thousands of words he has shared with journalists in the past year, 

and you will not find him admitting a single serious mistake. The 
Obamacare rollout? That was a fiasco, granted, and as chief executive 
the responsibility for it ultimately falls to him—but not the blame. 
His intentions were thoughtful and pure, you see, and he’s searched 
his conscience to be sure of it. Corruption at the IRS? If it had oc-
curred, he would have done something about it. He didn’t. Q.E.D., it 
never happened. As Valerie Jarrett, his consigliere, says, “The Presi-
dent always takes the long view.” Conveniently, that view confirms 
that his good intentions will sooner or later be vindicated. Taking 
care that the laws be faithfully executed is commendable, but being 
on the right side of history is priceless. 

Second, the republicans. who knew they would be so 
intractable? Back in the 2004 speech in Boston that launched 
his national political career, Obama proclaimed, to great ap-

plause, “there is not a liberal America and a conservative America—
there is the United States of America.” It sounded post-partisan and 
it was, though not in the sense most Americans thought. He meant 
that with a sufficiently big victory by the coalition for change (i.e., 
the Democrats), the GOP would have to adapt—would become a 
me-too party. But the Republicans refused to evolve, to say farewell 
to (their) partisanship. They didn’t take the long view.

One reason they didn’t is that, electorally speaking, Obama and 
the Democrats peaked in 2008 and have gone downhill ever since, a 
decline that seems likely to continue in November. Unlike the presi-
dents he admires so much, Obama has not won resounding victories 
at the polls that swelled his party’s ranks, à la 1932 or 1964. Hence 
his third plea in extenuation, that the times are not favorable. 

Ben Rhodes, a deputy national security advisor, observed, “The 
President subscribes less to a great man theory of history and more 
to a great movement theory of history—that change happens when 
people force it or circumstances do.” Obama later corrected his aide. 

“I believe in both,” he said. A cynic might think, the great man theory 
for when things go right, and the great movement theory for when 
they don’t. But aren’t great men supposed to overcome, to transform 
unfavorable circumstances? The president who came into office ex-
claiming “Yes, we can!” dreads leaving it explaining, “No, we couldn’t.” 
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Crimea and
International Law

The thrust of Jeremy Rab-
kin’s “A More Dangerous World” 
(Spring 2014) is clear. Rab-
kin starts by telling us that the 
Obama Administration’s reaction 
to Russia’s annexation of Crimea, 
more than the annexation itself, 
is terribly important. The bulk of 
his article is a history of the many 
ways in which international pow-
er has shifted in recent centuries 
and especially since 1945—the 
point of which is to show that, 
these shifts notwithstanding, 
one country’s outright annexa-
tion of another’s territory is quite 
unusual. After pointing out that 
Russia’s seizure of Crimea, and 
America’s acquiescence, hap-
pened despite a weasel-worded 
U.S. guarantee that it would not, 
Rabkin concludes: “If we don’t 
want to guarantee all borders 
everywhere…we have to decide 
what guarantees we do mean to 
keep and make that clear…. In-
stead, we send signals of doubt 
and hesitation.”

The essay’s overall relevance 
to his conclusion is less clear. 
At one point, Rabkin gives 
the impression that the states 
that joined to reverse Saddam 

Hussein’s conquest of Kuwait 
in 1990 did so “to make good 
on the U.N.’s demand.” Perhaps 
Rabkin meant “and made 
good….” In fact the states that 
joined did so out of regard for 
the United States rather than 
for the United Nations. Friends 
in the French government 
told me at the time that their 
internal discussion amounted to 
something like: “the Americans 
are going to reshape the Middle 
East. We cannot afford to be 
absent.” Nevertheless, consensus 
about existing borders has been 
remarkable indeed.

Rabkin is unclear whether he 
thinks the U.N. Charter’s guar-
antee of its members’ territorial 
integrity has any meaning. Al-
though he notes that this guar-
antee follows a similar one made 
by the League of Nations, which 
turned out to be a mockery, he 
then seems to suggest that West-
ern acquiescence in Russia’s an-
nexation of Crimea in violation 
of the Charter is due in part to 
Vladimir Putin being less fear-
some than Hitler. If Putin had 
more going for him, Western 
statesmen would have stood up 
to him…just like their grand-
fathers did to Hitler? The logic 
here—that people are naturally 
moved by lower degrees of fear 
than by higher degrees of fear—
is novel.

Next, Rabkin mixes two 
facts that do not seem to be re-
lated: that, in the past, forceful 
changes in borders were usu-
ally accompanied by attempts to 
secure agreement to them, and 
that the flouting of agreements 
was seen as an offense against 
honor. The latter becomes the 
basis of the rest of the article: the 
expectation that commitments 
will be kept, because “pacta sunt 
servanda” (keep your promises) 
is the one solid basis of interna-
tional order. Without statesmen 
who feel honor-bound to uphold 
commitments, international af-

fairs are not merely a jungle, but a 
wholly unpredictable madhouse 
in which the maddest of mad-
men has the advantage: “if you 
can’t rely on law, you need to rely 
on a reputation for strength and 
courage—and for keeping your 
promises.”

Rabkin implies that Ameri-
ca’s unseriousness in promising 
to support Ukraine’s territo-
rial integrity is a violation of the 
natural law of international af-
fairs. The world’s map is full of 
arbitrary borders. Because no 
law guarantees them, stability 
is the one thing that is guaran-
teed not to happen. Nothing has 
ever been able to prevent power-
ful states from exercising vari-
ous levels of control over weaker 
neighbors. Rabkin doesn’t sug-
gest that the U.S. guarantee bor-
ders or limit other major powers’ 
spheres of influence, and he’s 
certain that no other nation or 
combination of nations will even 
try.

Rabkin laments America’s 
“21st-century response [to inter-
national aggression]: saying that 
the situation is unacceptable, 
while tacitly accepting it and hop-
ing for the best.” These are false 
hopes. A century ago, Theodore 
Roosevelt recommended we 

“speak softly and carry a big stick.” 
Today, in the Ukraine and around 
the world, the U.S. talks big and 
then either slinks away or, worse, 
engages and gets beat—guaran-
teeing endless war.

Angelo M. Codevilla
Plymouth, CA

Jeremy Rabkin’s “A More 
Dangerous World” stands back 
from current developments in-
volving instability in Ukraine and 
redirects our thinking to some 
broader principles. His essay is 
a salutary reminder that inter-
national law is much more than 
just background mood music as 
realist statesmen compete in in-

ternational politics. His general 
point, as I understand it, is that 
it is important, in the interest of 
minimizing international dis-
order, to preserve international 
boundaries in the face of forceful 
attempts to alter them. Rabkin’s 
more specific point is that some-
how the world should have done 
something more to stand up to 
Russia when it annexed Crimea.

Different principles of inter-
national law and international 
conduct often point in different 
directions. Rigorous, consistent 
observance of any one principle 
is not a prescription for a less 
dangerous world insofar as it 
leaves some other principle un-
observed. Defending the per-
manence of borders most often 
bumps up against the principle 
of self-determination, the right 
of peoples to be part of a nation-
state that corresponds best to 
their own national self-identity. 
Rabkin recognizes this tension 
by devoting a section of his ar-
ticle to it, but his purpose is to 
portray self-determination as 
occupying a lower rung on a lad-
der of principles of international 
conduct—one that has been and 
should be, in his view, subordi-
nated to the maintenance of ex-
isting boundaries.

He’s right, of course, that 
messy ethnic geography in much 
of the world would pose major 
challenges to almost any effort to 
redraw boundaries in the interest 
of self-determination. Parsing a 
couple of lines of the United Na-
tions Charter greatly understates 
the extent to which the principle 
of self-determination has been 
validated and emphasized mul-
tilaterally—reflected in the em-
pire-dissolving and de-colonizing 
missions of, first, the League of 
Nations and, then, the United 
Nations, with its trusteeship sys-
tem, which has now pretty much 
completed its work.

As Rabkin points out, there 
has been a strong tendency to 
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stick with the existing non-eth-
nically-aligned boundaries in 
Africa and the Middle East. That 
preference stems neither from a 
respect for international law nor 
from a wider concern about how 
dangerous the world as a whole 
might become, but from self-in-
terest. It is the “leaders of the re-
gion’s existing states” who most 
resolutely oppose any revision of 
existing boundaries. Of course 
they do. Our concern, however, 
ought to be not just with a de-
scription of current self-inter-
ested behavior but with what 
patterns and principles make for 
a more dangerous rather than 
a less dangerous world. There 
are many dangerous messes in 
Africa and even more so in the 
Middle East, and the disjunction 
between international bound-
aries and ethnic and sectarian 
geography have a lot to do with 
them. Iraq and Syria are Exhib-
its A and B.

Though Rabkin dismisses the 
many U.N. resolutions pertain-
ing to the Israeli occupation of 
Palestinian territory (not only 
East Jerusalem), on grounds that 
the State of Palestine “never exer-
cised sovereignty there,” the fun-
damental issue concerns whether 
such a sovereign state ever will be 
brought into existence. As far as 
international sanction and the 
multilateral application of princi-
ples are concerned, one need look 
no further than the U.N.’s 1947 
partition plan, which laid out 
boundaries for separate states so 
that Palestinian Arabs and Jews 
could each realize self-determi-
nation. One of those states, with 
boundaries expanded as a result 
of warfare, came into existence; 
the other state never did. It is 
probably true that Israel “has be-
come a kind of proxy for Muslim 
expressions of rage at the course 
of the modern world,” but self-de-
termination, and the frustration 
of it, is today a big part of this 
highly salient and destabilizing 
conflict.

Bringing Crimea into this 
discussion involves deciding 
whether to treat the Russian an-

nexation as sui generis or as rep-
resentative of a larger class of 
cases. One cannot have it both 
ways. Vladimir Putin described 
his move—rather powerfully and 
eloquently—as in the same tradi-
tion as map-revising moves by 
other states, such as the Western 
intervention that split Kosovo off 
from Serbia. It is not enough for 
us to respond by noting that one 
instance involves incorporation 
into an existing state and another 
involves creation of a new state. If 
both involved the use of force by 
outside powers to carve a chunk 
out of an existing state, why is 
one any less of a hazard to inter-
national order than the other? 
Geographic and historical hap-
penstance, not different degrees 
of observance of international 
norms, explains why it wouldn’t 
have made sense to anyone for 
the United States or some other 
member of NATO to have an-
nexed Kosovo, but it made sense 
to many Russian residents of 
Crimea to be annexed by Russia.

Nor can any distinction with 
a practical difference be made be-
tween the annexation of Crimea 
and what Russia has done with 
military force in Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia. Those two break-
away regions of Georgia are un-
der Russian military occupation. 
Independence for them is a Rus-
sian fiction. Most other govern-
ments officially view the situa-
tion as one of Russian occupa-
tion. French President François 
Hollande described it that way 
when he was in the region earlier 
this year.

Rabkin ultimately chooses 
to see Crimea as representative 
of a larger class, suggesting that 
its annexation sets a damag-
ing precedent for mischief else-
where, including by Russia itself. 
It is as easy to understate the 
uniqueness of the Crimean situ-
ation, however, as to overstate 
it. The unusual circumstances 
of the historical Russian connec-
tions with Crimea and Nikita 
Khrushchev’s transfer of the ter-
ritory’s administration from one 
subordinate unit of the USSR 

to another, followed many years 
later by achievement of indepen-
dence by those units, does not 
really have an equivalent else-
where. Putin has given plenty of 
indication that he will digest his 
triumph rather than assume the 
risks and costs of using military 
force to chop off other pieces of 
the Ukraine or of other former 
Soviet republics.

Respect for territorial integ-
rity and international boundar-
ies is indeed an important ingre-
dient in determining whether 
the world will be less rather 
than more dangerous. But ab-
solute enforcement of that prin-
ciple may run up against not 
only some other principle such 
as self-determination but also 
against the sort of geopolitical 
constraints that statesmen have 
to deal with all the time. Ignor-
ing that fact is apt to raise other 
dangers. What Russia did in 
Crimea and how Western gov-
ernments have responded is not a 
matter of one side having “deter-
mined aims” and the other side 
being “resolute only for avoiding 
confrontation.” Russia has much 
stronger interests in and around 
Ukraine than the West has, not 
to mention more immediate ways 
of pursuing those interests. May-
be “severe economic sanctions” 
would lead Putin to reconsider 
his “current course,” but it would 
not lead him to cough up Crimea 
and reverse all the political gain 
he has achieved with his caper. 
Whether we like it or not, Russia 
will need to play a major role if 
Ukraine’s larger problems—and 
whatever dangers they present to 
the rest of the world—are to be 
resolved. 

Paul R. Pillar
Georgetown University

Washington, D.C.

Jeremy Rabkin replies:

Since the U.N. Charter went 
into effect in 1945, no member 
state has ever annexed contigu-
ous territory of another member 
state. Angelo Codevilla seems 
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to believe that that restraint 
was just a matter of good luck: 

“The world is full of arbitrary 
borders…. [N]o law guarantees 
them.” If that is true, interna-
tional law is simply a matter of 
ceremony.

It follows that when we op-
pose another state’s aggression, 
we are just saying we have differ-
ent priorities but there is no stan-
dard to determine which side is 
right. The biggest guns win. Not 
only don’t I think that is true, I 
don’t even think it is plausible. 
I am sure it wouldn’t persuade 
the American people—nor other 
parts of the world—to put lives 
at risk to fight for arbitrary as-
sertions, even if they are our arbi-
trary assertions!

Paul Pillar is somewhat more 
nuanced, writing that “[r]espect 
for territorial integrity and in-
ternational boundaries is indeed 
an important ingredient in de-
termining whether the world 
will be less rather than more 

dangerous.” In other words, al-
though there’s no law here, there 
is a value—but there are also 
competing values: “absolute en-
forcement of that principle may 
run up against…some other 
principle such as self-determi-
nation but also against the sort 
of geopolitical constraints that 
statesmen have to deal with all 
the time.”

Actually, we have not had to 
deal with this challenge in 70 
years. I accept that life is compli-
cated and international politics 
is complicated. But Pillar shrugs 
off the unbroken rule with too 
much complacency. He’s right 
that Russian occupation of Ab-
khazia and South Ossetia since 
2008 had previously under-
mined the principle of respect for 

“territorial integrity”—as, I think, 
did NATO’s support for Kosovo 
separatists in 1999. But occu-
pations tend to be temporary: 
to “occupy” is to station forces 
in territory you acknowledge is 

not yours. Even a secession, like 
Kosovo’s from Serbia, requires 
international recognition to be 
secure—Kosovo is still not a 
U.N. member, because nearly 
half the U.N.’s current mem-
bers question its legal status. So, 
too, with South Ossetia. Even if 
Kosovo attains international rec-
ognition, it may not be attentive 
to NATO promptings over time; 
nor South Ossetia to Russia. In-
dependent states often go their 
own way.

Annexation is the imposition 
of final terms—it means, this ter-
ritory is simply ours, fully, openly, 
and irrevocably. Until this year, 
no nation had the brazenness to 
cross that bright line, separat-
ing disputable intervention from 
outright self-aggrandizement. I 
think it is very regrettable that 
we have allowed Putin to casu-
ally disregard this fundamental 
prohibition.

If the annexations stop at 
Crimea, we may express regret 

and sigh at the imperfection of 
international institutions. But 
why expect that annexations will 
stop there? What’s happened in 
the past few months to suggest 
that Putin has a small appetite 
for Russian expansion? What’s 
happened that would make him 
think any outside power means to 
enforce the previous rule against 
annexations?

We have resolved nothing in 
Ukraine. We’ve simply moved 
on to gawk at new spectacles, as 
terrorists redraw the borders of 
Iraq and Syria. Expect more of 
that. We will pay a high price for 
shrugging off the few meaning-
ful limits on aggression we have 
managed to sustain over the past 
70 years. 

For more discussion of Crimea 
and international law with Angelo 
Codevilla, Paul Pillar, and Jeremy 
Rabkin, visit our online feature 
Upon Further Review at www.
claremont.org/ufr.
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Hippie Days Are Here Again

Essay by William Voegeli

At noon on january 20, 2015, the 
presidency of Barack Obama will be 
three-quarters over. According to 

less technical but more fundamental political 
measures, however, it’s basically already over. 
Since the bungled debut of the Obamacare 
website in 2013 the president’s disapproval 
rating in public opinion polls has consistent-
ly exceeded 50%, and often been more than 
ten percentage points greater than his ap-
proval rating. Insider press accounts portray 
a commander-in-chief increasingly bored and 
frustrated with the job. Meanwhile, prognos-
ticators and pollsters say the GOP is likely to 
expand—and almost certain not to lose—its 
majority in the House of Representatives in 
the 2014 midterm elections, and has a no-
worse-than-even chance of taking control of 
the Senate. The candidate elected six years 
ago on a promise of hope and change, then, 
has no further hope to make any big changes 
Congress must approve, or can impede.

With no more transformations in the off-
ing, the incumbent who aspired to transform 
his country and the world will spend the next 
28 months submitting to the fate of every 
term-limited president: caretaker and lame 
duck. It’s too soon to assess many facets of 
Obama’s presidency, but not all. Since politics 
never takes a sabbatical, it’s worth examining 
how the Democratic Party has been changed 
by, or at least during, the presidency of the 
man who came from nowhere to become its 
leader in 2008. The subject resists clarifica-

tion because of uncertainty about how—and 
how ardently—Obama wanted to change his 
party, as well as about what Democrats swept 
up in Obamamania thought they were getting 
in the junior senator from Illinois.

Unfulfilled

While waiting for future his-
torians to bring the benefits of ar-
chives and perspective to bear on 

the topic, we can fashion a first draft by em-
ploying historical perspectives available today. 
After Ronald Reagan’s victory in 1980 George 
F. Will said that Barry Goldwater had, in fact, 
emerged a victorious presidential candidate…
it was just that 16 years were needed to count 
all the ballots. By the same token, many lib-
erals felt Barack Obama’s election meant that 
George McGovern, too, had finally been vin-
dicated, 36 years after his landslide defeat. 

“The image of Barack Hussein Obama speak-
ing to America from his stage in Grant Park 
that night in November 2008 as president-
elect was, for liberals, one of the most stagger-
ing images we’ve ever seen,” journalist Michael 
Tomasky wrote in 2010. “[M]any millions of 
us felt—almost invincible in a way; finally jus-
tified in our beleaguered beliefs, after so many 
years of despondency and rage.”

Indeed, Obama made clear in a famous 
January 2008 interview that the stars were 
aligning for him to become the Democrats’ 
Reagan:

I think Ronald Reagan changed the 
trajectory of America in a way that, you 
know, Richard Nixon did not and in a 
way that Bill Clinton did not. He put 
us on a fundamentally different path 
because the country was ready for it….

I think we are in one of those times 
right now, where people feel like things 
as they are going aren’t working, that 
we’re bogged down in the same ar-
guments that we’ve been having and 
they’re not useful. And the Republican 
approach I think has played itself out.

No one today thinks Obama has fulfilled 
that destiny. According to a recent essay by 
Canadian politician and author Chrystia 
Freeland, “what was really audacious about all 
the hope Obama once represented” was the 
belief that a counterrevolution to match and 
nullify the Reagan/Thatcher revolution was 
imminent, and he would be its “architect and 
champion.” Clearly, however, “Obama hasn’t 
delivered on that gear-shifting promise,” be-
cause, we now know, “He’s no liberal Reagan.” 
Obama himself has abandoned audacious 
hopes about changed trajectories and funda-
mentally different paths. Earlier this year he 
told an interviewer, “[A]t the end of the day 
we’re part of a long-running story. We just try 
to get our paragraph right.”

The spectrum of liberals’ explanations for 
why the Obama presidency has amounted 
to so much less than at first seemed possible 
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stretches from bitter, even venomous, indict-
ments of Obama himself to the resigned judg-
ment that he has done about as well as could 
reasonably be expected, given the circum-
stances and, above all, political opposition he 
has faced. Within the subset of those who 
blame Obama for not putting America on a 
fundamentally different path there is, in turn, 
another argument: Did Obama really want to 
move America several big steps to the left, just 
like Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson, 
but fell far short because of his own flaws and 
blunders? Or was he, despite the millennial 
rhetoric, a sheep in wolf ’s clothing all along, 
whose deepest hopes were never especially au-
dacious or transformative? 

The latter debate is complicated because 
the two explanations are not either-or alterna-
tives, or even more-or-less ones. The package 
deal presented by Obama frustrates efforts to 
make tidy distinctions between the proposi-
tions that his weak capacities undermine the 
liberal project and that his weak commit-
ments betray it. David Bromwich, a profes-
sor of English at Yale University writing in 
the Nation this year, revisited the unbearable 
slightness of Barack, which astounded and 
enraged first Hillary Clinton then John Mc-
Cain during the epic ascent of 2008: 

The law journal editor without a pub-
lished article, the lawyer without a 
well-known case to his credit, the law 
professor whose learning was agreeably 
presented without a distinctive sense 
of his position on the large issues, the 
state senator with a minimal record of 
yes or no votes, and the U.S. senator 
who between 2005 and 2008 refrained 
from committing himself as the author 
of a single piece of significant legislation: 
this was the candidate who became 
president in January 2009.

From the premise that “temperament may 
matter far more in politics than the prom-
ulgation of sound opinions,” Bromwich con-
cludes that Obama’s personal and political 
failings are of one piece. “[T]he truth,” he 
writes more in anger than in sorrow, “is that 
Obama’s convictions were never strong. He 
did not find this out until his convictions 
were tested, and they were not tested until 
he became president.” Obama’s flexibility of 
conviction is inseparable from his Zelig-like 
social adaptability: 

More than most people, Obama has 
been a creature of his successive environ-
ments. He talked like Hyde Park when 
in Hyde Park. He talks like Citigroup 

when at the table with Citigroup. And 
in either milieu, he likes the company 
well enough and enjoys blending in.

Thomas Frank, best known as the author 
of What’s The Matter With Kansas? (2004), is 
even more caustic. The Obama years, he pre-
dicted this summer, will be remembered as “a 
time when America should have changed but 
didn’t.” Why didn’t it? Because, according to 
either Frank or his headline writer at Salon, 

“An ineffective and gutless presidency’s legacy 
is failure.” And what would an effective and 
fearless presidency’s legacy have been? Frank’s 
wish list equals Obama’s failure list:

Why…did the president do so little 
about rising inequality, the subject on 
which he gave so many rousing speeches? 
Why did he do nothing, or next to noth-
ing, about the crazy high price of a col-
lege education, the Great Good Thing 
that he has said, time and again, deter-
mines our personal as well as national 
success? Why didn’t he propose a proper 
healthcare program instead of the con-
fusing jumble we got? Why not a proper 
stimulus package? Why didn’t he break 
up the banks? Or the agribusiness giants, 
for that matter?

Frank omits failures that others on the 
Left deplore: the Obama Administration’s 
secretiveness; its expansion of the surveillance 
state; the continued operation of Guanta-
namo; the ongoing military operations in Af-
ghanistan; the wider use and limitless scope 
of drone attacks; the unreversed, unstopped, 
unslowed death spiral of the labor movement; 
the absence of new gun control legislation; and 
climate change, “the greatest threat of the age,” 
according to Bromwich, in response to which 

“Obama taught America dimly, worked part-
time at half-measures, was silent for years at a 
stretch and never tried to lead.”

What infuriates Obama’s leftist critics 
more than anything else is that he has, in 
their view, responded to his conservative op-
ponents, newly radicalized by the Tea Party, 
with never-reciprocated civility and restraint. 
Here again, it is hard to untangle the presi-
dent’s temperament and his opinions. Re-
viewing The Audacity of Hope in 2006, before 
it was clear if or when the recently elected 
Senator Obama would seek the presidency, 
Tomasky noted that the author’s character-
istic way of engaging any policy controversy 
was to say, “[H]ere’s what the right believes 
about subject X, and here’s what the left be-
lieves; and while I basically side with the left, 
I think the right has a point or two that we 

should consider, and the left can sometimes 
get a little carried away.” There are two ways 
to regard this disposition, Tomasky wrote. 

“The first is to be disdainful. We are in an 
age, many liberals argue, that calls for po-
litical warfare. These are not the times to be 
acknowledging that conservatives may have a 
point or to pick quarrels with interest groups 
that, whatever their faults, are fighting the 
good fight.” The second is to conclude that 
Obama “really is not a political warrior by 
temperament. He is not even, as the word is 
commonly understood, a liberal,” in the sense 
that he is uncomfortable with and skeptical 
about the “more aggressive rights-based liber-
alism” that has risen since the 1960s, “which 
sometimes places particular claims for social 
justice ahead of a larger universal good.”

Political Reality

When conservatives worried 
the Reagan Administration wasn’t 
moving as far or fast to the right 

as it ought to they often said, “Let Reagan be 
Reagan.” Since 2009 none of his liberal critics 
has ever said, “Let Obama be Obama.” The 
difference is that conservatives 30 years ago 
were sure they had a good idea who Reagan 
really was: as the most prominent conserva-
tive politician in America for many years be-
fore being elected president, he had explained 
himself clearly and repeatedly on all manner 
of public questions. Barack Obama, by con-
trast, was an obscure state senator less than 
three years before he began his presidential 
campaign, during which he offered tantaliz-
ing clues—but nothing approaching definitive 
proof—about his deepest convictions. Wil-
liam Galston, a Brookings Institution scholar 
who worked in the Clinton White House, 
said in 2009 that Obama’s presidential cam-
paign was noteworthy for its “missing middle”: 

Up here there was the riveting rhetoric, 
and down here a series of reasonably 
well-crafted, intelligent, and serious 
policy prescriptions. What was missing 
in the middle was the connective tissue 
that might be called the theory of the 
case.

Given how the Obama elected in 2008 
allowed and even encouraged various, often 
contradictory interpretations of his true goals 
and beliefs, it is not surprising that many peo-
ple saw what they wanted to see, and set them-
selves up to be disappointed. Some who sup-
plied their own theory of the case—Obama 
was the liberal Galahad whose presidency 
would eradicate every trace of Reagan’s—are 
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 “Jeff Bremer’s study of antebellum Missouri’s rural 
white farm families captures the daily rhythms of 
frontier life. This book is a comprehensive synthesis of 
rural life and economic development on the Missouri 
frontier.”—William Foley, author, Wilderness Journey: 
The Life of William Clark

 “This volume’s conceptualization of cultural develop-
ments through the framework of ‘capitalist realism’ 
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relevance of literature at a time when the humanities 
are disappearing (as a result of the very fiscal auster-
ity that the volume calls out) and when we seem to 
have surrendered the methodological tools for doing 
so.”—Colleen Lye, University of California, Berkeley

now outraged. Their laments boil down to, 
“Let Obama be Kucinich.”

But every elaboration of the critics’ coun-
terfactual accounts of how the last six years 
would have been completely different if 
Obama were Kucinich, or if Dennis Kucinich 
were president, ends up sounding like magical 
realism instead of political analysis. The ab-
sence of a convincing account of how the road 
not taken ought to have been navigated sup-
ports the position of those Democrats who 
absolve President Obama for most of what has 
gone wrong and what else hasn’t happened at 
all. For example, Frank’s rhetorical questions 
condemn Obama for not proposing a proper 
(i.e., far bigger) economic stimulus program, or 
a proper (i.e., far more statist) health care pro-
gram in 2009, failures that squandered a his-
toric opportunity, according to Frank, to “put 
the right out of business once and for all.” But, 
the president’s defenders said then and have 
maintained ever since, bills more ambitious 
than the legislation Obama ultimately signed 
were never going to be enacted. “I’m sure there 
are a lot of people sitting in the shade at the 
Aspen Institute…who will tell you what the 
ideal plan is. Great, fascinating. You have 
the art of the possible measured against the 
ideal,” Rahm Emanuel—then White House 
chief of staff, now mayor of Chicago—said 
about health care reform in 2009. “The goal 
isn’t to see whether I can pass this through the 
executive board of the Brookings Institution. 
I’m passing it through the United States Con-
gress with people who represent constituents.”

And the 111th Congress posed severe 
problems for Obama. After the 1932 election, 
Franklin Roosevelt was submitting New Deal 
legislation to a Congress where 73% of the 
representatives and 61% of the senators were 
Democrats. (After Democratic gains in the 
elections of ’34 and ’36 those proportions rose 
to 80% and 81%, respectively.) After the 1964 
elections, Lyndon Johnson sent his Great So-
ciety proposals to a Congress where Demo-
crats accounted for 68% of the membership in 
each chamber.

That Congress passed so much of what 
FDR and LBJ wanted is, then, no mystery. Af-
ter 2008, by contrast, there were 257 Demo-
cratic members of the House, 59% of the to-
tal and exactly 40 more than Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi could afford to lose on any vote if the 
Republican minority stayed united, which 
it almost always did. Many of the votes she 
needed to reach a bare majority of 218 had to 
come from Democrats representing red and 
purple districts: when Emanuel served in the 
House from 2002 to 2008 he played a central 
role in recruiting, funding, and electing candi-
dates from such districts, an accomplishment 

crucial to ending the majority Republicans en-
joyed from 1994 to 2006. As the loss of that 
Democratic House majority in 2010 showed, 
however, it was always going to be very diffi-
cult, at best, to keep the majority both secure, 
in terms of electoral politics, and productive, in 
terms of liberal legislation. There is every rea-
son to think if Democrats had tried to enact 
more or bigger programs in 2009 they would 
have either lost the floor votes, or surrendered 
even more seats in the 2010 midterm elections 
on account of enacting such laws.

Things were even dicier in the Senate. For 
seven months—the time between Democrat 
Al Franken being sworn in after a disputed 
election in Minnesota, and Republican Scott 
Brown being sworn in after a special election 
in Massachusetts—Democrats had 60 votes 
in the Senate, the exact minimum required 
to pass bills (or approve nominations) against 
a Republican filibuster. Of that number, 13 
Democratic senators represented states that 
John McCain had carried against Obama in 
2008, making it difficult for those politicians 
to cast the tough votes an epochal agenda 
would have required. Legislating was very 
hard for the president when there were fewer 
than 60 Democrats in the Senate, and not 
that much easier when there weren’t, since 
each of the 60 had the leverage to demand 
concessions in exchange for supporting the 
cloture vote needed to thwart any filibuster.

Well, then, why didn’t President Obama, 
fresh from a smashing victory and rapturous 
crowds, “go over the heads of Congress,” so 
the outraged people would insist on every pol-
icy item on the Kucinich agenda? Confront-
ed by that uprising, risk-averse legislators 
would have voted in 2009 as boldly as their 
predecessors had in 1933 and 1965. In 2008, 
Bromwich argues, “there had been a swell of 
popular opinion and a convergence of small-
er movements around a cause. That cause 
was the candidacy of Barack Obama.” Upon 
winning, however, he failed to transform the 
movement from a worshipful cult of personal-
ity into a political force demanding measures 
like a massive jobs program or aggressive cli-
mate change policies.

This scenario, too, is unconvincing. If all 
the elements for a populist uprising of the 
Left had been in place upon Obama’s election, 
it should have asserted itself with or without 
his help. Instead, as Tomasky wrote in 2010, 

“We’ve experienced the greatest economic cri-
sis since the 1930s, and the only mass move-
ment to emerge from that reality is a right-
wing populist one,” the Tea Party. The “How-
ell Raines Fallacy,” named for the sermoniz-
ing of the New York Times editorial page un-
der its former boss, is a siren constantly luring 
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writers and activists to think they’re observing 
when they’re merely wishing. The fallacy col-
lapses the distinction between asserting: 1) 
public policy X is noble and urgently needed; 
and 2) the American people in their righteous 
might demand the prompt enactment and 
implementation of policy X, and will wreak a 
terrible vengeance on any politician who im-
pedes, delays, or diminishes it. Such delusions, 
writes Kevin Drum of Mother Jones, caused 
Thomas Frank and other Obama accusers to 
see vividly something that was never there:

Like it or not, America was not poised 
for a huge liberal wave in 2008. It just 
wasn’t. It was poised for a fairly routine 
cycle of throwing out the old bums and 
electing new bums, who would, as usual, 
be given a very short and very limited 
honeymoon. Democrats actually ac-
complished a fair amount during that 
honeymoon, but no, they didn’t turn 
America into a lefty paradise. That was 
never in the cards.

McGovern’s Revenge

Though democrats are divided on 
how big an opportunity was knocking 
for them in 2009, and on how much 

Barack Obama did to take advantage of it, 
they are nearly united in the belief that any 
good works left undone since then amount 
to temporary setbacks, not a big chance ir-
retrievably lost. Democrats’ confident, even 
smug, assessment of their political future is 
based on an argument first and most famously 
laid out by John B. Judis and Ruy Teixeira in 
The Emerging Democratic Majority (2002). By 
the middle of this century, the Census Bureau 
predicts, fewer than half of all Americans will 
be non-Hispanic whites. And as every elec-
tion cycle brings closer the advent of a “major-
ity minority” nation, Democrats will go from 
strength to strength. National Journal ’s Ron-
ald Brownstein, one of many commentators to 
embrace and apply Judis and Teixeira’s thesis, 
argued in the Atlantic that Obama’s victory 
against Mitt Romney in 2012 demonstrated 
that the Democrats’ growing “Coalition of 
Transformation” will inexorably marginalize 
the Republicans’ dwindling “Coalition of Res-
toration.” As the balance of power tilts ever 
more steeply against the GOP, future Demo-
cratic presidents, of which there will be many, 
are certain to accomplish all the big reforms 
that eluded Obama, in ways that future Re-
publican presidents, of which there will be few, 
can never undo.

This emerging Democratic majority, Judis 
and Teixeira argue, is “George McGovern’s re-

venge.” McGovern received 37.5% of the popu-
lar vote in 1972, the third-worst performance 
of any major political party presidential nomi-
nee since Andrew Jackson was in the White 
House, leaving aside those elections where a 
third-party challenger exceeded 16.6% of the 
vote, Robert La Follette’s total as the Progres-
sive nominee in 1924. (Democrat James Cox 
took 34.2% of the votes in 1920, and Repub-
lican Alf Landon got 36.5% in 1936.) As bad 
as his overall results were, McGovern did dis-
proportionately well among affluent profes-
sionals, women with jobs outside the home, 
and non-white voters. All three groups have 
grown steadily as proportions of the elector-
ate over the past 42 years, all are expected to 
continue to do so for years to come, and Dem-
ocrats have remained popular among these 
voters. To win steadily larger percentages of 
the vote from segments of the electorate that 
are themselves growing steadily larger is close 
to an unbeatable electoral formula.

For 21st-century Democrats to turn the 
losing coalition of 1972 into a winning coali-
tion constitutes only the political half of Mc-
Govern’s revenge. Politicians, activists, and 
writers, all energized by demographic trium-
phalism, are busy developing and implement-
ing the policy half, the updated McGovernite 
agenda that will, finally, turn America into a 
lefty paradise. The American Prospect’s Har-
old Meyerson recently hailed the growing ros-
ter of American cities—Boston, Minneapolis, 
New York, Pittsburgh, Santa Fe, Seattle, “and 
many more”—now serving as laboratories of 
social democracy. “The mayoral and council 
class of 2013 is one of the most progressive 
cohorts of elected officials in recent American 
history.” Many of the changes Obama couldn’t 
or wouldn’t make at the national level are be-
yond the scope of municipal government. But 
the agenda Meyerson’s heroes are pursuing 
strongly indicates where the Democratic par-
ty is heading: a higher minimum wage (some 
cities are considering $15 an hour); foster-
ing “inner-city hiring on major projects and…
unionization in hotels, stores, and trucking”; 
universal pre-kindergarten education and 
other programs for very young children; more 
mass transit and fewer cars, to achieve more 
density and less sprawl; and “forbidding their 
police from cooperating with federal immi-
gration authorities in the deportation of un-
documented immigrants.” Not only does all 
this amount to an effort to enact “at the mu-
nicipal level many of the major policy changes 
that progressives have found themselves un-
able to enact at the federal and state levels.” 
More importantly, the urban progressives 

“may be charting a new course for American 
liberalism.”

The undisputed leader of these progres-
sives is Bill de Blasio, the mayor New York 
elected in 2013. His prominence derives not 
only from governing America’s most populous 
city, but from winning the job in a campaign 
as dramatic as Barack Obama’s in 2008. De 
Blasio was far behind more prominent Demo-
cratic candidates for most of 2013, barely reg-
istering single-digits in the opinion polls. In 
the summer, however, his “Tale of Two Cities” 
campaign theme—the “few doing very well, 
while so many slip further behind…is the de-
fining challenge of our time”—caught on, and 
he won the Democratic primary in Septem-
ber with 40% of the vote, en route to getting 
72% in November’s general election. 

The equally famous new McGovernite, 
Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts, 
gives Democrats hope that a populist agenda 
will be confined only temporarily to munici-
pal governance, and will soon dominate na-
tional policy-making. After defeating incum-
bent Scott Brown in 2012, she now holds the 
Senate seat occupied for 47 years by Edward 
Kennedy. A Harvard law professor, special-
izing in the law of bankruptcy, Warren had 
never sought elective office before 2012. She 
was motivated to do so after Senate Republi-
cans thwarted her hopes of becoming the first 
chairman of the Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Bureau, a new regulatory body created by 
the Dodd-Frank Act of 2010, and housed in 
the Federal Reserve System—one that came 
into existence in large part because of her ad-
vocacy for it. 

Warren’s lack of political experience did 
not hurt her campaign. She “possesses a 
knack for earthy articulation of the liberal-
populist worldview matched by no one else in 
American public life today,” Tomasky wrote 
earlier this year, which has made her a rock 
star among “liberals who’ve been desperate for 
years to hear a prominent Democrat talk the 
way she does.” This fame has led many Demo-
crats to hope Warren will run for president in 
2016, whether or not Hillary Clinton chooses 
to try again for the nomination she lost to 
Barack Obama in 2008.

A primary contest between Warren and 
Clinton is unlikely—the former has stated 
repeatedly and firmly, but not quite categori-
cally, that she doesn’t intend to seek the presi-
dency. But even the theoretical possibility of a 
Warren candidacy highlights the immediate 
challenge before the new McGovernites: win-
ning the battle for primacy within the Demo-
cratic Party. Among the ways in which War-
ren’s fans are McGovernites is that they hope 
she will replicate George McGovern’s victory 
in the 1972 nomination contest against more 
famous, less leftist candidates, including 
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Hubert Humphrey, Henry Jackson, and Ed-
mund Muskie. The years of liberals’ despon-
dency and rage described by Tomasky have 
a great deal to do with bitterness over the 
fact that McGovern’s intra-party win was 42 
years ago and an isolated event. Ted Kennedy 
failed to dislodge Jimmy Carter in 1980, and 
Howard Dean, representing “the Democratic 
wing of the Democratic Party” as he put it, 
lost the 2004 nomination to John Kerry. The 
Democrats most disappointed in President 
Obama thought his nomination meant the 
Democratic wing had finally come out on top, 
and in an election year highly favorable for 
Democrats.

Populists and Progressives

Those who dream of president eliz-
abeth Warren’s inauguration in 2017 
believe it would signal the consumma-

tion of the effort begun in 1971 for an un-
apologetic, unqualified Democrat to win first 
the party, and then the country, since liberal 
despondency and rage connects intra-party 
defeats with national ones. The Democrats’ 
left wing in the late 1960s and early ’70s—the 

“New Politics” movement—was meant to build 
a profoundly different America. The McGov-
ern nomination was not supposed to be a high-
water mark or doomed Romantic quest. In the 
same way, the Reagan Revolution was never 
supposed to occur, and Republicans were nev-
er supposed to gain parity with Democrats in 
congressional races. Once these calamities did 
happen, the mission of the Democratic Party, 
as understood by its Democratic wing, was to 
make every trace of them unhappen, not to 
accommodate the newly assertive conserva-
tives or concede they had perspectives liberals 
would do well to consider.

The “Deaniacs” of 2004 were motivated 
primarily by anger at the war in Iraq, and at 
the Democrats who had voted to authorize it, 
such as Kerry. They transferred their antipa-
thies to Clinton in 2008, and were receptive to 
Obama as an alternative because he had spo-
ken out against the Iraq war while she voted 
for it. Since the financial crisis of 2008, how-
ever, the primary concern of the party’s Dem-
ocratic wing has shifted from foreign affairs 
to domestic policy, and especially to economic 
populism. Journalist Matt Bai makes a use-
ful distinction—one that will matter a great 
deal to the coming fight for the Democratic 
soul—between populism and progressivism. 
He defines the former as the conviction “that 
the main barrier to broad prosperity are the 
wealthy citizens who refuse to share. The only 
fair and effective way to mitigate the effects 
of inequality…is to take large sums of capital 

away from those who hoard it and redistribute 
it to those less fortunate.” The populist does 
regard the redistribution of wealth as a means 
to the end of helping the poor, but is primarily 
attracted to it as an end in itself. A progressive, 
by contrast, “believes that an activist govern-
ment can address all manner of social prob-
lems, but he doesn’t buy the proposition that 
confiscating more wealth is the central way to 
right wrongs.”

This theoretical debate played out in a 
practical way in New York this year. One of 
de Blasio’s campaign promises was to raise the 
city income tax on New Yorkers making more 
than $500,000, then use the proceeds to ex-
pand pre-K education programs. Under New 
York law, however, legislation for the city tax 
increase had to be approved by the state leg-
islature and signed by the governor, Andrew 
Cuomo. A Democrat elected in 2010, Cuomo 
was decidedly cool to the idea. Immediately 
upon taking office he made clear how little 
populism motivated him. “I am a progressive 
Democrat who’s broke,” Cuomo said in 2011. 

ular vote in 2012, and New York City (78%). 
Evidence that purple and red jurisdictions are 
more amenable than formerly to leftist candi-
dates and themes is far more elusive. Unlike 
de Blasio, Governor Cuomo answers to Em-
pire State voters outside the five boroughs, an 
electorate that Obama carried in 2012 by a 
margin of 54-to-45%, only a bit better than 
he did nationwide. Not coincidentally, Cuo-
mo has taken positions on issues such as taxes, 
charter schools, and campaign finance reform 
markedly less liberal than de Blasio’s, anger-
ing leftist Democrats.

“In some ways,” writes John Cassidy of the 
New Yorker, Andrew Cuomo “is a throwback 
to the [Democratic Leadership Council] of 
the Clinton era, whose goal was to make the 
Party more palatable to tax payers and busi-
ness interests.” The observation was not a 
compliment. The DLC was created in 1985, 
after Reagan’s landslide victory over Walter 
Mondale. In his The New Democrats and the 
Return to Power (2013), DLC founder Al From 
recounts that its mission was to “develop an 
agenda strengthening the Democratic Party 
and making it competitive again in national 
elections.” The group’s most prominent poli-
tician, Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton, gave 
a speech in his capacity as DLC chairman to 
its 1991 meeting, calling on Democrats to 
fashion a message “that goes beyond the stale 
orthodoxies of left and right.” Coming from 
a politician whose first big job in politics was 
working as a state coordinator for the 1972 
McGovern campaign, this was a bracing ex-
ample of what Americans would later come to 
know as “triangulation.” Those McGovernites 
who had not qualified their politics in the 
years after his defeat believed their positions 
were righteous and vibrant, not stale, and re-
sented the imputed symmetry between their 
views and Reagan Republicans’. Jesse Jackson 
dismissed the group as “Democrats for the 
Leisure Class.”

Return to Power is a Mission Accomplished 
book about the DLC, which disbanded in 
2011. Thorough in its narration of the orga-
nization’s history, the book disregards the fact 
that all the energy among Democrats now 
belongs to followers of Warren and de Bla-
sio, who revile the DLC’s accommodations 
rather than celebrate its achievements. “In the 
Democratic Party there is a battle between 
the economic populist wing that fights for the 
little guy against the corporate wing,” says the 
co-founder of the Progressive Change Cam-
paign Committee, “and [Warren] represents 
the populist wing.”

There was always less than met the eye in 
the fight between the DLC and anti-DLC 
Democrats, however. In his 1991 speech Clin-

“The old way of solving the problem was con-
tinuing to raise taxes on people, and we just 
can’t do that anymore.” The final disposition of 
the issue—yes to the pre-K expansion, funded 
by money from the state budget, but no to the 
NYC income tax surcharge—was a victory 
for Cuomo over de Blasio, and a victory for 
progressivism over populism. That de Blasio 
tried, and failed, to get the tax anyway, shows 
that for him, and populists in general, raising 
taxes on the rich is “as much about sticking it 
to the Monopoly monocle guy,” in Bai’s words, 
as it is about whatever worthy purposes the 
additional revenues are supposed to fund.

Triangulation

The warren/de blasio democrats 
are going to have to win such fights, 
such arguments, if they hope to trans-

form the party into their church militant. 
That challenge may prove daunting. Populist 
Democrats are a rising force in intra-party 
politics in deeply blue jurisdictions like Mas-
sachusetts, where Obama won 61% of the pop-

Will voters gravitate to 
the Democrats’ ethic 

of aggrievement or the 
Republicans’ ethic of 

achievement?
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ton said, “Too many of the people who used 
to vote for us, the very burdened middle class 
we’re talking about, have not trusted us in na-
tional elections to defend our national interest 
abroad, to put their values in our social policy 
at home or to take their tax money and spend 
it with discipline. We’ve got to turn these 
perceptions around, or we can’t continue as a 
national party.” Like a million things Clinton 
has uttered in the subsequent 23 years, this 
formulation was expertly crafted to assure 
people who disagreed with one another that 
Bill Clinton agreed with each and all of them. 
Was the middle-class’s mistrust of the Demo-
crats justified or baseless? Were Democrats 
supposed to alter middle-class perceptions of 
the party by changing the realities people saw 
when they looked at it, or by convincing vot-
ers their distrust resulted from unfortunate 
misunderstandings? Clinton’s listeners could 
all nod their heads in the belief that wher-
ever they were on the spectrum of impera-
tive Democratic changes—cosmetic to struc-
tural—Clinton was right there, too. In short, 
DLC Democrats could believe that the only 
thing, really, wrong with how Democrats had 
conducted and explained themselves since the 
mid-’60s was that they had antagonized vot-
ers. Since Democrats now are competitive in 
national elections, and confidently expect to 
dominate them in the future, the DLC policy 
agenda can be safely set aside according to the 
rationale for creating DLC in the first place. 

Two Cautions

For all that, however, democrats 
are still well advised to order their in-
augural ball tickets one election at a 

time rather than splurge on the subscription 
series. Among the clouds on the horizon, two 
are especially threatening. First, the party 
that stands for conferring ever more respon-
sibilities and resources on government is un-
likely to flourish in an age when Americans 
are increasingly skeptical about government’s 
competence and integrity. In 1958, 73% of 
Americans said they trusted the government 
in Washington most of the time or just about 
always. In 2013, 19% did so. Such disillu-
sioned citizens are not easily convinced it is 
wise to assign government still more tasks. As 
recently as 2006, according to the Gallup poll, 
69% of Americans believed it was the federal 
government’s responsibility to make sure all 
Americans had healthcare coverage, compared 
to 28% who didn’t. By November 2013, after 
the Affordable Care Act website had been up 
and crashing a few weeks, 42% believed uni-
versal healthcare coverage was a federal re-
sponsibility and 56% did not. Thomas Edsall 

of the New York Times called the “disastrous 
launch” of Healthcare.gov a “fiasco” whose 
damaging effects on the Democratic party are 

“hard to overestimate.”
Even in the friendly confines of blue 

through-and-through municipalities and 
states, the “party of government” faces a di-
lemma: is its raison d’être to get the most out 
of government, or to defend the record and 
cost of government agencies and employees 
against all detractors? One reason New York-
ers felt confident about electing a tax-raising 
lefty like Bill de Blasio, the first Democratic 
mayor since 1993, is that they had “ just en-
joyed 12 years of ruthless efficiency under the 
[Michael] Bloomberg administration,” ac-
cording to Matt Bai. “They take for granted 
the basic competence of government, and that 
makes all the difference when you ask them to 

expand it.” In office less than a year, however, 
de Blasio has already demonstrated his enthu-
siasm for the kind of governmental malprac-
tice that made New York City a synecdoche 
for dysfunction under past mayors John Lind-
say and David Dinkins: abandoning stan-
dards by which public school teachers could 
be evaluated, awarding them and other city 
workers contracts with generous raises but 
no new demands for productivity, and mak-
ing these spending commitments on the basis 
of rosy assumptions about how much revenue 
will materialize years into the future.

Skepticism about liberal government’s abil-
ity to do the jobs it wants to take on may, but 
needn’t, conservatize the electorate because 
people who have given up on government may 
find other reasons not to give up on politics. 
In 1989 the Democratic candidates contest-
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ing the New York mayoral nomination—
Dinkins, who wound up winning the general 
election; city comptroller Harrison Goldin; 
incumbent Ed Koch, seeking a fourth term; 
and businessman Richard Ravitch—devoted 
a great deal of time and energy debating le-
galized abortion (all supported it and argued 
about who did so most ardently) and capital 
punishment (which Koch favored and the 
others opposed). The pointlessness of these 
debates—New York’s mayor has no power 
to do anything about either issue—was the 
point. At a bad time in the city’s history, when 
crime, public services, and municipal finances 
appeared to be beyond anyone’s control, vot-
ers were sullen and cynical about city govern-
ment’s ability to govern. But after people give 
up on the idea politics can be effective they 
may still engage in it as a way to be expressive: 
a politician signals where he stands on divisive 
issues so voters can know whether he’s one of 
us or one of them.

Even if they never figure out how to make 
Big Government work right, in ways that 
cause voters to love it again and want more of 
it, the Democratic-wing Democrats’ fallback 
hope is that the demographic trend is their 
friend. If, every year, your tribe gets a little 
bigger and theirs gets a little smaller, identity-
politics tribalism is electorally very promis-
ing. A pro-government party that can’t govern 
straight might still win elections if politics 
isn’t about governing, but about whether this 
country is ours or theirs.

This brings us to the second reason the 
chickens Democrats are counting may not 
hatch. The “coalition of the ascendant” is key 
to the emerging Democratic majority, but 
demography is not necessarily destiny. The 
easiest, laziest, wrongest kind of prediction is 
a linear extrapolation of some past trend into 
the indefinite future: Mitt Romney received 

27% of the Hispanic vote in 2012, the His-
panic proportion of the national population 
is projected to increase from 19% in 2010 to 
28% in 2050, ergo the GOP is screwed. Since 
partisan dispositions are not genetic proper-
ties, and since what can be known with con-
fidence about the history that will unfold in 
coming decades—affecting how people think, 
feel, and vote—is always a speck compared 
to all that cannot be known, it is reckless to 
make confident predictions about the Ameri-
can electorate’s inevitable destiny.

Indeed, not only political dispositions but 
demographic identities change over time. As 
Slate’s Jamelle Bouie reports, none too hap-
pily, majority-minority America could turn 
out to be a lot “whiter” than most people now 
expect. America’s Hispanics may be seen and 
see themselves as distinct from non-Hispanic 
whites, or may just come to consider them-
selves “another kind of white.” He points 
out the famous comedian Louis C.K. is half-
Mexican, “but to most Americans, he’s just a 
white guy.” (The same was true of the baseball 
star Ted Williams.) Moreover, nearly one out 
of every six new marriages (15.5%) is between 
people of different racial groups. Bouie sus-
pects the children of these unions, especially 
of the “out marriages” of Asians and Hispan-
ics to whites, will come to “ join the vast tapes-
try of American whiteness.”

Aggrievement or Achievement

Ultimately, people’s hearts and 
minds, not their melanin levels and 
Census answers, determine how 

they vote. Demographic changes will be less 
important to America’s political future than 
whether voters gravitate to the Democrats’ 
ethic of aggrievement or the Republicans’ 
ethic of achievement. Democrats are likely to 

dominate if most Americans come to doubt 
the practical and moral worth of individual 
striving, discipline, and rectitude. Such vot-
ers will turn to Democrats if they believe the 
real cause of their dissatisfactions is nothing 
they could have prevented, or can ever rem-
edy through their own efforts, but is instead 
what has been done to them and hasn’t been 
done for them. The Democratic Party exists 
to assure such voters that a platform full of 
proposals for punishing the malefactors of 
great wealth, and uplifting millions who suf-
fer through no fault of their own, is necessary 
and perhaps even sufficient for the pursuit 
and attainment of happiness. 

The Republicans’ corresponding challenge 
is anything but easy, but is simple and clear: 
to vindicate the moral and practical worth of 
striving, discipline, and rectitude. In his First 
Inaugural Address Ronald Reagan called for 
making government “work with us, not over 
us; to stand by our side, not ride on our back. 
Government can and must provide opportu-
nity, not smother it; foster productivity, not 
stifle it.” The goal is “a healthy, vigorous, grow-
ing economy that provides equal opportuni-
ties for all Americans, with no barriers born 
of bigotry or discrimination,” an economy 
where “all must share in the productive work” 
and “all must share in the bounty.” Virtue may 
be its own reward, but should not be its only 
reward. The health of the Republican Party—
and, more importantly, of the republic—will 
be enhanced if the pride justly taken from do-
ing the right thing is reliably accompanied by 
auxiliary benefits.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books. His new book, The 
Pity Party: A Mean-Spirited Diatribe Against 
Liberal Compassion, will appear in November 
from Broadside Books. 
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Essay by Steven F. Hayward

Extremism and Moderation

Samuel johnson declared that “men 
more frequently require to be reminded 
than informed.” Perhaps Barry Goldwa-

ter had this injunction in mind in his famous 
nomination acceptance speech 50 years ago at 
the Republican National Convention in San 
Francisco. Like a liturgical litany, seven times 
in his speech Goldwater said either “I needn’t 
remind you” or “let me remind you,” but it was 
the final two reminders that sealed the speech 
as the most memorable convention oration 
since William Jennings Bryan denounced the 

“Cross of Gold” in 1896: “I would remind you 
that extremism in the defense of liberty is no 
vice. And let me remind you also that modera-
tion in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.”

For a candidate whose chief vulnerability 
was his supposed extremism, embracing ex-
tremism seemed the height of, well, extrem-
ism—not to mention imprudence. It did not 
matter that the statement’s intellectual pedi-
gree stretched back to Aristotle and Cicero. 
Theodore White recorded the shock of a fel-
low reporter: “My God, he’s going to run as 
Barry Goldwater.” There was going to be no 

“tacking to the center,” the candidate’s usual 
tactic once he had clinched the nomination. 
Goldwater’s defense of “extremism” opened 
the floodgates for his critics to engage in the 
reductio ad Hitlerum. Samples include:

• Martin Luther King, Jr.: “We see danger-
ous signs of Hitlerism in the Goldwater 
campaign.”
• Civil rights activist Roy Wilkins: Gold-
water’s election “would bring about a police 
state.” 
• Senator J. William Fulbright: “Goldwa-
ter Republicanism is the closest thing in 
American politics to an equivalent of Rus-
sian Stalinism.”
• California Governor Pat Brown: Goldwa-
ter’s acceptance speech “had the stench of 
fascism…. All we needed to hear was ‘Heil 
Hitler.’” 
• Jackie Robinson: “I would say that I now 
believe I know how it felt to be a Jew in 
Hitler’s Germany.”
• San Francisco Mayor John Shelley: The 
Republicans “had Mein Kampf as their po-
litical bible.”

Many in the press happily joined the cho-
rus. Columnist Drew Pearson, for example, 
wrote that “the smell of fascism has been in the 
air at this convention.” The Chicago Defender 
ran the headline: “GOP Convention, 1964 
Recalls Germany, 1933.” Not to be outdone, 
Daniel Schorr of CBS News simply made up 
a story—or passed along a rumor too good to 
check—that Goldwater was in touch with the 

right wing in Germany. The London Observer, 
usually a sober publication, found “disquieting 
similarities” between Hitler and Goldwater. 
The media made much of a trumped up “poll” 
of 1,189 psychiatrists who thought Goldwa-
ter was “psychologically unfit” to be president. 
(Goldwater later won a libel suit against the 
magazine publisher behind this stunt.)

This unhinged reaction from liberals, 20 
years after President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
had ascribed fascism to opponents of his 
Second Bill of Rights, should not have come 
as a surprise. But the reaction from many 
Republicans was nearly as bad. Watching 
from the convention gallery after having in-
troduced Goldwater, Richard Nixon—not a 
man thought to have a weak stomach—said 
he felt “almost physically sick” when he heard 
the infamous aphorism. Even Pat Buchanan, 
then an editorial writer for the St. Louis Globe-
Democrat, thought the statement “dealt the 
ace of trumps to a Democratic campaign that 
already had a fistful of trumps to play.” 

Nostalgia

Many of his detractors inter-
preted Goldwater’s subsequent 
landslide defeat to Lyndon Johnson 

as proof that conservatism was dead, or still-
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born, and that the Republican Party could 
live only by repudiating it. Hans Morgen-
thau, the most prominent American strategic 
thinker of the era, wrote that “Goldwater has 
imposed an alien conservative philosophy,” 
having “no place in the American tradition 
of politics,” “upon an unwilling Republican 
party.” Historian Richard Hofstadter wrote 
of Goldwater: “When, in all our history, has 
anyone with ideas so bizarre, so archaic, so 
self-confounding, so remote from the basic 
American consensus, ever got so far?”

While Morgenthau thought Goldwater’s 
conservatism amounted to “political romanti-
cism,” a closely related theme was that it rep-
resented the politics of “nostalgia.” Theologian 
Reinhold Niebuhr wrote that Goldwaterism 

“could be more simply defined as an expres-
sion of national nostalgia, as a yearning for the 
good old days of uncomplicated domestic and 
foreign issues…. It is still one of the mysteries 
of the American political process that a man so 
far to the Right should have become the nomi-
nee of a major party.” Political scientist Samu-
el Lubell wrote: “the Republicans remain what 
the Southern Democrats were after the Civil 
War—essentially a party of nostalgia. There is 
one instinctive Republican program, in whose 
favor all doubts are resolved—to turn the 
clock back to an earlier era.”

Fifty years later, many liberals have become 
nostalgic, regarding Goldwater as a “national 
treasure” useful for attacking today’s “extrem-
ist” Tea Party Republicans. To be sure, Gold-
water in his later years sympathized with 
some positions of the cultural Left. He was 
pro-abortion and for gays in the military, for 
example, though these views arose from his 
overarching dislike of centralized liberal gov-
ernance. Nothing said today against the “ex-
tremism” of the Tea Party—and Republicans 
generally—wasn’t said about Goldwater and 
the conservatism he championed. Modern lib-
eral nostalgia’s deeper basis is the lament for 
liberalism’s lost hegemony over American in-
tellectual and political life. In fact, keeping in 
mind that many attacks on Goldwater came 
from within the Republican establishment 
itself, just as today’s Beltway Republicans de-
plore the Tea Party, criticism of today’s con-
servative populism looks almost restrained. 

In 1964 Phyllis Schlafly first gained na-
tional attention with her best-selling pro-
Goldwater book, A Choice, Not an Echo. To-
day’s Tea Party conservatism represents an 
echo of the choice Goldwater offered. The 
examples of coarse Tea Party rhetoric, impru-
dent strategies, and faulty candidates all have 
analogues in the Goldwater movement of 
1964. Nor was the Tea Party the first insur-
gency to take out establishment Republicans. 

The deeply flawed Max Rafferty defeated in-
cumbent liberal Republican Senator Thomas 
Kuchel in the 1968 California primary, for ex-
ample. Our anti-Tea Party alarmists overlook 
two important points: how well Goldwater’s 
message has held up; and the ways the Tea 
Party insurgency has helped Republicans gain 
ground.

A Modest Manifesto

Goldwater’s nomination is seen 
today as the turning point for the 
postwar conservative movement, 

which many liberal writers have come to por-
tray as a meticulously planned juggernaut. 
Under the spell of retrospective determinism, 
many today have forgotten that Goldwater’s 
1964 nomination was a surprise. Despite the 
erudition of the National Review circle, con-
servatism in the early 1960s appeared to be a 
marginal political force with limited popular 
appeal. There remained a dwindling constitu-
ency for McCarthyism, a worldview rendered 
still more obscurantist by the cranky conspir-
atorial stylings of the John Birch Society, at 
the time the nation’s most prominent right-
wing organization. Many political figures 
close to Goldwater and his campaign were 
either Birchers or sympathizers, creating a 
practical difficulty for Goldwater in 1964, as 
it did briefly for Ronald Reagan’s California 
gubernatorial campaign in 1966. William F. 
Buckley, Jr., chided the Birch Society founder 
Robert Welch in 1962 for his outré claim that 
President Dwight Eisenhower might have 
been a “conscious agent” of the Soviet Union, 
but had little effect on the Society’s popularity. 
(Neither did Russell Kirk’s similar critique in 
the Catholic journal America.) It was not un-
til 1965 that a more sweeping attack on the 
Society in National Review proved the turn-
ing point in its fortunes among conservatives. 

“[I]t would never again come close to the po-
tential level of influence—and notoriety—it 
had in the years 1963 and 1964,” historian 
D.J. Mulloy writes in The World of the John 
Birch Society (2014). “Once the official and 
more ‘responsible’ faces of American conser-
vatism turned away from Birchism, they never 
looked back.”

At its peak the John Birch Society’s mem-
bership was probably no greater than 50,000, 
with the readership of its magazine, Ameri-
can Opinion, perhaps twice that number. The 
Society’s clout owed more to liberal paranoia 
than genuine political strength. In 1961, for 
example, when California Attorney General 
Stanley Mosk warned that the John Birch 
Society was secretly maneuvering to take 
over the Republican Party, the media were 
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only too happy to echo this theme. Hence, 
few seemed to notice the runaway success of 
Goldwater’s modest manifesto, Conscience of 
a Conservative. Though its publishers origi-
nally fretted over distributing an initial press 
run of 5,000 copies when it first appeared in 
1960, Conscience would go through 20 print-
ings by November 1964, selling 3.5 million 
copies and landing on the New York Times 
bestseller list. Taken together with Schlafly’s 
equally best-selling Choice, the book’s success 
should have been a sign something was hap-
pening beyond the Hudson River. Moreover, 
Goldwater’s twice-weekly newspaper column, 
syndicated by the Los Angeles Times, was ap-
pearing in over 150 papers.

It was widely known at the time that Con-
science was ghostwritten for Goldwater by 
L. Brent Bozell, Jr., Buckley’s brother-in-law. 
(Goldwater’s newspaper columns were writ-
ten chiefly by Stephen Shadegg.) The myth 
persists that Goldwater never read the manu-
script, which legend Goldwater occasionally 
fueled with diffident comments such as, “Well, 
I read the book. I even agreed with parts of it.” 
In fact, Bozell worked from old speeches and 
statements of Goldwater, who reviewed each 
chapter before returning it to Bozell with 
notes for changes. 

Conscience of a Conservative holds up so well 
across half a century—its argument so fresh 
and direct—that with only minor changes it 
could serve today as a Tea Party manifesto. 

“The root difference between the Conservatives 
and the Liberals of today is that Conservatives 
take account of the whole man, while the Lib-
erals tend to look only at the material side of 
man’s nature,” Goldwater declared. “Liberals, 
on the other hand—in the name of a concern 
for ‘human beings’—regard the satisfaction of 
economic wants as the dominant mission of 
society. They are, moreover, in a hurry.”

Like today’s Tea Party, Conscience de-
plores not just the liberal opposition, but the 
GOP’s weak sisters, both of whom “propound 
the first principle of totalitarianism: that the 
State is competent to do all things and is lim-
ited in what it actually does only by the will 
of those who control the State.” The Consti-
tution, Goldwater reminds us, is a “system of 
restraints against the natural tendency of govern-
ment to expand in the direction of absolutism.” 
(Emphasis in original.) 

Even though many of the worst expres-
sions of the modern administrative state lay 
ahead in 1964, Goldwater warned that our 
government was tending toward “Leviathan, a 
vast national authority out of touch with the 
people, and out of their control. This mono-
lith of power is bounded only by the will of 
those who sit in high places.”

Conscience of a Conservative culminates in 
a rallying cry that has come back into fashion 
among conservatives recently:

I have little interest in streamlining gov-
ernment or in making it more efficient, 
for I mean to reduce its size. I do not 
undertake to promote welfare, for I pro-
pose to extend freedom. My aim is not 
to pass laws, but to repeal them. It is 
not to inaugurate new programs, but to 
cancel old ones that do violence to the 
Constitution, or that have failed in their 
purpose, or that impose on the people 
an unwarranted financial burden. I will 
not attempt to discover whether legisla-
tion is “needed” before I have first de-
termined whether it is constitutionally 
permissible. And if I should later be 
attacked for neglecting my constitu-
ents’ “interests,” I shall reply that I was 
informed their main interest is liberty 
and that in that cause I am doing the 
very best I can.

The left-leaning historian Rick Perlstein 
noted in his book Before the Storm: Barry 
Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American 
Consensus (2001) the different tone between 
Goldwater and the McCarthy-Birch rhetoric: 

“Conscience of a Conservative didn’t blame in-
visible Communists for America’s problems. 
It blamed all-too-visible liberals. It’s anti-
communism was not about raising nameless 
dreads but about fighting—hard and in the 
open.”

Petulant Provocations

In light of goldwater’s rhetoric in 
Conscience, the “extremism” aphorism 
shouldn’t have shocked. Examining the 

speech’s development, however, reveals that 
the phrase owed its origin to an act of re-
straint and conciliation by Goldwater. On 
the eve of the GOP convention, Governor 
William Scranton of Pennsylvania mounted 
an eleventh-hour bid to wrest the nomina-
tion from Goldwater, issuing an ill-conceived 
broadside that contended “Goldwaterism has 
come to stand for a whole crazy-quilt collec-
tion of absurd and dangerous positions.” Al-
though Scranton took full responsibility for 
it, his operatives supposedly wrote the letter 
without his knowledge or approval. In any 
case, it reinforced the charge that Goldwater 
was an “extremist.” More importantly, it ruled 
out any possible reconciliation between Gold-
water and the Republican establishment wing, 
or of a Goldwater-Scranton ticket (which may 
have been the letter’s purpose).
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Goldwater was furious, according to Lee 
Edwards’s account of the episode in his biog-
raphy, Goldwater: The Man Who Made a Rev-
olution (1995). Clif White, one of Goldwater’s 
key strategists, intuited that the letter would 
backfire and assure Goldwater the nomina-
tion in a first-ballot landslide. But it was polit-
ical scientist Harry V. Jaffa who suggested us-
ing the letter to Goldwater’s advantage. Jaffa, 
now a Distinguished Fellow of the Claremont 
Institute and professor emeritus at Claremont 
McKenna College, had abandoned the Demo-
cratic for the Republican Party after the Bay 
of Pigs debacle in 1961, then been invited to 
work in the Goldwater presidential campaign. 
He argued for sending the Scranton letter to 
every GOP delegate, along with a magnani-
mous statement from the Goldwater cam-
paign that quoted Lincoln’s response to an ed-
itorial attack from Horace Greeley: “If there 
be perceptible in [the editorial] an impatient 
and dictatorial tone, I waive it in deference to 
an old friend, whose heart I have always sup-
posed to be right.”

But the Republican anti-conservatives 
persisted, with Nelson Rockefeller charging 
in his convention speech that the John Birch 
Society was attempting the “infiltration and 
takeover of established political organizations 
by Communist and Nazi methods.” Goldwa-
ter’s delegates on the convention floor held 
their disapproval, but the audience in the 
galleries, who were not under the campaign’s 
control (Clif White suspected they might 
have been Rockefeller plants intended to em-
barrass Goldwater), booed loudly. 

These and other petulant provocations 
from the GOP’s liberal wing led Goldwater to 
remark to an aide, “Christ, we ought to be writ-
ing a speech telling them to go to hell.” He was 
not inclined to affect a conciliatory tone with 
Rockefeller, Scranton, and the rest of the im-
moderate GOP moderates whose accusations 
were as intemperate as liberal Democrats’. In 
a more serious mood, Goldwater signaled 
that he thought his acceptance speech should 
indicate that his nomination and campaign 
marked a “historic break” for the Republican 
Party. It is also likely that Goldwater wanted 
to keep faith with “the ones who brung him,” 
as the old country slogan goes.

Goldwater had been much impressed with 
Jaffa’s suggestion about the Scranton letter 
along with other material Jaffa had provided 
to the platform committee, which included a 
version of the “extremism” couplet. As Jaffa 
explained in a 1980 interview:

I wrote that statement, in part, as a repu-
diation of the critique of extremism that 
was made by Rockefeller and Scranton 

witnesses before the [platform] commit-
tee. Sometimes these things get out of 
hand. They are like letters you do not 
intend to send. But they blow out the 
window and somebody picks them up 
and they are delivered. And this one was 
delivered to the Senator, who fell in love 
with it and ordered that it be incorpo-
rated in his Acceptance Speech, which 
in turn led to my becoming the principal 
drafter of the speech. And, there it was. 
It was not my political judgment that 
the thing be used in the speech at all, 
although I must say that I was flattered 
at the time and didn’t think too much 
of what the consequences would be…. 
The Senator liked it because he had 
been goaded by mean-spirited attacks 
through the long months of the prima-
ries. Nothing in the political history of 
the country surpasses in fundamental 
indecency the kind of attacks that were 
made on Goldwater by Nelson Rock-
efeller and his followers…. But I was not 

Now the Republican cause demands 
that we brand Communism as the prin-
cipal disturber of peace in the world to-
day. Indeed, we should brand it as the 
only significant disturber of the peace. 
And we must make clear that until its 
goals of conquest are absolutely re-
nounced, and its relations with all na-
tions tempered, Communism and the 
governments it now controls are en-
emies of every man on earth who is or 
wants to be free.

And the prologue to the “extremism” pas-
sage is vintage Jaffa:

Back in 1858 Abraham Lincoln 
said this of the Republican party, and 
I quote him because he probably could 
have said it during the last week or so: 

“It was composed of strange, discordant, 
and even hostile elements.” End of the 
quote.

Yet all of these elements agreed on 
one paramount objective: to arrest the 
progress of slavery, and place it in the 
course of ultimate extinction….

Anyone who joins us in all sincerity 
we welcome. Those who do not care for 
our cause, we don’t expect to enter our 
ranks in any case. And let our Republi-
canism so focused and so dedicated not 
be made fuzzy and futile by unthinking 
and stupid labels.

I would remind you that extremism 
in the defense of liberty is no vice. 

And let me remind you also that 
moderation in the pursuit of justice is 
no virtue.

In the full context we can make out how 
Goldwater’s speech connected his supposed 

“extremism” with the historical cause and 
disposition of the Republican Party going 
back to its roots. He might well have added 
that the Republican Party was branded as an 

“extremist” party in 1857 when the Supreme 
Court, in the Dred Scott decision, held that 
the new party’s central purpose, prevent-
ing the westward expansion of slavery in the 
United States, was unconstitutional. The de-
cay in the proper understanding of the found-
ing principle of equality—and the corruption 
of the Constitution that followed from it in 
Dred Scott—virtually required that principled 
opposition would have to stake out an “ex-
treme” position against it. The paradox of the 
1850s is that preserving the moderation of the 
regime required “extremism.” Goldwater was 
onto something important—that successfully 
opposing the advance of the administrative 

asked for the extremism statement; I 
had written it as an in-house memoran-
dum, and it was appropriated. I’m not 
making an excuse for myself in saying I 
wasn’t responsible for it. I was certainly 
enthusiastically in favor of it at the time.

While the “extremism” line is wholly de-
fensible on its own terms, in the context it 
was certain to overshadow other notable pas-
sages in the speech that also bear testimony 
to Jaffa’s distinctive thought and style. There 
is an invocation of the “laws of nature and of 
nature’s God” from the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, along with a brief for true—and 
truly conservative—egalitarianism: “Equal-
ity, rightly understood as our founding fa-
thers understood it, leads to liberty and to 
the emancipation of creative differences; 
wrongly understood, as it has been so tragi-
cally in our time, it leads first to conformity 
and then to despotism.”

Nineteen years before Ronald Reagan out-
raged fashionable opinion by calling the So-
viet Union an “evil empire,” Goldwater said: 

Goldwater was onto 
something important—

opposing the administrative 
state would require an 
“extreme” disposition.
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state would require an “extreme” disposition. 
The later record of the Reagan years showed 
that most conservative policy victories owed 
to a spirit of “extremism” (as the media would 
have it, as was seen in the split between “Rea-
ganites” and “pragmatists” in the administra-
tion) rather than a spirit of accommodation 
and compromise. 

Goldwater’s differed from acceptance 
speeches of recent decades, Democratic or 
Republican, by offering a history lesson of the 
party’s core principles, with references to pri-
vate property, federalism and decentralized 
control, the separation of powers, and above 
them all, the Constitution. Notably absent are 
the personal and autobiographical details that 
have come to dominate acceptance speeches 
(“a man from ‘Hope’”), still less a laundry 
list of promises about new ways government 
will make your life better. In sharp contrast 
to the cradle-to-grave government solicitude 
extolled in the 2012 Obama campaign’s “Life 
of Julia,” Goldwater declared:

We don’t seek to live anyone’s life for 
him. We only seek to secure his rights, 
guarantee him opportunity, guarantee 
him opportunity to strive with gov-
ernment performing only those need-
ed and constitutionally sanctioned 
tasks which cannot otherwise be per-
formed…. Our Republican cause is not 
to level out the world or make its peo-
ple conform in computer-regimented 
sameness.

The More Significant Deed

It is commonplace among liberals to-
day to say that the Republican Party has 
shifted to the right over the last two de-

cades, but there is little in today’s supposed 
“extremist” party not evident from the begin-
ning in Goldwater’s speech. The significance 
of the Goldwater campaign is that, as Lee 
Edwards wrote, “for the first time in thirty 
years, a presidential candidate was chal-
lenging the basic assumptions of the welfare 
state.” Liberals were used to dismissing con-
servatism as the lunatic conspiracy ravings of 
the John Birch Society, and simply wouldn’t 
take Goldwater’s substantive challenge seri-
ously. The premises of the welfare state were 
so axiomatic among liberals as to require nei-

ther explication nor justification. “Whether 
government should or should not tamper 
with the private economy,” economist Robert 
Lekachman wrote during the campaign, is 
an “obsolete question”—a formulation that 
recalls Carl Becker’s famous verdict in his 
1922 classic, The Declaration of Independence: 
A Study in the History of Political Ideas: “To ask 
whether the natural rights philosophy of the 
Declaration of Independence is true or false 
is essentially a meaningless question.”

Columnist Richard Rovere wrote one of 
the most caustic and dismissive summaries 
after LBJ’s general election victory: 

One question posed—in my mind, any-
way—by the repudiation of Goldwater 
was whether we could shake, once and 
for all, the notion that there was an im-
portant political dialogue taking place 
in this country between, on the one 
hand, the writers of the National Re-
view school, and, on the other hand, just 
about everyone else…. Goldwaterism 
and Buckley conservatism simply do 
not contain any ideas that can be given 
institutional form…. From the rightist 
intellectuals we have had almost noth-
ing but insults to the intelligence.

Rovere did smugly allow that “if Buckley and 
his men keep at it, Goldwaterism may tri-
umph by 1996 or thereabouts.”

Harry Jaffa would later remark that his 
chief contribution to future Republican presi-
dential campaigns would be to refrain from 
writing any more speeches. But was the “ex-
tremism” line, in retrospect, a grievous mis-
take? Goldwater was not alone in knowing 
that his chances of defeating Lyndon Johnson, 
less than twelve months after John Kennedy’s 
assassination, were negligible. The most pro-
vocative sentences from his acceptance speech 
surely made no difference to the outcome of 
the election.

Not until after the election did a few re-
porters allow that the media had performed 
shamefully. The Washington Post’s David 
Broder admitted that reporters concealed 
Goldwater’s “essential decency” and had pre-
sented a “fundamentally distorted picture 
of who Goldwater was.” Even Goldwater re-
marked, “If I had to go by the media reports 
alone, I’d have voted against the sonofabitch, 

too.” It is not much of a stretch to see Gold-
water as the first victim of what would later 
become known as “political correctness.”

The real question is whether the entire 
Goldwater candidacy was a mistake, not just 
the single line for which he is best remem-
bered. David Frum has written that the Gold-
water nomination should be regarded as a ca-
tastrophe for Republicans and conservatism, 
because “Goldwater’s overwhelming defeat 
invited a tsunami of liberal activism.” If a dif-
ferent nominee had suffered a narrower defeat, 
in other words, leaving Democrats with con-
gressional majorities smaller than the two-to-
one advantage they enjoyed in both the House 
and Senate, “the legislation of 1965 might 
have looked a lot more like the more moder-
ate legislation of 1964.”

Well, perhaps. Counterfactuals can be nei-
ther proven nor refuted. Winston Churchill 
once remarked that what is, is singular, but 
what might have been is legion. The book-
end of the Goldwater extremism address was 
Ronald Reagan’s “Time for Choosing” speech 
in the closing hours of the doomed campaign, 
which propelled Reagan’s subsequent political 
career. Without Goldwater, Reagan’s presi-
dency might never have happened.

The Gipper aside, would “moderating” 
LBJ’s Great Society legislation have made any 
policy difference, preventing, say, rather than 
merely delaying the growth of Big Govern-
ment? And, politically, would the crusade to 
enact careful seven-point programs instead of 
heedless ten-point ones have galvanized a Re-
publican majority? It’s hard to see.

Minnesota Senator Gene McCarthy once 
remarked that the chief purpose of moderate 
Republicans is to shoot the wounded after the 
battle is over. Absent Goldwater, it’s doubtful 
Republicans would have ventured near the 
battlefield at all. The rhetoric may have been 
imprudent, but the new fighting spirit it incul-
cated to the next generation of Republicans 
was essential. The historical record argues 
moderation in the pursuit of electoral viability 
is no virtue. Just ask Bob Dole, John McCain, 
and Mitt Romney.

Steven F. Hayward is the Ronald Reagan Dis-
tinguished Visiting Professor at Pepperdine Uni-
versity’s Graduate School of Public Policy, and 
author of the two-volume The Age of Reagan 
(Crown Forum).
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Book Review by John O’Sullivan

Selling America Short, and Nasty
Through A Screen Darkly: Popular Culture, Public Diplomacy, and America’s Image Abroad, by Martha Bayles.

Yale University Press, 336 pages, $30

There are many variations on 
this story: an American diplomat/
academic/journalist listens patiently to 

his counterpart from Europe or the Middle 
East roundly denouncing the United States 
for every imaginable sin, foreign and domestic. 
When the recitation is over, he asks mildly: 
“Have you got your green card yet?” 

“Bastard!” the man replies. 
In many cases, as almost certainly in that 

case, the explanation is simple hypocrisy. Get-
ting a green card is an excellent career move, 
and so is spouting anti-American invective. 
Why not do both? For most foreigners, howev-
er, an admiration for the liberties guaranteed 
by the U.S. Constitution is combined quite 
sincerely with a strong distaste for American 
culture and for what the foreigner believes 
to be the patterns and practices of everyday 
American life. That seeming contradiction—
and how it came about and what to do about 
it—is the subject of Martha Bayles’s Through 
A Screen Darkly: Popular Culture, Public Diplo-
macy, and America’s Image Abroad. 

As Bayles establishes at once, this contradic-
tion is a problem, indeed a massive one, but not 
a mystery. Very few foreigners reject the politi-
cal mores embodied in the Declaration of In-
dependence and the U.S. Constitution. Those 

who do are generally either authoritarian rul-
ers and their servants, or believers in doctrines 
(radical Islamism, Marxism) incompatible with 
political freedom. These latter groups have 
some influence on their fellow countrymen 
when they trace the violence, sexual libertinism, 
drug-taking, and self-indulgent consumerism 
of American life to the nation’s founding ideas 
of freedom and political equality. Arab govern-
ments allied to the U.S. famously encourage 
anti-Americanism in political debate to dis-
tract attention from their own failings. In the 
main, however, ideological anti-Americanism is 
an elite obsession.

Most adults (especially most parents) in 
countries across Asia, Africa, and Europe dis-
like and disapprove of America because of the 
vices and disorders of its citizens as depicted 
in exports of American popular culture—vio-
lent Hollywood action movies, Jerry Springer-
type celebrations of moral disorder via satel-
lite, sexually-exploitative rap music videos, etc., 
etc. Most adult Americans dislike and disap-
prove of these things, too. But Americans live 
in America and they know that, despite real 
social problems such as family breakdown and 
its consequences, the great majority of their 
countrymen live in a society characterized by 
stable families, widespread religious obser-

vance, a strong work ethic, social tolerance, an 
explosion of voluntarism, safe cities, neighbor-
ly small towns, and rapidly declining crime. 

Not everything in this reality is 
perfect or comforting. But the real 
America is plainly better than the 

one refracted through U.S. pop-cult exports 
which is too often a blend of underclass crime 
and upper-class decadence with the rough-
hewn middle-class decency in between largely 
omitted. Foreigners can’t know that, because 
they encounter only the export version of 
America—or what Bayles calls the distorting 
“fun-house mirror” America. When they meet 
ordinary Americans either in the U.S. or in 
their own countries, they are struck by how 
different these pleasant and helpful people are 
from the amoral egotists in movies—and how 
much more like themselves and their own 
families (mutatis mutandis, of course). When 
former White House speechwriter Peggy 
Noonan asked an Iraqi military officer what 
he had learned about Americans from work-
ing with them, he replied: “You are a better 
people than your movies say.” 

Of course, the full picture is more complex 
than a simple stark contrast between a vi-
cious fictional America and a virtuous real one. 
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American popular culture is technically and 
artistically superb overall. It is also full of bril-
liantly imaginative depictions of kindness, de-
cency, altruism, self-sacrifice, and repentance—
consider the 1993 comedy Groundhog Day in 
which a misanthropic Bill Murray relives the 
titular day over and over until he’s learned his 
lesson. Its darker treatments of social evil are 
usually exaggerations for dramatic purposes 
rather than outright libels. Some movies and 
sitcoms, designed to challenge social preju-
dices for the sake of greater tolerance, inevi-
tably outrage people in countries where such 
prejudices are entrenched. And deep-dyed vil-
lains such as J.R. Ewing in the ’80s primetime 
soap Dallas and many imitators since him are, 
well, cartoon villains not to be taken seriously, 
certainly not to be seen as accurate portraits 
of corporate misbehavior. Americans can put 
most of these threats in a context that de-fangs 
them. J.R. comes from a long, entertaining 
tradition of uncomplicated wickedness going 
back to the Victorian stage, and such villains 
always come to a sticky end so that crime will 
not pay. But more remote audiences may mis-
take them for real life. And then there remains 
Jerry Springer, MTV, “reality” television, et al.

These are deep shallows, and 
treacherous ones. Fortunately, Martha 
Bayles is a sure-footed, sensible, and 

knowledgeable guide to them. A lecturer in 
the Arts and Sciences Honors Program at 
Boston College, and author of the “Shadow 
Play” feature in these pages, she is a cultural 
critic of depth and subtlety. Her earlier book, 
Hole in Our Soul (1994), explored the way in 
which American popular music, once a won-
derful vehicle for the heart’s longings, had 
cast aside tenderness and wit to become a 
crude expression of aggression and lust. She 
knows therefore that the worst is often a cor-
ruption of the best. And as she documents 
here, America’s broader popular culture with 
all its technical virtuosity has been gradually 
corrupted by the counter-culturalism of the 
1960s, which rejected all the rules—from sex-
ual modesty to simple grammar—that used 
to shape culture high and low. 

For the moment, that popular culture is 
the most powerful influence on the world’s 
view of America. That is not wholly acciden-
tal. After the Cold War the U.S. government 
largely sub-contracted cultural diplomacy to 
Hollywood and the music industry, which 
were enjoying some unusual political prestige 
because rock ‘n’ roll had apparently helped to 
bring down Communism. Hollywood accept-
ed this diplomatic role, but it is of two minds 
about it. It is flattered by the implied tribute 
to its cultural influence but reluctant to show 

America in a favorable light. Not for nothing 
did a distinguished Turkish film critic slyly 
describe Valley of the Wolves: Iraq (a Turkish 
thriller showing U.S. troops harvesting the 
organs of Turkish soldiers for transport to Tel 
Aviv) as “the most anti-American movie ever 
made outside the United States.” 

Good and bad, however, this popular culture 
is not the only way in which America shapes its 
image abroad. Other influences—all available 
still, some growing more influential—include 
old-fashioned cultural diplomacy conducted 
by government; U.S. international broadcast-
ing through Voice of America (VOA) and 
such surrogate broadcasters as the Russian-
language Radio Liberty; cultural exchanges 
involving concert orchestras, museums, art ex-
hibitions, and visits by literary celebrities; the 
rise of the overseas campus and the increase in 
American students spending a year studying 
abroad; the spread of aid agencies and NGOs 
which employ secular American experts in 
poorer countries; and the revival of American 
religious missions offering social and medical 
help with the Gospel thrown in as an optional 
extra. In the course of tracing America’s cul-
tural footprint, Bayles has spoken to everyone 
from jihadist leaders in Indonesia to Christian 
missionaries in Africa and examined every as-
pect of American cultural influence from Brit-
ney Spears to “Gospel tourism.” The result is 
a fascinating cultural travelogue—richly de-
tailed, fairly argued, and highly readable. 

Bayles acknowledges the specific 
good things done by many of the people 
and institutions she has studied. But 

she is not starry-eyed about them, and she can 
be quite sharp in pointing out the unintended 
consequences and mild hypocrisies of their 
work. The overseas campus, for instance, is of-
ten a device for authoritarian regimes to ensure 
that their young people get a first-class Ameri-
can technical education without being exposed 
to the subversive liberal ideas of an actual 
American campus. The colleges and academ-
ics get very high rewards in return for avoid-
ing certain lines of research. As for the benefi-
cial cultural effects of study abroad on young 
Americans, these will be slight if they spend 
all their time with each other, partying, binge 
drinking and, not coincidentally, reinforcing 
the negative message about America that the 
locals have already picked up from television 
and the internet. None of this need be so, but it 
often is the case.

An important chapter of Through a Screen 
Darkly is devoted to the neglected topic of 
U.S. international broadcasting—VOA, Ra-
dio Free Europe and Radio Liberty (RFE/
RL), etc. Bayles argues persuasively for greater 

resources for U.S. international broadcast-
ing when Russia, China, Iran, and others are 
ramping up their own propaganda output, in 
much more sophisticated disguise, moreover, 
than during the Cold War. The Ukraine cri-
sis has since strongly reinforced her argument. 
She also takes the side of those who want U.S.-
funded radio stations such as Radio Liberty to 
concentrate on news and current affairs pro-
gramming aimed at elites rather than mixing 
pop music with hourly news bulletins to at-
tract larger and younger audiences. There is no 
particular reason for the U.S. taxpayer to fund 
a stream of pop music; it’s not in short sup-
ply. And an Israeli commercial radio station 
has been providing the same mix of pop and 
hourly bulletins for decades without notice-
ably changing the political attitudes of young 
Arab people. She is finally right in demanding 
that USIB’s (U.S. International Broadcast-
ing’s) news and current affairs programming 
observe the high standards of accuracy and 
impartiality that have been developed within 
American journalism. This aim inevitably re-
quires a struggle when reporters and editors 
are recruited from more than 20 countries 
with very different journalistic traditions; in 
my time at RFE/RL it was a constant preoc-
cupation at all levels of the radios—never fully 
achieved but tantalizingly ever closer. 

Bayles is perhaps too purist in re-
jecting satire as a legitimate device in 
current affairs programming. Admit-

tedly, satire must be sharply distinguished 
from news itself. Like anti-Communist jokes 
in the Cold War, however, satire is a subver-
sive way of telling the truth and negating pro-
paganda. It undermines authoritarian regimes 
by making them funny. Some of the RFE/RL 
language services, coached and encouraged by 
visiting satirist John Bloom (a.k.a., Joe-Bob 
Briggs), have used it to great effect. Truth is 
the best propaganda, but mockery comes a 
close second. 

Maybe the most needlessly distressing trend 
observed by Bayles is the decay of formal cul-
tural diplomacy and, in particular, the appar-
ent lack of interest among young U.S. diplo-
mats in promoting elite (i.e., classical) culture—
concerts, exhibitions, lectures, etc. This is sad 
because it means that people in the countries 
to which they are posted will have less access to 
music, painting, and novels that are beautiful 
in themselves, that convey the spirit and gran-
deur of the United States, and that refute the 
common European notion that “American cul-
ture” is an oxymoron. But the reason for this 
reluctance, intuited by Bayles, is sadder still: it 
is that this kind of cultural exchange “is now 
deemed ineffective and politically incorrect.” 
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If her intuition is right, then U.S. cultural 
diplomats are almost comically wrong. One 
of the most important cultural trends of the 
last few decades is the enormous and grow-
ing popularity of Western classical music 
in the non-Western world, including China. 
This is reflected in the names and nationali-
ties of many young soloists. But a personal 
experience may make the point more sharply. 
When I visited Hanoi eight years ago, I at-
tended a symphony concert at which a local 
composer played his own piano concerto. 
The concert’s second half was devoted to a 
series of Viennese waltzes by Strauss and 
Lehar. Except for a handful of tourists, the 
audience in the packed hall was composed 
entirely of young Vietnamese. They greeted 
all of the items, but especially the waltzes, 
with passionate enthusiasm, cheering the 
orchestra and dragging back the conductor 
to play encores time after time. They also 
cheered the local CEO of the multinational 
company that had sponsored the concert. 
Some patriotic Austrian enterprise perhaps? 
No, Yamaha. 

Like the negative trends excori-
ated by Bayles, this timidity of public 
diplomacy illustrates how America’s 

cultural overtures are repeatedly crippled by 

the nation’s internal culture wars. She cites 
gifted, independent-minded Americans in all 
the areas above who take successful initiatives 
to promote America and Western culture, but 
they seem to be the exceptions. Most cultural 
initiatives, including U.S. popular culture 
when it is not offending people by its vulgar-
ity, are constrained by a kind of multicultural 
masochism that prevents simple expressions 
of patriotic pride—or what Bayles calls the 

“American ethos.” A cultural civil war—which 
is what the culture war is—means that two 
patriotisms are contending for the nation’s 
soul. Until one or the other side wins, Ameri-
ca’s cultural outreach will be at war with itself 
and so likely to be uneasy, half-hearted, am-
bivalent, and unpersuasive.

Bayles is more than aware of this; it is a 
major leitmotif of her work. And though she 
sometimes strikes an above-the-battle pose in 
her occasional allusions to “the culture war-
riors” of both sides, there cannot be much 
doubt throughout the book either that the 
cultural Left is responsible for most of the 
damage done to America’s cultural image or 
that Bayles is firmly on the side of its more 
moderate conservative critics. Unfortunately, 
there is no sign that the cultural Left is los-
ing the war; quite the contrary. So despite 
her very sensible proposals, in a last chapter, 

to improve America’s cultural diplomacy, its 
basic weaknesses will likely persist. 

But America’s rivals in the international 
culture wars—Russia, China, Iran, etc.—have 
greater weaknesses. And they must worry 
about their images not only internationally but 
also among their own citizens. If America is 
threatened by a false picture of its social reality, 
moreover, their governments are threatened 
by the truth about every aspect of reality. They 
cannot compete in a world of free information. 
Hence all three countries try to keep informa-
tion from their peoples by jamming radio sta-
tions and erecting internet firewalls. Michael 
Horowitz, my colleague at 21st Century Ini-
tiatives, points out the enormous significance 
of this: in the global war over information 
America has very serviceable weapons in the 
form of technologies that leap over firewalls, 
cut through jamming, cost far more to block 
than to install, but that once installed make 
every religion, political party, international 
agency, NGO, theater company, pop group, 
and common-or-garden dissident America’s 
allies even despite themselves. With such al-
lies, even a divided America can’t really lose. 

John O’Sullivan is director of 21st Century Ini-
tiatives and a senior fellow of the National Re-
view Institute.
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

The Empire Has No Tailors
To Make and Keep Peace: Among Ourselves and with All Nations, by Angelo M. Codevilla.

Hoover Institution Press, 248 pages, $24.95

To lose one parent may be regarded 
as a misfortune, Lady Bracknell ob-
served in The Importance of Being Ear-

nest, but to lose both looks like carelessness. 
To have lost the peace three times in the past 
century suggests something worse than care-
lessness in American foreign policy. Wood-
row Wilson set the stage for World War II by 
making the best the enemy of the good when 
negotiating the resolution of World War I. 
Franklin Roosevelt’s naïveté about the Soviet 
Union set the world adrift into the Cold War. 
And now a succession of mistakes following 
the fall of Communism has left America flail-
ing. The overwhelming American majority 
that favored foreign interventions after 9/11 
has melted, yielding isolationism unseen since 
the 1930s. How did it come to this?

One political party or the other may blun-
der, but disasters on this scale can be achieved 
only by consensus. Angelo Codevilla con-
tends that a self-perpetuating foreign policy 
elite, incapable of taking in abundant evidence 
about all the things it neither knows nor does 
well, has steered American foreign policy in 

the wrong direction for the past century. The 
shrill partisan debates, he argues, obscure an 
underlying commonality of outlook among 
the “liberal progressive,” “realist,” and “neo-
conservative” currents in foreign policy. All 
three schools of thinking derive from “turn-
of-the-twentieth-century progressivism.”

All regard foreigners as yearning for 
American leadership. Their proponents 
regard foreigners as mirror images of 
themselves, at least potentially. Liberal 
internationalists see yearners for secu-
lar, technocratic development. Neo-
conservatives see budding democrats, 
while realists imagine peoples inclined 
to moderation…. Different emphases 
notwithstanding, there is solid con-
sensus among our ruling-class factions 
that America’s great power requires ex-
ercising responsibility for acting as the 
globe’s “policeman,” “sheriff,” “umpire,” 

“guardian of international standards,” 
“stabilizer,” or “leader”—whatever one 
may call it.

It isn’t just that the emperor has 
no clothes: the empire has no tailors. In 
the decade since President George W. 

Bush’s 2003 “Mission Accomplished” speech, 
America has gone from hyperpower to hyper-
ventilater. The Obama Administration and 
the Republican leadership quibble about the 
modalities of an illusory two-state solution 
in Israel, or the best means to make democ-
racy bloom in the Middle East’s deserts, or 
how vehemently to denounce Vladimir Putin. 
Meanwhile, everything that could go wrong, 
has. Europe’s frontiers are in play for the first 
time since the fall of Communism; Russia and 
China have a new rapprochement; American 
enemies like Iran have a free hand while tradi-
tional American allies in the Sunni world feel 
betrayed; and China has all but neutralized 
American sea power within hundreds of miles 
of its coast. 

America’s credibility around the world 
is weaker than at any time since the Carter 
Administration. American policy evokes 
contempt overseas, and even more at home, 
where the mere suggestion of intervention is 

Alas, poor Saddam: or is it Gaddhafi…Diem perhaps?
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ballot box poison, while the Republicans’ iso-
lationist fringe wins straw polls among the 
party’s core constituents. In 2013 the Pew 
Survey found 53% of U.S. respondents con-
sidered America less important and powerful 
than a decade earlier, the first time a major-
ity held that view since 1974, just before the 
fall of Saigon. And four-fifths of respondents 
told Pew that the U.S. should not think so 
much in international terms but concentrate 
on its own problems, the highest proportion 
to agree with that proposition since the survey 
began posing it in 1964. 

Codevilla offers a bracing anti-
dote to stale, wishful thinking. A pro-
fessor emeritus of international rela-

tions at Boston University and senior fellow of 
the Claremont Institute, he is one of our last 
sages, an actor in the great events that brought 
down the Soviet empire during the 1980s, as 
well as a distinguished scholar of political 
thought. Among the modern-day classics he’s 
authored—including War: Ends and Means 
(1988, with Paul Seabury) and The Character 
of Nations (2000)—To Make and Keep Peace 
is his Summa, a tour d’horizon of American 
and world history crammed with succinct 
case studies of success and failure in war and 
peace. It offers a comprehensive counter-
narrative to the established understanding of 
foreign policy, examining the whole record of 
American engagement with the world. More 
ambitious still, his historiography stands on 
the foundation of Saint Augustine’s concept 
of peace and war as interpreted through the 
rise of Western civilization. It is marred if 
anything by the author’s modesty: At barely 
two hundred pages, Codevilla’s presentation 
is too condensed to make clear to most read-
ers why the past century’s mainstream think-
ing failed so miserably. Some sentences read 
like notes for a paragraph never filled out. 
One hopes that he or his students will elabo-
rate the ideas presented in this short volume. 

In Codevilla’s reading, no American leader 
since Theodore Roosevelt quite passes muster 
(though he has qualified praise for Dwight 
Eisenhower). His paragons are John Quincy 
Adams and Abraham Lincoln. Ronald Rea-
gan’s administration achieved only a “rhetori-
cal restoration of the concepts of victory and 
peace,” but “hardly affected real U.S. policy.” 
Broad principles of foreign policy as expound-
ed by Lincoln and Quincy Adams, to be sure, 
require fine judgment about detail: “Discern-
ment of what does and does not impinge on 
our peace is essential because there is no such 
thing as a small war any more than a small 
pregnancy,” Codevilla writes. “[W]hen war 
comes, when some states begin to kill and 

others to take sides, the logic of fear and hon-
or, the multiplicity of passions, drive events 
beyond anyone’s control.” Peace and war are 
more art than science: “Awareness of the 
stakes, laser-like focus on a vision of the peace 
that is to follow, green-eye-shade comparison 
of costs and benefits, are the albeit-imperfect 
guides for planning the transition from peace 
to peace.” Elites chronically exaggerate their 
ability to control events, Codevilla warns. The 
Spartans and Athenians of the Peloponnesian 
War, like the contending powers of the First 
World War, never imagined they were putting 
their civilization at stake. 

Codevilla parses the choice be-
tween war and peace through Ameri-
can history with a subtlety one would 

expect from a distinguished translator of Ma-
chiavelli. John Quincy Adams, for example, 

“wished aloud for a navy big enough to exter-
minate the…Barbary pirates,” but “he did not 
propose trying to do this, because that navy 
was lacking.” Adams maintained cordial trade 
relations with the Russian Empire while op-
posing its efforts to support monarchy in 
the Western Hemisphere, a stance in which 
Codevilla finds a precedent for our present 
relations with China. Franklin Roosevelt and 
his Secretary of State Cordell Hull, by con-
trast, hastened the advent of war by denounc-
ing Japan’s invasion of China and making trea-
ty commitments in the Pacific Rim without 
fortifying vulnerable positions, an unhappy 
combination of big talk and small stick that 
stands as a horrible precedent for the Obama 
Administration’s behavior today.

Codevilla approves the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq as a way to hold local rulers responsible 
for the hostile actions of their subjects, but 
abhors the ensuing occupation and counter-
insurgency campaign, which only “hardened 
the divisions between this artificial country’s 
main religious-ethnic groups.” As for “de-
mocracy,” he scoffs that “U.S. viceroys spent 
most of a decade fruitlessly trying to negate 
the Shias’, Sunnis’, and Kurds’ democratically 
expressed mutual antagonism.” The much-
lauded “surge” “consisted of turning over to 
Sunni insurgents the tribal areas into which 
the Shia were pushing them. Rather than 
defeating them, the U.S. government began 
arming them.” And the result: “After a bloody 
decade, Iraq ended up divided along ancient 
ethno-religious fault lines but more mutually 
bitter.”

He rejects intervention in the Syrian civil 
war as such. “It is not clear by what right or 
to what good we Americans should foster a 
set of killings, the bounds of which we know 
not and cannot control, nor, above all, whom 

that would benefit. Thus Syria’s internal 
struggle falls under the heading of ‘their busi-
ness.’” But he laments the lost opportunity to 
punish Syria after Damascus instigated the 
1983 bombing of the Marine barracks in Bei-
rut; our failure to use the 150,000 American 
troops in Iraq in 2003 to destroy the Bashar 
al-Assad regime in retaliation for hosting 
anti-American forces; and the Bush Admin-
istration’s 2006 decision to halt Israel’s attack 
on Hezbollah. These were Syrian acts of war 
against America, and America should have 
responded with war. A fortiori, Codevilla ar-
gues, America should have made war on Iran 
in response to the 1979 seizure of American 
diplomats and other acts of war. The same 
criterion applies to other Islamic regimes that 
support terror: “Our business now is forceful-
ly to restore respect for ourselves by holding 
those rulers responsible. The longer we wait, 
the more force will be needed.”

Codevilla reserves his deepest 
disdain for the postwar twilight of 

“No-win war, no peace.” According to 
his scathing summary of Thomas Schelling’s 
The Strategy of Conflict (1960), “international 
affairs are contests between interchange-
able units,” each seeking to maximize gains 
and minimize losses “within an inescapable 
matrix of choices.” The point of the ensuing 

“game theory” was to show the irrationality of 
the United States pursuing other than an ac-
commodation with the Soviet Union. Henry 
Kissinger merely “translated Schelling’s lingo 
into English and promoted a class of white-
coated conflict managers.”

Codevilla quotes Quincy Adams’s vision 
of America as “a beacon on the summit of the 
mountain to which all the inhabitants of the 
earth may turn their eyes…a light of admoni-
tion to the rulers of men, a light of salvation 
and redemption to the oppressed.” But this 
also implied, Adams added, that “the first 
and paramount duty of the government is to 
maintain peace amidst all the convulsions of 
foreign wars, and to enter the lists as parties 
to no cause, other than our own.” The pro-
gressives of the next century, however, sought 
salvation through social engineering at home 
and abroad. 

Codevilla’s condensed narrative resists 
summary. Further explication of the misguid-
ed progressives’ motives would have been par-
ticularly welcome. Since Woodrow Wilson, 
the son of a pro-slavery Presbyterian clergy-
man, foreign policy has been more a salvific 
quest than a rigorous calculation of costs and 
benefits to the American nation. Liberal in-
ternationalists from Wilson to Jimmy Carter 
are less concerned about the practical conse-
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quences of their action than whether they be-
long to “the fellowship of the redeemed,” as Jo-
seph Bottum wrote in An Anxious Age (2014). 
Watching the smoke rising from their last ca-
tastrophe, they will intone with teary eyes and 
quivering upper lip: “We did the right thing.”

The rise and triumph of progres-
sivism is impossible to fathom without 
reference to America’s efforts to make 

sense of the Civil War. To the defeated South, 
the sin of slavery no longer was an offense 
that came into the world by the hand of the 
slaveholders, but a “collective social sin” to be 
corrected by social engineering. To the victo-
rious but bloodied North, 400,000 war dead 
was too high a price to pay for principle. The 
descendants of the Puritans marched to war 
as crusaders against slavery and returned as 
pragmatists.

Codevilla’s story pivots on the events lead-
ing to the worst of all ruptures of America’s 
peace. Not only Abraham Lincoln but also 
the future Confederate Vice President Alex-
ander Stephens opposed—for the sake of pre-

serving the country’s character—statehood 
for Texas and other territories seized from 
Mexico. If the United States assimilated such 
territories by force, Lincoln warned, “the next 
thing will be a grab for the territory of poor 
Mexico, [and] an invasion of the rich lands of 
South America.” It was not so much slavery, 
Codevilla argues, that divided Lincoln from 
Stephen Douglas, but opposing visions of 
American greatness. Some Southerners like 
Stephens opposed the Mexican adventure be-
cause American domination of other peoples 
would undermine “that high order of moral 
and political integrity without which no re-
public can stand.” And some Northerners, 
including Walt Whitman, urged America to 
seize Mexico to impose a better form of rule 
than the Mexicans might themselves devise. 

Here Codevilla tells only half the story, 
though. By 1854 Alexander Stephens had 
changed his mind, backing the adventurer 
John Quitman’s abortive campaign to acquire 
Cuba as a slave state, and denouncing Presi-
dent Franklin Pierce for blocking it. After 
Lincoln’s election, Jefferson Davis offered to 

stop secession if Lincoln would annex Cuba 
and other prospective slave territories to the 
South. I call attention to this episode not to 
argue details with Codevilla, but rather to 
broach a broader issue. Slavery trumped mat-
ters of principle or sentiment because of a 
circumstance beyond any American’s control: 
soil exhaustion by intensive cotton cultivation, 
which would have strangled the South’s econ-
omy unless America acquired new land. The 
economics of slavery, that is, arguably turned 
a comedy of errors into a tragedy in which the 
main participants could not act other than 
they did.

America got “such a peace as the cir-
cumstances permitted” after the Civil War, 
Codevilla argues, although “the Republican 
Party inflicted twelve years of attempted 
nation-building on Southern states—suck-
ing their remaining wealth, building po-
litical rotten-boroughs to pad its powers in 
Congress, and rubbing salt into wounds by 
appointing Negroes to positions with puni-
tive powers.” Here Codevilla seems callous. 
There is a difference between American ef-
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forts to impose democracy on foreign lands, 
and a commitment to extend democratic 
rights to people born on American soil but 
previously denied such rights. It was not the 
freed slaves’ fault that they were ill-prepared 
for democratic citizenship: America had im-
ported them against their will and therefore 
bore the responsibility for their condition. 
Codevilla argues that it was inevitable for a 
century to pass between the end of the Civ-
il War and the Voting Rights Act of 1965; 
but he does not dissuade me from believing 
that the tardy fulfillment of Reconstruction’s 
promise was a scandal.

Codevilla has no patience for “ra-
tional actor” theories: “Human beings 
routinely sweep aside reason about in-

terest. In this regard, today’s Middle East is 
no different from Europe, 1914…. Our civi-
lization abounds with accounts of ideas and 
mentalities that utterly exclude peace.” Yet 
often there is a method to the madness. Wars 
run out of control not only through the spread 
of passions and the demands of fear and hon-
or, but because countries can and do back 
themselves into cul-de-sacs they can exit only 
through violence. Such was the case in the 
American South. Countries and sometimes 
whole civilizations will fight to the death be-
cause their present course leads inexorably to 
extinction. In these tragedies that could not 
have turned out otherwise, the only applicable 
Golden Rule is to do unto others before they 
do unto you. 

Athens could not temper its imperial am-
bitions when colonies provided half its food. 
Rome could not stop conquering new coun-
tries that supplied slaves to its large agricul-
tural estates. For France in 1914, postponing 
war meant giving Germany a growing and 
ultimately insuperable preponderance due to 
its faster population growth; even as Germa-
ny could not wait until Russia built railroads 
that would make Germany’s eastern front as 
vulnerable as its western one. Hitler told his 
military commanders three weeks after he 
invaded Poland that Germany had no choice 

but to go to war swiftly because its economy 
could not hold out much longer. Iran, beset 
by galloping demographic decline and the im-
pending exhaustion of hydrocarbon reserves, 
must build its Shiite empire now or shrink 
into irrelevance. Pointless as World War I 
appears in retrospect, one might contrast the 
impassioned nationalism of 1914 with Eu-
rope’s anomie in 2014. With most of Europe 
dying a slow demographic death, its nations 
fought the Great War to avert becoming what 
they are today anyway.

All of which brings us back to 
Codevilla’s central question: by what 
criteria should we decide to refrain 

from meddling in others’ business—or choose 
instead to make war? An adversary who per-
ceives no remedy to existential problems other 
than aggression must be fought, and is best 
fought preemptively. Codevilla reserves his 
loftiest praise for Abraham Lincoln’s “com-
mitment to peace through adherence to law.” 
Sometimes, though, there’s something to be 
said for the hotheads. If America’s Civil War 
had broken out later, after 1861, the Union 
well might have lost and slavery would have 
spread throughout South America. Had 
the South enjoyed time to link up with Na-
poleon III’s invasion of Mexico in 1862, and 
perhaps also with Lord Palmerston’s Britain, 
the blockade of Southern ports and even the 
Union cause would have been untenable. In 
that sense, John Brown’s Harper’s Ferry raid 
and other abolitionist actions drew out the 
South prematurely and contributed to Union 
victory.

Ronald Reagan and his national security 
team—at least in his first administration—
understood that the sclerotic Soviet economy 
could not compete with America’s, and that 
Russia understood its window to project 
power was closing. That insight informed 
Reagan’s commitment to Cold War victory. 
Détente with a declining superpower was not 
an option: America had to win. For the same 
reason, it is misguided to expect a negotiated 
settlement with Iran. 

Codevilla excoriated America’s nomenkla-
tura in America’s Ruling Class: How Political 
Elites Hijacked America (2010), and the same 
populist tone pervades To Make and Keep 
Peace. Codevilla’s dudgeon is not directed 
against elites as such, however; he is a genuine 
intellectual who disdains frauds. He has every 
right to urge the peasants to burn Franken-
stein’s castle. A self-perpetuating elite insu-
lates its members from the consequences of er-
ror. America has lost the ability to bring forth 
statesmen who pursue what he calls America’s 
peace, rather than conjure the ideological 
phantom of universal peace. Codevilla calls 
for the formation of a different, genuine elite 
aligned with the outlook of America’s found-
ers: “America needs a new generation of states-
men,” he contends, who “would have to affirm 
their craft’s forgotten fundamental: that the 
search for peace begins with neutrality in oth-
ers’ affairs and that when others trouble our 
peace we impose it upon them by war—war as 
terribly decisive as we can make it.”

But who will educate the educators? “In 
2013,” Codevilla reports in passing, “the U.S. 
government banned the teaching of [Augus-
tine’s] ‘ just war’ theory in its academic ven-
ues because of its Christian origin.” It is hard 
to find an academic venue still interested in 
teaching the fundamentals of Western civi-
lization, and not only because the academic 
mainstream considers the subject matter an 
excrescence of colonial triumphalism. And 
apt pupils are as scarce as competent teach-
ers. One wonders how many undergraduates 
could read, without continuous recourse to 
Wikipedia, To Make and Keep Peace, a book 
so good as to remind us how bad things are 
elsewhere. 

David P. Goldman writes the “Spengler” essays 
for Asia Times Online and PJ Media. He is a 
fellow at the Middle East Forum and the Lon-
don Institute for Policy Research, and a manag-
ing director at Reorient Group, a Hong Kong-
based investment bank. He is the author of How 
Civilizations Die (and Why Islam is Dying, 
Too) (Regnery).



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2014
Page 29

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Algis Valiunas

On the Slaughter Bench of History

The story we’ve all heard goes 
like this: the 19th century elevated 
the confidence in peace and progress 

to religious certainty; and the 20th century 
introduced humanity to the experience of 
megadeath, which rather unsettled all previ-
ous certainties. In the 1960 poem “MCMXIV,” 
Philip Larkin evokes the definitive break be-
tween the old order and the new disorder:

Never such innocence,
Never before or since,
As changed itself to past
Without a word—the men
Leaving the gardens tidy,
The thousands of marriages
Lasting a little while longer:
Never such innocence again.

This year marks the centennial of the Great 
War. The 1914–1918 conflagration kept that 
name until the substantially greater war of 
1939–1945 necessitated a change—although 
the old name has never fallen entirely out of 
favor. Over the last couple of years, historians 
have been out in force, reconsidering the world 
before the world war, the events that led up to 
it, the fateful qualities of character of the ep-

och’s leading men, the military deadlock on the 
Western Front, the unexampled and unimag-
ined carnage, and the responsibility for the 
war’s inception and its murderous great length, 
grotesque and frightful as a python that has 
swallowed whole a full-grown goat and will 
take a distressingly long time digesting.

Most of the historians whose books have re-
cently appeared in the United States are Eng-
lish by birth or choosing. Charles Emmerson, 
author of 1913: In Search of the World before the 
Great War, is an Australian educated at Ox-
ford, and a member of the English think tank 
Chatham House. Christopher Clark, who 
wrote The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to 
War in 1914, holds a Cambridge professorship. 
Peter Hart, author of The Great War: A Com-
bat History of the First World War, is the Oral 
Historian of the Imperial War Museum in 
London. Peter Simkins, Geoffrey Jukes, and 
Michael Hickey, co-authors of The First World 
War: The War to End All Wars, represent de-
cades of experience in the Imperial War Mu-
seum, the British Ministry of Defence and the 
Foreign and Colonial Office, and the British 
Army, respectively. Margaret MacMillan, who 
wrote The War that Ended Peace: The Road to 
1914, is a Canadian with an Oxford doctor-

ate, and the Warden of St. Antony’s College, 
Oxford. Sean McMeekin, author of July 1914: 
Countdown to War, breaks the pattern; he is 
an American who teaches at Koç University in 
Istanbul. McMeekin notes his particular debt, 
which he says many other American histori-
ans share, to Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of 
August (1962). MacMillan for her part hap-
pens to have edited the Tuchman volume that 
the Library of America issued in 2012, which 
also includes The Proud Tower (1966), the 
spectacular mosaic portrait of the civilization 
that would come crashing down in 1914.

Tuchman wrote a half-century ago, and 
scholarship has superseded her in not a few 
details, but her basic understanding remains 
cogent. She began her researches for The 
Proud Tower with a notion of pre-war Europe 
quite like Larkin’s in “MCMXIV”—“Never 
such innocence again”—but she came to 
think differently soon enough.

The period was not a Golden Age or Belle 
Epoque except to a thin crust of the privi-
leged class. It was not a time exclusively 
of confidence, innocence, comfort, stabil-
ity, security, and peace. All these quali-
ties were certainly present…. Our mis-
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conception lies in assuming that doubt 
and fear, ferment, protest, violence and 
hate were not equally present.

 With acid wit Tuchman etches the blood-
soaked heyday of anarchism: “So enchanting 
was the vision of a stateless society, without 
government, without law, without ownership 
of property, in which, corrupt institutions 
having been swept away, man would be free 
to be good as God intended him, that six 
heads of state were assassinated for its sake in 
the twenty years before 1914.” In France, the 
Dreyfus Affair compressed a scattering of 
long-time political and religious antipathies 
into compact fiery loathing between the Right 
and the Republic: “It was a time of excess. 
Men plunged in up to the hilt of their capaci-
ties and beliefs. They held nothing back. On 
the eve of the new century the Affair revealed 
what energies and ferocity were at hand to 
greet it.” Composer Richard Strauss was the 
latest hero of what Richard Wagner called 
the Holy German Art. The peaceable cosmo-
politan French literary man Romain Rolland 
heard in Strauss’s music Teutonic pride of 
morbid grandiosity: “Nietzsche, Strauss, the 
Kaiser—giddiness blows through [the Ger-
man] brain. Neroism is in the air!”

The Proud Tower is a charting of atmospher-
ics rather than a timeline of political and mili-
tary decision. Tuchman writes, “The diplomat-
ic origins, so-called, of the Great War are only 
the fever chart of the patient; they do not tell 
us what caused the fever. To probe for underly-
ing causes and deeper forces one must operate 
within the framework of a whole society and 
try to discover what moved the people in it.”

Kings, Ministers, Commanders

Margaret macmillan acknowl-
edges the justice of Tuchman’s ap-
proach, but observes that it pen-

etrates only so far. “Forces, ideas, prejudices, 
institutions, conflicts, all are surely important. 
Yet that still leaves the individuals, not in the 
end that many of them, who had to say yes, 
go ahead and unleash war, or no, stop.” The 
men on top are the men who matter most, and 
the most important thing about them is their 
inadequacy: “It was Europe’s and the world’s 
tragedy in retrospect that none of the key play-
ers in 1914 were great and imaginative leaders 
who had the courage to stand out against the 
pressures building up for war.”

Christopher Clark is more emphatic still 
in pinpointing the actions of a limited cast of 
eminent figures as critical. To ask why the war 
happened “invites us to go in search of remote 
and categorical causes: imperialism, national-

ism, armaments, alliances, high finance, ideas 
of national honor, the mechanics of mobi-
lization.” In this approach, “political actors 
become mere executors of forces long estab-
lished and beyond their control.” Clark does 
not say so, but Alexis de Tocqueville writes 
that the principal tendency of historiography 
in democratic times is to emphasize the influ-
ence of general causes and to deny the signifi-

in asking first how the war came about, he re-
stores the few leading men to primacy. “The 
story this book tells is, by contrast, saturated 
with agency. The key decision-makers—kings, 
emperors, foreign ministers, ambassadors, 
military commanders and a host of lesser of-
ficials—walked towards danger in watchful, 
calculated steps.” Yet why then would Clark 
title his book The Sleepwalkers—who are any-
thing but watchful and calculating, and who 
therefore habitually find themselves on the 
edge of the abyss, which men wide awake eas-
ily avoid? 

What leads Clark into this incoherence is 
that the power of unreason so damnably af-
flicts—compromises, misdirects, undermines, 
flummoxes—the reasoning of men who do 
decide the fate of nations, even the course of 
a civilization. Machiavelli famously taught 
that the man of consummate prudence, who 
reasons with perfect clarity, foresees all the 
possible consequences of every available al-
ternative, and exploits the imprudence of his 
rivals or enemies, can master Fortune and win 
whatever prize it is he deserves. Prudence is 
meant to serve “the natural and ordinary de-
sire to acquire”—to acquire power, dominion, 
wealth, renown, sexual pleasure. But that 
means reason is naturally subordinate to this 
desire; thus the force of desire masters one’s 
reason only too readily. The truly prudent 
captain or statesman is the rarest of political 
men—almost an impossibility. The man who 
craves power or empire for himself or for his 
country more commonly finds his capacity for 
prudential reasoning overpowered by his con-
suming appetite. The man of action often acts 
as in a daze, or in a dream.

Love, Madness, War

Clark does recognize how true 
this is—for instance, how warlike 
men grow accustomed to emotion 

so violent it can easily skid into madness. In 
1900 King Alexandar Obrenovic of Serbia 
invited the contempt and hatred of his coun-
trymen, and especially of the political and 
military elite, by marrying a woman with 
whom every man of worthy manliness had 
slept. The royal offenses multiplied, and in 
1903 a military conspiracy assassinated the 
king and queen. One regicide officer, Veli-
mir Vemić, took as souvenir a portion of the 
queen’s breast, which he lopped off and kept 
in a suitcase, exhibiting the relic for the de-
lectation of honorable men. Ten years later, 
during the Second Balkan War, when a sol-
dier under Vemić’s command dawdled about 
obeying an order, Vemić shot and killed him. 
A military tribunal—of officers as honor-
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cance of particular individuals. This tendency 
reflects the truth about democratic times, 
when men are smaller than ever before, yet 
Tocqueville declares that the tendency must 
be resisted nevertheless, for it does away with 
the reality of free will and makes men even 
punier than they are in fact. Perhaps unwit-
tingly, Clark follows Tocqueville’s advice, and, 
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able as himself—acquitted Vemić. However, 
there was sufficient civilian dissatisfaction 
with the verdict that Vemić was retried, by 
the Serbian Supreme Court. He was sen-
tenced to ten months in prison, but military 
leaders strong-armed the king into granting a 
royal pardon in December 1913.

Peculiarities like these get noticed. In May 
1914, Otto Gellinek, the Austrian military at-
taché in the Serbian capital, Belgrade, report-
ed that the “praetorian element” exercised un-
fortunate influence in Serbian politics. This 
ascendancy of the fire-eaters in the Serbian 
officer corps, hostile to Austria-Hungary and 
craving Serbian expansion, increased Austri-
an wariness, and readiness for war.

The most hawkish Austrian principal, 
who had been ready to crush Serbian pre-
sumption for years, and to dispose of Rus-
sia, Romania, Italy, and Montenegro while 
he was at it, was Chief of the General Staff 
Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf. Christopher 
Clark, like Margaret MacMillan, highlights 
the effect of Conrad’s private passions on his 
public ambitions. Severe depression crippled 
Conrad periodically, and his wife’s death in 
1905 left him especially debilitated. Then in 
1907, during a Viennese dinner party, Con-
rad fell madly in love with Gina von Reining-
haus, wife of a leading industrialist, mother 
of six, and half the general’s age. Two weeks 
later, Conrad insisted to Gina that he could 
think of nothing but her and that she must 
marry him straightaway. Although Gina 
would remain married to von Reininghaus 
for eight more years, she and Conrad did be-
gin an affair; her husband looked away, for he 
had a side dish of his own, and his business 
profited from the army’s patronage. Conrad 
took to writing love letters with electric zeal 
that amounted to derangement. Actually to 
send the letters would have risked scandal, 
so he kept them in an album titled “Diary 
of My Sufferings”—over the course of eight 
years, more than 3,000 letters, some of them 
60 pages long, which he never mentioned to 
his beloved, who learned of them after his 
death. Neither Clark nor MacMillan says 
so, but Conrad’s erotic and graphomaniacal 
abandon sounds like the pathological enthu-
siasm that alternates with despondency in 
bipolar illness.

Whatever the diagnosis, love consumed 
Conrad: as he told Gina, he saw war as the 
means to attain the ultimate end, which was 
having this fabulous woman all for himself. 
To lead the Austro-Hungarian Empire to glo-
rious conquest would raise him above all pos-
sibility of reproach, so that he could walk off 
with his elegant divorceé and respectable soci-
ety would not dare to utter a peep in protest. 

The private man cultivated the petty vani-
ties of a lover growing too old too fast: he need-
ed eyeglasses but refused to wear them, and the 
archive of his personal papers contains clip-
pings of newspaper ads for anti-wrinkle cream. 
The public man sneered at the timid equivoca-
tions of mere diplomats. He breathed superb 
ultra-violence. Preventive war was the answer 
he proposed to every perceived threat, or slight, 
or cross-eyed glance, from any obnoxious for-
eigner. Conrad’s raging blaze so troubled Em-
peror Franz Joseph that he sacked the chief of 
staff in 1911, though he would reinstate him 
a year later. By the summer of 1914, however, 
the emperor’s nephew, Archduke Franz Ferdi-
nand, heir to the throne and inspector-general 
of the army, had come to find Conrad’s ever-
lasting saber-rattling so offensive that he in-
tended to discharge him for good.

Unreason Reigns

Franz ferdinand represented the 
surest curb to the Austrian cult of 
honor run amok; but he fell victim to 

the Serbian cult of honor at its fiercest and 
most reckless. On June 28, 1914, he and his 
wife made a ceremonial visit to Sarajevo, the 
capital of Bosnia, which Austria had absorbed 
into its empire in 1908. Patriotic Serbs con-
sidered Bosnia a rightful part of Greater 
Serbia, and some of the most patriotic were 
more than eager to kill for the right. With 
the inspiration of the head of Serbian military 
intelligence, who was also the head of the se-
cret terrorist organization the Black Hand, a 
group of young fanatics assembled in Sarajevo 
for an act of dramatic vengeance and libera-
tionist promise. One bomber just missed his 
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mark, and another lost his nerve; but Gavrilo 
Princip, a tubercular 19-year-old with a pis-
tol, by chance or mischance, found himself 
so close to the archduke’s touring car that he 
could not help hitting his targets. The assas-
sinations were the trigger for catastrophe.

Kill locally, and ravage globally: thus reads 
the lesson, at least from this remove. But the 
murders needn’t have touched off a world-
historical event. Precisely those men tempera-
mentally suited to inflict the most damage, 
however, occupied the decisive positions. The 
Austrian foreign minister, Count Leopold von 
Berchtold, wrote later that Conrad’s relent-
less exclamation was “War! War! War!” Pre-
viously moderate figures in the upper tiers of 
the Austrian government and down through 
the bureaucratic ranks were suddenly set 
twitching for vengeance swift and scorching. 
To let the Serbs get away with this abomina-
tion would embolden all the numerous Slavic 
peoples and other non-Germans under Haps-
burg rule: not an unreasonable supposition. 
The conviction, based on longstanding fear 
and hatred rather than clear evidence—that 
the topmost figures of the Serbian govern-
ment, including the king and prime minister, 
ordered the assassination—became an article 
of faith to the Austrians: unreasoning fury as-
sumed command.

The shadow of unreason fell upon lead-
ing men everywhere; seeing clearly and act-
ing soundly became more and more unlikely. 
Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany was a vola-
tile character in any case, all furious bluster 
one day and pacific contrition the next. Sean 
McMeekin observes that breech birth had re-
sulted in the Kaiser’s left arm being six inch-
es shorter than his right: the Germans held 
martial prowess in greater reverence than 
any other European people, and their impe-
rial warlord required help to feed himself. 
This shameful handicap made the peacock 
display of audacious mastery all the more ur-
gent for Wilhelm; but then the surge of con-
fident pride would abate, and Wilhelm could 
not be sure just what to think or what to do. 
When the German ambassador to Austria-
Hungary, Heinrich von Tschirschky, advised 
restraint to the Kaiser in a June 30 telegram, 
Wilhelm raged at his underling’s presumption, 
for he was incensed at the murder of Franz 
Ferdinand, whom he considered a friend and 
the best hope of a lasting Balkan peace. Mc-
Meekin writes, “In a flash, Germany’s nervous, 
hesitating, Serbia-sympathizing Hamlet of 
a sovereign had been turned into a decisive 
Serb-hater ready to take up arms and fight—
and the sooner the better, just as [the army 
Chief of Staff Helmuth von] Moltke had long 
advised him.” 

On July 5 Berchtold dispatched his chief 
of staff, Count Alexander Hoyos, to join the 
ambassador Ladislaus Szőgyény on a mis-
sion to seek German support for an Austrian 
war on Serbia, although the document that 
Berchtold wrote above the emperor’s signa-
ture was not so blunt as that. In response 
the Kaiser wobbled pitiably—which boded 
well for no one—first apprehensive of what 
he called “a serious European complication,” 
then offering staunch support for Austria-
Hungary even if war with Russia should 
ensue, subsequently suggesting to his chan-
cellor and military brass that Austria surely 
intended a punishment for Serbia less dras-
tic than war, further dilating on the unlikeli-
hood that Russia and France would dare go 
to war against such fearsome enemies, and, 
after assuring the generals that no military 
preparations were necessary, departing for 
his annual Baltic cruise. 

Berchtold exulted in having received a blank 
check from the Kaiser, which was even co-
signed by the customarily timorous Chancellor 
Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg. Berchtold 

tums, warnings against issuing ultimatums, 
partial mobilization here or there, demands 
that a potential enemy’s mobilization must 
stop or else, and the mobilization that could 
not be stopped however the men supposed to 
be most powerful might have wished it. On 
July 28, Austria-Hungary declared war on 
Serbia; on August 1, Germany declared war 
on Russia, and two days later on France; and 
on August 4, after German troops entered 
Belgium, their gateway to Paris, Britain and 
Germany were at war. 

The Germans’ road to Paris closed abrupt-
ly, well short of the Champs Elysees, how-
ever: the Belgian army, derided as chocolate 
soldiers, presented the invader with surpris-
ing difficulty, and the French army rallied 
heroically from a staggering setback in the 
Battle of the Frontiers on August 22 and 
stopped the Germans cold at the Battle of 
the Marne on September 9. The upshot was 
a four-year-long stalemate on the Western 
Front, trenches and barbed wire extending 
from the North Sea to the Swiss border, a 
pandemonium of human devising, the prize 
achievement of modern industrial know-how, 
and the devil’s playground of military intel-
ligence, which had a virtually limitless sup-
ply of captive specimens on which to test its 
favorite strategic and tactical theories. These 
experiments of textbook generalship serene 
in self-assurance and indifferent to repeated 
disproof produced slaughter on a scale to 
which not even a Napoleon could have as-
pired. The quarrel between ancients and 
moderns was settled for good—at Verdun, 
the Somme, Passchendaele, on the Eastern 
Front as well, on the high seas, and even in 
the Middle East. This was the 20th century 
demonstrating its superiority to all previous 
contenders: headlong assaults into withering 
machine-gun fire, imbecile at first, and with 
experience downright insane; artillery hur-
ricanes, shells launched by the millions and 
more potent than ever before, which ripped 
bodies to pieces or simply vaporized them; 
chlorine, phosgene, and mustard gas, illegal 
according to the pre-war Hague Conventions, 
unspeakable by any civilized reckoning, but 
just too effective not to use extensively, as all 
combatant nations did (and furnishing inspi-
ration for Wilfred Owen: “the blood/Come 
gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,/
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud/Of vile, 
incurable sores on innocent tongues”); sub-
marine warfare, a German specialty, limited 
to attacks on belligerents’ ships at first, but 
eventually directed at neutral vessels as well 
(a lack of discrimination that heated Ameri-
can outrage to the point of war fever); the 
murder of civilians as punishment for unex-

intended to cash it promptly. He informed the 
emergency ministerial council that the Ger-
man leadership, though fully aware that war 
with Russia was likely, backed peremptory 
Austrian military action against Serbia. Who 
could fault a little chicanery when dazzling vic-
tory lay within easy reach? Berchtold could see 
himself bedecked with every available distinc-
tion, as befit the pre-eminent military genius 
of the age. He was, suddenly, more impetuous 
than Conrad: hell-bent for glory. War fever 
had addled another man at the helm.

Lamps Out

All the elaborate diplomatic side-
stepping of the next three weeks could 
not stop the momentum toward cata-

clysm, as Berchtold led the charge and the war 
party in every great European capital fell into 
formation behind him. The generals and the 
statesmen in their thrall were convinced that 
now was the optimum time for war, or they 
were resigned to the inevitability of a war they 
did not really want once lever after lever was 
tripped in succession: an Austrian ultimatum 
that Serbia could only reject, further ultima-

The shadow of unreason 
fell upon leading men 

everywhere.
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pected military resistance, another instance 
of German Kultur educating the benighted 
barbarian peoples. 

Moltke had long clamored for a good swift 
war, but as mobilization made conflict unavoid-
able he foresaw that this war would “annihilate 
the civilization of almost all of Europe for de-
cades to come.” After delivering the speech to 
the House of Commons that effectively guar-
anteed Great Britain would fight, the foreign 
secretary Edward Grey famously remarked, 

“The lamps are going out all over Europe; we 
shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.” In 
the memoir Blasting and Bombardiering (1937), 
Wyndham Lewis, novelist, painter, former ar-
tillery officer, illustrated the Moltke-Grey the-
sis, in describing a reconnaissance patrol into 
No Man’s Land: 

But at this point civilization ended…. 
What had we expected to see? Some-
thing, at all events. Whereas we gazed 
out over a solitary and uninhabited 
steppe. There was nothing.

The denuded landscape mirrored the rav-
aged psyche that created this perfect sepulcher 
for itself. Here was the work of unreason ram-
pant, “the hollow centre of a madman’s dream.” 
Nearly nine million soldiers dead, 20 million 
more wounded.

Beyond Gethsemane

To mourn the extinction of civi-
lization, or perhaps to curse this so-
called civilization as a simulacrum that 

deserved extinction, and (for some) to try to 
erect a more durable ideal in its place, became 
the appointed task of the soldiers in the field 
and the more decent civilians who understood 
just how terrible the suffering was and how 
complete the ruin. At the foundation of civi-
lized life had been the religious, the national, 
and the erotic ideals: Christianity, patriotism, 
and romantic love. The war splintered them 
all.

In Jean Renoir’s celebrated film La Grande 
Illusion (1937), the aristocratic German offi-
cer Rauffenstein, a crippled aviator reduced to 
the command of a prisoner-of-war detail in a 
medieval fortress, has his bed and office in the 
castle chapel; the crucified Savior hangs above 
the altar on which a portrait of the Kaiser 
stands in place of the tabernacle. Greater con-
tempt hath no man for the Christian mystery 
of redeeming love. Here was a characteristic 
French view—Jean Renoir had been a fighter 
pilot during the war—of Teutonic paganism.

But this imperial idolatry was nothing 
compared to the legendary atrocity that raised 

sacrilege to performance art. An Allied rumor 
that made the rounds and that every histori-
an mentions is the crucifixion of a captured 
soldier, usually a Canadian, sometimes a Brit, 
sometimes a pair of Canadians, perhaps in a 
wood, more likely within view of the Allied 
trenches, by Huns who transfixed the sacri-
ficial victim with bayonets and savored his 
every scream and convulsion. Did this really 
happen? Most authorities doubt it; but stories 
like this acquire an authority of their own.

There were Christ-like sufferers enough in 
the front lines, as the poets duly noted. Paul 
Fussell, an American professor of English and 
a World War II combat veteran, in his classic 
work of literary criticism and cultural history, 
The Great War and Modern Memory (1975, 
reissued in a new edition in 2013), cites sever-
al writings on the crucifixion theme. Among 
them are Siegfried Sassoon’s poem “The Re-
deemer,” which defiles a vision of sacred agony 
with a casually blasphemous capper, and a let-
ter by Wilfred Owen to Osbert Sitwell, which 
larks sardonically about the preparation of re-
cruits for their forthcoming Golgotha. 

Yet Fussell, who has read practically every 
English poem of World War I and who com-
ments on hundreds familiar and unfamiliar, 
unexpectedly says not a word about perhaps 
the greatest such poem, a cry of anguish so 
simple on its surface that its stark and bitter 
fury against God Himself might take a while 
to penetrate.

Gethsemane (1914-18)

The Garden called Gethsemane 
   In Picardy it was, 
And there the people came to see 
   The English soldiers pass.
We used to pass—we used to pass 
   Or halt, as it might be,
And ship our masks in case of gas 
   Beyond Gethsemane.

The Garden called Gethsemane, 
   It held a pretty lass,
But all the time she talked to me
   I prayed my cup might pass. 
The officer sat on the chair,
   The men lay on the grass, 
And all the time we halted there
   I prayed my cup might pass.

It didn’t pass—it didn’t pass—
   It didn’t pass from me.
I drank it when we met the gas 
   Beyond Gethsemane!

This is Rudyard Kipling at his poetic best. 
Only the final exclamation point seems un-

necessarily emphatic. The rest is dead-on in 
its desolating monotone: the rhymes right 
out of Barrack-Room Ballads, not singing here, 
however, but blunted, like the emotion care-
fully withheld until the climax; the diction 
so plain that its austere gravity becomes ap-
parent only upon rereading, or committing 
the poem to memory. One might prefer not 
to grasp Kipling’s meaning here: the modern 
Gethsemane and Golgotha prove again and 
again beyond counting the powerlessness of 
the Cross.

Kipling’s poem makes one think of George 
Grosz’s drawing of the crucified Christ wear-
ing a gas mask, though the poet’s restraint 
is quite unlike the artist’s blatant frightful-
ness. Yet Grosz’s title, Silence!, clearly ampli-
fies the indictment of divine indifference, or 
fecklessness, that Kipling issues by subtle 
implication. Grosz is not entirely unsubtle 
himself, though; his image not only evokes 
the suffering of soldiers who met the gas, but 
also suggests the agony of the god reduced to 
impotence, who knows his sacrifice has saved 
no one. This Christ wears the gas mask as a 
dog does a muzzle. His enforced silence is the 
ultimate insult and injury. Taking on human 
form teaches the ambitiously compassion-
ate divinity the essential lesson: in this world 
pain and death win.

Kipling’s poem and Grosz’s picture are 
among many works of art and memory to 
emphasize the chilling isolation that the 
soldier facing wounds and death feels even 
in the company of his fellows who are fac-
ing the very same. Many writers saw that 
men ground down by this combat of unprec-
edented savagery often ceased to care about 
their solemn vows to duty, honor, and coun-
try that had propelled them eager and heed-
less into war. These soldiers felt the pull of a 
new nihilism. 

Nothing Sacred

In the essay “inside the whale” (1940), 
George Orwell writes that the best-known 
books of the Great War “were written not 

by propagandists but by victims”; yet in press-
ing the argument that this literature is basi-
cally apolitical, he overlooks two crucial po-
litical consequences of this victimhood. First, 
these writers’ conviction that their suffering 
was pointless laid the foundation for a whole-
sale rejection of political life: men were no lon-
ger morally obligated to fight for the nations 
of their birth, or indeed to profess any loyalty 
whatsoever to these discredited relics. Second, 
some of the same writers whom Orwell names 
among the classics of moral exhaustion and 
surrender to meaninglessness recovered their 
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political passion sufficiently to propagandize 
for the ideal order that would supplant the 
clapped-out old regime. Robert Graves, poet 
and author of the memoir Goodbye to All That 
(1929), and Siegfried Sassoon, poet and au-
thor of the autobiographical trilogy of novels 
The Memoirs of George Sherston (1928–1937), 
came to pledge allegiance to the utopia of in-
ternational socialism. Henri Barbusse, whose 
1916 novel Le feu (translated as Under Fire) 
became the supreme anti-war book actually 
written during the war, plunged even deeper 
into political folly, embraced Stalinism, emi-
grated to the Soviet Union, died there as a 
decorated Hero of the Motherland, and was 
given a state funeral. Traditional patriotism, 
then, was annihilated from two directions: 
complete disillusion with national politics, 
and utter intoxication with the politics of uni-
versal salvation.

And then there was the dissolution of the 
erotic life. In some of the saddest novels to 
come out of the Great War, the physical and 
psychic damage done to soldiers infects and 
destroys their relations with the women they 
love, or once loved.

Richard Aldington, poet, critic, biogra-
pher of D.H. Lawrence and T.E. Lawrence, 
served on the Western Front for two years 
and was wounded in 1918. In his Death of a 
Hero (1929), young Englishman George Win-
terbourne, mired in the “infernal cemetery” 
of the Western Front, finds his only suste-
nance in thoughts of his wife and his lover. 

“For George they represented what hope of 
humanity he had left; in them alone civilisa-
tion seemed to survive.” But when he goes on 
leave and sees them, all intimate connection 
has been lost: “The women were still human 
beings; he was merely a unit, a murder-robot, 
a wisp of cannon-fodder.” At last enough is 
enough: George commits suicide by enemy 
fire.

Ernest Hemingway served as a volunteer 
ambulance driver on the Italian front, un-
til a bursting shell drove dozens of pieces of 
shrapnel into his legs. Jake Barnes, the hero 
of The Sun Also Rises (1926), is a former mili-
tary pilot who has suffered an unspecified but 
definitive genital wound; unmanned yet im-
pressively manly, Jake lives the sporting life 
in post-war Europe. Some sport: the atmo-
sphere of desperate sexual energy and bitter 
erotic futility afflicts the main characters’ ev-
ery breath like searing poison gas. In A Fare-
well to Arms (1929), the narrator, Frederic 
Henry, an American ambulance driver on 
the Italian front, gravely wounded by trench 

mortar fire, strips war of all its imaginary 
nobility in perhaps the most famous sum-
mation of soldierly disgust and disillusion: 

“I was always embarrassed by the words sa-
cred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expres-
sion in vain…. I had seen nothing sacred, and 
the things that were glorious had no glory 
and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at 
Chicago if nothing was done with the meat 
except to bury it.” Hemingway connects the 
meaninglessness of war with the impossibil-
ity of escape into erotic happiness, and he 
thereby elevates pain without purpose to the 
reigning cosmic principle.

Ford Madox Ford volunteered for the Brit-
ish army in 1915, at the age of 41, suffered 
shell-shock and amnesia at the Battle of the 
Somme in 1916, returned to the front again 
and again, and was finally invalided home 
in 1917. His brilliant tetralogy of novels, Pa-
rade’s End (1924-28), laments the obliteration 
of every faith on which English greatness had 
rested for centuries: Christian piety, the wis-

This straitened hope, the withdrawal into 
strictly personal concerns, imperiled the soul 
of Europe as much as the full-bore nihilism 
of the irreparably shattered or the utopian 
fantasies of the thin-blooded on one hand 
and the bloody-minded on the other. Nobody 
understood the dire legacy of the Great War 
better than Winston Churchill, and the two 
great histories he wrote between the wars, 
The World Crisis (in six volumes, 1923-31) 
and Marlborough: His Life and Times (1933-
38), constituted a heroic act of statesmanship, 
undertaken to secure a right understanding 
of war and politics in the face of nearly uni-
versal revulsion from the everlasting truth. 
Churchill honored the soldiers’ suffering with 
broken-hearted magniloquence, and damned 
the unforgivable failures of military and po-
litical leaders, even as he reasserted the in-
tegrity of the political life as men had always 
lived it—the life of men in nations, which is 
perpetually subject to the storms of war, but 
which honorable leading men are sworn to 
direct with genuine prudence, a prudence su-
perior to Machiavelli’s brutal ideal, subordi-
nating their natural and ordinary acquisitive-
ness and vanity to the good of the men and 
women who obey their commands, including 
the most terrible command to kill and die for 
their country. These were the greatest books 
to come out of the war.

Too many remained unconvinced. For 
most the supreme value was now life itself, 
splendid peaceful life, preserved at all costs, 
never again to be sacrificed to the Moloch of 
national pride or the Baal of individual vain-
glory. The civilized world averted its eyes as 
in Germany the worst of the immemorial 
passions revived and assumed a demonic in-
tensity never seen before. Men of good will 
could only hope that the evil would not touch 
them; but hope is a theological virtue, not a 
political one. The supreme tragedy of the 
Great War is that it neutered the multitudes 
of decent men who ought to have prevented 
the rise of the foulest regime ever, and the 
eruption of another war so devastating that 
the evils of the erstwhile Great War came 
to seem acceptable by comparison. Never 
such innocence again, but with a violent turn 
of the screw: not the innocence of 1914 but 
that of 1918 and some years following, the 
innocence of believing that a war of attrition 
conducted by incompetents is the worst that 
men can do.

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

dom of the ruling class, and married chastity. 
Ford’s protagonist Christopher Tietjens, the 
soul of aristocratic rectitude, an imperial bu-
reaucrat of exemplary intelligence, sees the 
prospect of death in battle as the only cure 
for the moral rot at home, where his elegant 
slut of a wife bedevils him: “the best thing 
for him was to go and get wiped out as soon 
as possible.” Tietjens will go mad with shell-
shock for a time, but will recover his sanity 
sufficiently to divorce his wife—a violation of 
good form unthinkable before the war—and 
to secure genuine love with an innocent suf-
fragette. Ford offers hope where most war 
novelists among his contemporaries sink into 
despair full fathom 500. But it is only by re-
nouncing the public life which had been the 
native habitat of men such as Tietjens for 
generations, and by retreating into guarded 
privacy in which only the few near and dear 
matter at all, that Ford’s hero is able to keep 
from disintegrating.

The foundation of 
civilized life had been 

Christianity, patriotism, 
and romantic love. The 
war splintered them all.
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After directing his first film, the 
Dancer Upstairs (2002), about terror-
ism in Peru, John Malkovich com-

mented in an interview that “It’s no surprise 
that the head of Reuters popularized the 
phrase ‘One man’s terrorist is another man’s 
freedom fighter,’ because only a journalist 
could come up with something so utterly fac-
ile and idiotic, and actually obscene.” “Every 
day,” he continued, “somewhere in the world 
terrorists will murder people who have noth-
ing to do with their cause, to promote their 
cause, and that’s something the world is start-
ing to grapple with now.” 

In A Citizen’s Guide to Terrorism and Coun-
terterrorism, Christopher Harmon does for 
his readers something like what Malkovich 
did in that interview, sweeping aside the cheap 
moral relativism that often confuses public 
discussions of terrorism by reminding readers 
of terrorism’s foundation in bad politics. Un-
derstanding the bad politics behind terrorism, 
and the need for a grand strategy to respond 
to it, is the core of any effective counterterror 
strategy. 

Literary treatments of bomb-throwing 
terrorism, artfully exploring the political 
thought that informs terror, date back at least 
to Fyodor Dostoevsky's The Possessed (1872) 
and Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907).
Significant academic attention to the politics 
of terror would not appear until the 1970s, 
when scholars of law and national security 
recognized the similar motives and tactics 
of Algeria’s FLN, the Viet Cong, Palestinian 
nationalist groups, the Ku Klux Klan, Ger-
many’s Red Army Faction, and California’s 
own Symbionese Liberation Army, to name 
just a few.

But much of that scholarship, translated 
into college textbooks, hasn’t been especially 
helpful; it may be critical of terrorist violence 
but is usually unwilling—or perhaps intellec-
tually unable—to criticize terrorists’ political 
goals. The conventional political science text-
book treatment of terrorism is a value-free 
approach focused on the violence. But ter-

ror groups are inherently political organiza-
tions—simply put, they aim to rule. They are 
emphatically not value-free moral relativists—
they use violence against existing govern-
ments and civilians to bring down the existing 
government and replace it with one of their 
own design. Harmon’s inspiring and handy 
volume recognizes the political character of 
terrorism and, unlike the standard textbooks, 
points readers toward an understanding of 
how “good and free government, supported by 
a sober and determined citizenry,” is an essen-
tial element of counterterror strategy. 

Bin laden may be dead, dr. zawahiri 
on the lam, and al-Qaeda scattered but, 
as Harmon argues, we remain vulner-

able to a broad movement, not just a single or-
ganization. And he usefully reminds us that 
these are not altogether new problems. The 
radical Islamists who pose the present danger 
have different objectives from the revolution-
aries who bombed Wall Street in 1920 or the 
Aryan Nations terrorists who started oper-
ating from northern Idaho in the 1970s, but 
they are all inspired by a political motivation 
antithetical to liberty and equal justice under 
law. 

Harmon holds the Major General Mat-
thew C. Horner Chair of Military Theory 
at Marine Corps University. At the core of 
his book is a plan of action and a primer on 
grand strategy. Al-Qaeda and its allies think, 
plan, and operate in terms of grand strategy, 
he argues, and citizens of a free republic need 
to turn the tables on them and do likewise. 
Grand strategy is no arcane preserve for elite 
military theorists; it is simply “the art and 
process by which all the tools of a nation’s 
power are brought to bear” against a threat—
in this case al-Qaeda. Regrettably, as Harmon 
notes, our latest source of strategic guidance—
President Obama’s 2011 National Strategy for 
Counterterrorism—spends rather too much 
time implying that bin Laden’s demise means 
al-Qaeda is in a tailspin, and citizens can rest 
easy. Not by a long shot. 

But what, specifically, needs to be 
done? In his lengthiest chapter, Har-
mon offers eleven points of action, 

from denying terrorists their foreign sanc-
tuaries and deepening our own intelligence 
analysis to keeping the moral high ground 
(i.e., no room for torture). The most surpris-
ing point is his strong emphasis on improved 
civics education—as a matter of grand strat-
egy. He strongly argues the need to educate 
both ourselves and peoples in the developing 
countries (which terror groups see as fertile 
ground) in the principles and practice of good 
government. This is no cheap democracy pro-
motion, but an education in freedom without 
which all the other anti-terror measures are 
pointless. 

Terror organizations don’t last forever, 
and the endgame for terrorists isn’t usually 
pretty—a final dramatic showdown against 
military power as in the case of the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka in 
2009, or organizational decapitation, as in the 
case of the Red Army Faction in Germany in 
the 1970s and beyond. Or sometimes a terror 
group will morph into a political party, as did 
El Salvador’s FMLN, with a few leaders sur-
viving the transition. 

But Harmon reminds us that terror or-
ganizations can win the day—Lenin’s Bol-
sheviks and the Khmer Rouge, to name the 
most deadly. Al-Qaeda’s spawn in the north-
ern half of Africa and throughout the Middle 
East and the Indian subcontinent show every 
sign of continuing to maim, kidnap, and mur-
der in order to terrorize their neighbors into 
political submission. Whether they succeed 
or not will depend decisively on how those 
countries’ citizens and our own respond to 
the “one man’s terrorist” question. In this 
urgent business of educating ourselves to be 
freedom fighters, Christopher Harmon’s Citi-
zen’s Guide is an essential weapon.

Daniel C. Palm is chair of the History and Politi-
cal Science Department and professor of politics 
at Azusa Pacific University.

Book Review by Daniel C. Palm

Freedom Fighters and Terrorists
A Citizen’s Guide to Terrorism and Counterterrorism, by Christopher C. Harmon.

Routledge, 170 pages, $120 (cloth), $19.95 (paper)
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Essay by Stanley Kurtz

DÉjÀ Two

It was the first and only time in this 
country’s history that supreme executive 
authority had been simultaneously wield-

ed by two people, man and wife. Bill was away 
on a foreign trip. That left his wife, who’d 
only recently rebuffed Henry Hyde’s bid to 
remove them both from power, in command 
of the nation’s domestic affairs. At this deli-
cate juncture, Bill’s powerful spouse confided 
her innermost thoughts to a private diary she 
habitually kept close by and ready for burn-
ing in the event of discovery. Few Americans 
know anything of this diary’s contents, which 
can now be publicly revealed.

I refer, of course, to the private papers of 
Queen Mary II, who ruled England with her 
husband, King William III, from 1689 to 
1694, an example of joint sovereignty unique 
in English history. Mary’s share in the govern-
ment of England was recently described in an 
essay by historian Richard Price, based on her 
heretofore neglected private papers. It is a cu-
riosity of history that, much like a later ruling 
couple in America, William and Mary fought 
off efforts to displace (if not impeach) them by 
one Henry Hyde, Mary’s uncle, the 2nd earl 
of Clarendon.

The reign of William and Mary is a rela-
tively rare historical example of smoothly 
functioning joint executive power. The cou-
ple’s accession to the throne was the foun-
dation stone of England’s Glorious Revolu-

tion, which replaced a reigning king with 
a monarch elected by Parliament. As the 
daughter of the displaced king, and wife of 
the new one, Mary’s presence on the throne 
smoothed over the break in succession. Wil-
liam, however, held full executive power, by 
grant of Parliament.

With the king frequently out of the coun-
try prosecuting a war against France, Mary 
was left to take control of domestic affairs. 
Parliament passed a Regency Bill granting 
her authority while William was away, yet 
the nature of the arrangement remained am-
biguous. What if Mary’s commands contra-
dicted William’s wishes? What if William 
issued a counter-order negating hers? Thanks 
to Mary’s limited enthusiasm for governance, 
along with her determination to solidify the 
joint monarchy’s tenuous legitimacy, these 
difficulties were never faced. For all practical 
purposes, Mary successfully served as Wil-
liam’s vicegerent.

William and Mary are the exception that 
proves the rule. From ancient Rome to con-
temporary Latin America, history shows that 
in the absence of clear, hierarchical lines of 
authority, joint executive power tends to pro-
duce debilitating confusion and weakness. 

Although she frequently invokes her White 
House years as a credential, Hillary Clinton’s 
scandal-plagued past is nowadays generally 
dismissed as irrelevant to her political future. 

Most Americans, for example, have long since 
forgiven, forgotten, or discounted the White-
water affair, Mrs. Clinton’s startling acumen 
at investing in cattle futures, even Vince Fos-
ter’s suicide. And when it comes to Gennifer 
Flowers, Monica Lewinsky, and other such 
friends of Bill, the public’s sympathies seem 
to be solidly on the First Lady’s side.

Yet what if the deepest political problem 
in Hillary’s past has never been fully grasped? 
Legal and constitutional formalities aside, Bill 
and Hillary Clinton shared executive power. 

“Buy one, get one free,” Bill famously bragged 
during the 1992 presidential campaign. Hill-
ary was not merely an important advisor but 
a true co-president, wielding far more conse-
quential executive authority than, say, Mary 
II ever did. The results were disastrous, and 
are likely to be so again should the Clintons 
once more attempt to adapt their power-shar-
ing arrangement to an American presidency 
expressly designed to exclude what the found-
ers called a “plural executive.”

Studies of the Clintons, even by sympa-
thetic supporters, typically retail a litany of 
the couple’s personal foibles. And problems 
with their truthfulness, Bill’s indecisiveness 
and infidelities, and her penchant for polar-
ization and secrecy, explain a great deal. Yet 
these are distractions compared to the struc-
tural defect at the heart of the Clintons’ early 
political career and presidency: Bill and Hill-
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ary’s still poorly-understood power-sharing 
arrangement.

Energy in the Executive

One reason we tend not to notice 
the reach, or appreciate the risks, of 
the Clintons’ presidential partner-

ship is that we’ve forgotten why America’s 
founders deliberately rejected the idea of a 
multi-headed executive to begin with.

Perhaps a quarter of the delegates to the 
Constitutional Convention in 1787 favored a 
plural executive of two, three, or more. These 
tended to be older representatives like Benja-
min Franklin, fearful of concentrated execu-
tive power and shaped by memories of pre-
revolutionary battles against the royal gov-
ernors. The younger founders were troubled 
instead by the weakness of executive power 
under the post-1776 state constitutions and 
the Articles of Confederation. Many of those 
constitutions featured a governor’s council 
with extensive powers of advice and consent. 
In Pennsylvania, a council of twelve with 
equal powers amounted to a full-fledged 
plural executive. Although many delegates 
to the Constitutional Convention wanted 
the national president to share power with 
an advisory council, months of deliberation 
produced a strong majority in favor of an ex-
ecutive power vested solely in the presidency. 
Limited powers of advice and consent were 
lodged in the Senate instead of in a council.

In The Federalist, Alexander Hamilton fa-
mously summarized the rationale behind the 
American presidency, arguing that a unitary 
executive is “conducive to energy,” that is, to 

“decision, activity, secrecy, and despatch.” As 
an example of the threat posed by a plural ex-
ecutive, Hamilton pointed to ancient repub-
lican Rome, whose founders, hating monar-
chy and fearing its return, had established a 
dual executive, two consuls, elected annually. 
Hamilton argued that these powerful magis-
trates habitually inflicted weakness, faction, 
and paralysis on the republic. As he noted, 
successful consuls were eventually obliged to 
devise strategies for hurrying their counter-
parts out of Rome. Cicero, for example, dan-
gled a lucrative provincial governorship before 
his feeble and heavily indebted fellow consul, 
Antonius. That left Cicero effectively the sole 
consul for the duration of his term.

Over and above unclouded, swift, and en-
ergetic decision-making, Hamilton empha-
sized that a unitary executive makes for the 
clear assignment of responsibility. Post-inde-
pendence American governors had evaded 
criticism for unpopular decisions by point-
ing a finger at their executive councils. Since 

collective decisions were taken behind closed 
doors, voters had no way of knowing whom to 
praise or blame. Ultimately, Hamilton argued, 
multiple rulers emboldened by their collec-
tive power and the public’s inability to keep 
a watchful eye, constitute a greater threat to 
liberty than a single, clearly responsible, and 
carefully-monitored executive.

As we shall see, these warnings were borne 
out years later by the bedeviled first Clinton 
co-presidency. And Bill’s conduct since he and 
Hillary reversed political roles foreshadows 
yet another troubled co-consular regime.

The closest antecedent in our history to the 
Clintons’ power-sharing arrangement is Edith 
Wilson’s role as gateway to the president af-

ary: The Politics of the Personal. All three au-
thors are disappointed liberals troubled by a 
presidency dissipated in missteps and scan-
dals. Bernstein and Smith offer deeply re-
ported accounts. Chafe draws on published 
memoirs and biographies, synthesizing and 
updating the considerable literature on the 
Clinton political partnership. Without quite 
recognizing it, these studies powerfully vin-
dicate the founders’ warnings against a plu-
ral executive.

Strengths and Quarrels

Bill clinton and hillary rodham 
fell in love when they were students 
at Yale Law School in the early 1970s. 

Plenty of Clinton’s classmates at Yale thought 
him destined for the presidency. Rodham 
had gained national attention in 1969 when 
her bold Wellesley graduation speech landed 
her in Life magazine. Her law school friends 
assumed she, too, would have a political ca-
reer, and many saw her as potentially the first 
woman president. These aspirations shaped 
the couple’s relationship from the start with 
Hillary joining the crowd touting Bill as a 
future president, without exactly renouncing 
her own ambition.

Their first act of public partnership was 
to serve as co-counsels in a prestigious Prize 
Trial held before the entire law school. Hill-
ary’s razor-sharp critical eye and affable Bill’s 
persuasive powers blended perfectly. Though 
the couple’s complementary strengths were 
brilliantly displayed on that occasion, their 
frequent quarrels just as often resulted in con-
flict and paralysis.

After graduating from Yale, Bill headed 
back to Arkansas to run for Congress, while 
Hillary became a staffer for the House Judi-
ciary Committee’s impeachment investiga-
tion of President Richard Nixon. She often 
bragged to fellow impeachment staffers that 
Bill was bound to become president one day. 
When her colleague and close friend Bernard 
Nussbaum (the future Clinton White House 
Counsel) scoffed and called her fantasy “nuts,” 
Hillary was not amused. “You asshole, Ber-
nie,” she shot back, reiterating her faith in 
Bill’s presidential destiny. It took days for the 
relationship to return to normal, according to 
Chafe’s account.

With Bill’s run for Congress in high gear, 
Hillary phoned almost daily, pressing detailed 
instructions on his campaign managers. The 
good ol’ boys running the operation did not 
appreciate this advice, especially since Hillary 
knew next to nothing about Arkansas. When 
she decamped to the state after Nixon’s res-
ignation, “our organization went to shit,” said 
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ter her husband, Woodrow Wilson, suffered 
a stroke in 1919. Though she denied making 

“a single decision regarding the disposition of 
public affairs,” her control over access to the 
president clearly had an impact. To the extent 
that Edith was a co-president, she confirms 
the inherent weakness of the plural executive.

The three best resources for reconstruct-
ing the Clinton power-sharing arrangement 
are Carl Bernstein’s 2007 biography, A 
Woman In Charge: The Life of Hillary Rod-
ham Clinton; Sally Bedell Smith’s 2007 study, 
For Love of Politics: Bill and Hillary Clinton: 
The White House Years; and William H. 
Chafe’s 2012 dual biography, Bill and Hill-
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a campaign manager. In a memo to Clinton, 
quoted by Bernstein and Chafe, the campaign’s 
press secretary complained that Hillary had 

“managed to antagonize the entire staff.”
Bernstein senses some Arkansas provin-

cialism here, and depending on their leanings, 
other biographers chalk this clash up either to 
sexism or to Hillary’s overbearing personality. 
Though any or all of these factors may have 
aggravated the tensions within Bill’s first cam-
paign, the underlying problem was structural.

Hillary’s complicating role in Bill’s failed 
congressional campaign is only the first of 
a long series of cases in which clear lines of 
authority were scrambled by the presence 
of a duo at the top, spawning chaos and re-
sentment below. In the typical scenario, Bill’s 
campaign managers, gubernatorial staffers, 
cabinet members, or top White House aides, 
reported directly to him. Although Hillary 
had no official place in the chain of command, 
in practice her authority was on a par with his. 
Her interventions could delay or reverse deci-
sions already made. Hillary was “first among 
unequals,” in Bernstein’s words. Oftentimes 
Bill himself backed down when he differed 
with Hillary, for fear of losing her or her help. 
Though First Lady Nancy Reagan may have 
occasionally intervened on a question of per-
sonnel, Hillary’s roughly co-equal executive 
authority was systematic, pervasive, and per-
sistent, touching on all important policy areas.

As plans were upended by her interven-
tions, staffers turned confused, frustrated, 
and resentful. Hillary may be forceful and Bill 
may be indecisive, yet these character traits so 
often emphasized by the couple’s biographers 
are aggravated and deepened by the dynamic 
of the plural executive. He would have looked 
more decisive had he not ceded so much pow-
er to her in the first place.

Gubernatorial Transition

Bill proposed marriage well before 
Hillary moved to Arkansas yet by all 
accounts she hesitated, worried about 

sacrificing her political aspirations and, not 
unrelated, adjusting to what she considered 
a cultural backwater. Then there was Bill’s 
womanizing, which she already reckoned 
beyond her ability to control. Against these 
concerns was her conviction that Bill could 
ascend the political heights, with her along-
side as an equal partner. The implicit bargain 
served as a compensation for Hillary, and also 
a constraint on Bill—any political power he 
attained would have to be faithfully shared.

After winning a term as Arkansas attorney 
general in 1976, he jumped into the governor’s 
race two years later. Although she would not 

become de facto co-governor until Bill’s 1983 
term, Hillary was nonetheless deeply involved 
in his first gubernatorial campaign. As in 
1974 and 1976, no campaign manager could 
override her. What’s more, she also exercised 
essentially equal control with Bill over policy 
planning and staffing during the transition to 
his first term. As Bernstein notes, this was 
the same role she would play during the 1992-
93 presidential transition—“with disastrous 
consequences” on both occasions.

During that first gubernatorial transition, 
as Bernstein puts it, “it became impossible to 
see clearly where the influence of one Clinton 
began and the other ended.” “Our vote was a 
vindication of what my wife and I have done 
and what we hope to do for the state,” Bill 
exulted on election night. Yet the way he and 
Hillary chose to run the governor’s office fos-
tered an administrative chaos that led directly 
to his failed 1980 reelection bid.

Instead of installing a strong chief of staff in 
1979, Bill and Hillary decided to create three 
equal power centers beneath them. Chafe at-
tributes this ill-fated decision to the governor’s 
character flaws: his disorganization, his wish to 
ingratiate rather than crack the whip, and his 
general indecisiveness. Yet a better explanation 
for this template, which appeared again in the 
White House, is Hillary’s interest in preserv-
ing her co-gubernatorial authority. A strong 
chief of staff directly answerable to Bill would, 
inevitably, crowd out Hillary.

At this point in Bernstein’s narrative, he 
expresses astonishment: “What was so ex-
traordinary about Hillary’s failures in the 
White House more than a decade later was 
that she seemed to have learned almost noth-
ing from her experience those first two years 
in the governor’s mansion.” He is puzzled 
because he often highlights Hillary’s ability 
to learn from her mistakes, echoing the most 
commonly offered Democratic defense of 
the Clintons’ administrative failures: they’re 
wonderful learners and won’t make those 
mistakes again.

The record contradicts this. When it comes 
to problems that bear directly on the Clintons’ 
political partnership, disasters repeat and les-
sons go unlearned. They are caught in a con-
tradiction: unable to renege on their power-
sharing arrangement, they are also unable to 
make it work.

Clinton’s chaotic first term as Arkansas 
governor killed his reelection bid in 1980 (the 
governorship has a two-year term). After that, 
Hillary wound down her legal work and effec-
tively took charge of his successful 1982 cam-
paign. After victory, and at her urging, Bill 
decided to make education his signature issue, 
with Hillary in charge. Now they were true 
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co-governors, and the pattern of a co-presi-
dency with Hillary in charge of its signature 
initiative was set.

Shifting strategies, Hillary installed her 
most devoted political acolyte, Betsy Wright, 
to be Bill’s powerful chief of staff. Hillary 
would only allow a single strong chief of staff 
when she could be certain of complete control.

Her belated success in Arkansas created 
the illusion that co-executive government 
could work at the national level. Yet the leap 
from a small state to the White House meant 
grafting an already risky, and only partially 
successful, dual system onto a vast and com-
plex modern bureaucracy—a problem posing 
as a solution. But first they’d have to win the 
White House.

A Rolling Disaster

Hillary took command of the 
1992 presidential campaign, and 
in an unprecedented move created 

a personal staff paralleling Bill’s. The staffs 
interacted poorly, given their conflicting out-
looks and loyalties, but Bill and Hillary were 
determined to break what they saw as new 
feminist ground as the first true “partnership” 
to seek the White House. Constitutional 
concerns over an unelected co-president never 
troubled them. In interviews reported by Ber-
nstein and Chafe, Hillary regularly used the 
pronoun “we” to refer to her policy plans with 
Bill. Only after this provoked a backlash did 
the Clintons attempt to disguise her influence.

During the transition, Hillary largely 
staffed the cabinet and the White House. By 
comparison, Mary II had virtually no role in 
staffing the dual monarchy. Far more pow-
erful than nominal transition head Warren 
Christopher, Hillary appeared on no flow 
chart, Smith notes. The extent of her power 
remained secret, calling to mind Hamil-
ton’s warnings about muddled responsibility 
in the absence of a unitary executive. Even 
among insiders, her authority was left un-
stated. Bill had promised Vice President Al 
Gore extensive powers, overlapping the life-
long pledges to Hillary. In practice, she was 
Bill’s equal, and Gore became a distant third. 
Yet to keep up appearances, all three had to 
sign off on significant decisions. Clinton aide 
David Gergen later called this system “a roll-
ing disaster.”

Mickey Kantor, Bill ’s nominal campaign 
chair, was set to serve as White House 
chief of staff. Hillary sent him packing and 
instead installed Mack McLarty, a family 
friend but no manager. She was repeating 
the chaos of the first Clinton governorship. 
Chafe quotes Stephen Hess of the Brookings 

Institute who dubbed the process in 1992-93 
the “worst [presidential] transition in mod-
ern history.”

Hillary edged out the vice president for 
control of Clinton’s signature healthcare ini-
tiative. Yet her role was strenuously opposed 
by Clinton’s most experienced appointees, 
Leon Panetta, Lloyd Bentsen, Alice Rivlin, 
and Donna Shalala, and by Clinton-family 
advisor Vernon Jordan. Sexism was not at 
issue. Shalala, Hillary’s friend and an ardent 
feminist, found it easiest to speak out, along 
with Jordan, a strong Hillary supporter. The 
rest were fearful of retaliation from the one 
person Bill couldn’t fire.

All fretted that her command of healthcare 
inevitably would raise the issue of an unelect-
ed co-presidency. Yet he and Hillary also saw 
positives in the arrangement. They hoped that 
their pact would allow them to circumvent the 
bureaucracy and anticipate and adjust rapidly 
to the political winds. Instead, the policy-
planning bureaucracy, including the White 
House and cabinet secretaries, was thrown 
into confusion, while Hillary was forced to 

Covert Operations

Hillary grew adept at disguising 
her activities. With direct access to 
Bill, she was able to avoid leaving a 

paper trail for eight years, and depended on 
aides to erase records of her interventions 
when others were present. She also used prox-
ies. Early on, her close advisor, Ira Magaziner, 
derailed the consensus at an economic policy 
meeting, causing considerable consternation. 
Only later did participants realize that Maga-
ziner had been acting as Hillary’s catspaw.

Clinton’s economics team viewed Hillary’s 
healthcare budget numbers as wishful think-
ing. Her interest in deficit reduction seemed 
virtually nonexistent. The economists feared 
steep tax increases if her optimistic health-
care numbers didn’t pan out. According to a 
top aide to Clinton interviewed by Bernstein, 
Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin was “ter-
rified that [Hillary] was going to drive the 
country over the cliff.” 

Bringing these concerns across wasn’t easy. 
When Bill installed Hillary as head of his 
healthcare task force, he insisted aides should 
treat her like anyone else. Yet she quickly cut 
off even modest objections to her no-com-
promise tactics, take-no-prisoners rhetoric, 
and budgetary overreach. Advisers stopped 
even trying to convey their doubts. Some ap-
proached the president, who declined to in-
tervene. This was her bailiwick. Once, under 
public questioning, the president indicated 
some flexibility on the extent of mandated 
healthcare coverage and financing. Hillary im-
mediately went ballistic, writes Smith, phon-
ing him and screaming, “What the f[--]k are 
you doing up there?” Bill retracted his com-
ments and apologized the next day.

Bernstein, Smith, and Chafe agree that 
Hillary’s polarizing tactics and refusal to brook 
questioning or compromise were responsible 
for the collapse of the Clinton healthcare plan. 
As Smith notes, however: “With his eye fixed 
firmly on Hillary’s future in politics, Bill [has] 
repeatedly insisted over the years that she was 
not at fault for the failure of health care.” This 
is a classic case of blame-shifting and obfus-
cation of responsibility in the plural executive. 
Hillary’s mistake was made in her very real, if 
covert, capacity as co-president. Yet Bill has 
protected Hillary by taking the blame, even 
as she claims credit for her years of White 
House experience. Alexander Hamilton 
would be dismayed, but not surprised.

Divisions between Bill’s aides and “Hill-
aryland” burgeoned. At one point notes Chafe, 
the First Lady “screamed at Bill for forty min-
utes about just ‘how shitty his staff was.’” The 
Clintons were arguing explosively in front of 

create an unwieldy parallel healthcare bureau-
cracy of her own. The result: political and ad-
ministrative disarray.

“It would be difficult to overstate the chaos 
of the first one hundred days of the Clinton 
presidency,” writes Bernstein. All three au-
thors finger Hillary as the chief culprit. By 
a margin of 68%, according to a Los Ange-
les Times poll, the public objected to the 
idea of a First Lady attending cabinet meet-
ings. (Hillary was actually participating in 
nearly every consequential presidential deci-
sion, but no one would have thought to poll 
that scenario.) Such sentiment forced her 
to operate in secret, which only increased 
the chaos. Staffers expended endless effort 

“erasing her fingerprints” from controversial 
moves, like closing off the press corridor to 
the White House, or firing White House 
travel office personnel to replace them with 
Clinton cronies. These politically damaging 
decisions would have been reversed by Kan-
tor and even by McLarty had anyone but 
Hillary made them.

A second Clinton
co-presidency would, like 
the first, violate both the 
spirit and the good sense 

of the Constitution.
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staffers more often. This deepened divisions 
between the two camps, demoralized every-
one, and made it even tougher to deal frankly 
with the two principals.

Vince Foster’s suicide in July 1993 may 
have been the most tragic consequence of 
Hillary’s public evasion of co-presidential re-
sponsibility. Deputy White House Counsel 
in name, Foster was Hillary’s personal coun-
sel in fact. She set him to work erasing evi-
dence of her role in the White House travel 
office firings. When the scandal broke, Foster 
knew he’d be vulnerable to charges of having 
misled congressional investigators under oath. 
He was preoccupied by the travel office fiasco 
just before his suicide. 

In short, Hillary’s disavowed co-consular 
role was at the root of what Bernstein calls, 

“the unprecedented disarray of the early Clin-
ton presidency.” As the founders predicted, 
the co-consulship brought confusion, division, 
delay, and obfuscation. The Clintons alternat-
ed between disrupting existing bureaucracy 
and counterproductive efforts to evade it, all 
the while trying to conceal a de facto co-presi-
dency within a de jure unitary executive.

Commanders’ Coup

In the 1994 mid-term elections, the 
Democrats suffered a dramatic rever-
sal, with the Republicans capturing the 

House for the first time in 42 years. Public 
opposition to Hillary’s health care initiative 
drove the outcome.

The couple responded with a bizarre po-
litical subterfuge. They called in Dick Mor-
ris, a political consultant who’d advised 
them in Arkansas, to recommend a series 
of small-bore reforms designed to appeal 
to niche constituencies. Transformative lib-
eral initiatives were temporarily abandoned; 
school uniforms and midnight basketball 
were suddenly in. Fearing this shift would 
anger White House staffers, the Clintons 
kept Morris hidden.

According to Chafe, Hillary set her terms 
when she contacted Morris. He would visit 
the White House only late at night. No re-
cords would be kept. If it became necessary to 
phone during the day, says Smith, he’d identify 
himself as “Charlie.” Hillary acted as Morris’s 
beard, covering his tracks when staffers got 
suspicious. The result, writes Chafe, “was the 
existence of two White Houses,” and “bewil-
derment among those...caught in the middle.” 
Top Clinton adviser George Stephanopoulos 
later said, “The president had engaged [Mor-
ris] to run a covert operation against his own 
White House—a commander’s coup against 
the colonels.”

The Clintons hoped to continue this decep-
tion indefinitely. “I like subterfuge, that’s why 
I like you,” Bill told Morris. Hillary welcomed 
any way around Bill’s people. Yet a clandestine 
operation at the heart of the White House 
eventually proved unsustainable. Morris was 
revealed, and full-scale bureaucratic civil war 
followed, aggravated by distrust over the ear-
lier secrecy.

The Morris affair was the clearest example 
of the Clintons’ tendency to isolate themselves 
from their own staffers. The couple’s convic-
tion that their complementary knowledge 
and talents serve as force multipliers led them 
to overestimate their combined ability. The 
confusion and deception of the “command-
ers’ coup” vindicated The Federalist’s warning 
that multiple governors are not only difficult 
to monitor, but prone to false confidence and 
collective mischief.

Morris’s polling revealed that Hillary 
had become the administration’s chief politi-
cal liability. Voters disliked the idea of a co-
presidency, though the full extent of Hillary’s 
power remained hidden. So she voluntarily 
withdrew from anything smacking of a direct 
political role.

Yet as Smith’s thoroughly-researched For 
Love of Politics shows, the oft-made claim that 
Hillary’s co-presidency ended after 1994 is 
false. True, she no longer swept like a whirl-
wind through West Wing corridors, inter-
rupting meetings and dressing down staff in 
front of Bill. Yet behind the scenes the First 
Lady exerted tremendous influence, whether 
working directly with the president or operat-
ing through proxies in the West Wing. From 
the budget, to Bosnia, cabinet appointments, 
speech-writing, and welfare reform, Hill-
ary’s influence was unrivaled. Her power had 
merely been driven further behind the scenes.

If conflict between Bill, Hillary, and their 
respective camps declined during this period, 
it was due less to Hillary’s reduced stature 
than to the administration’s new posture. For 
a time, policy initiative lay with House Speak-
er Newt Gingrich and the resurgent Republi-
cans. With no bold proposals emanating from 
the White House, occasions for staff conflict 
receded. If a dual consulship inhibits energy 
in the executive, depleted energy makes for 
relative harmony among the consuls.

Yet dissatisfied with her diminished public 
role, Hillary planned education and childcare 
initiatives designed to return her to the lime-
light. According to Smith, those plans were 
dashed by the emergence of the Paula Jones 
and Monica Lewinsky sex scandals, escalation 
of the Whitewater controversy, and impeach-
ment proceedings. As scandals paralyzed the 
White House in the second term, Hillary 

reemerged as a public co-president, manning 
the battlements and commanding the admin-
istration’s defense.

Ironically, cabinet government now ran 
smoothly, since the Clintons could no longer 
be bothered to interfere. And as impeach-
ment wound down, Hillary focused on her 
Senate race and presidential aspirations, 
postponing rather than resolving the co-
presidential dilemma.

Chafe’s treatment of the Clinton co-
presidency highlights the couple’s shifting 
balance of power. Hillary overreaches and 
retreats; and then rescues Bill from scandal 
and resurges. Yet after factoring in Smith’s 
luminous account of Hillary’s covert post-
1994 co-presidency, it is the continuity of 
the Clinton power-sharing arrangement that 
stands out. Each Clinton sees the other as 
his/her indispensable counselor and co-con-
spirator. Hillary was never frozen out by Bill. 
And Bill became Hillary’s top advisor from 
the moment she launched her own political 
career, with an eye to his own White House 
return. They’d now march under Hillary’s 
banner, yet their power-sharing arrangement 
continues.

In short, the notion that voters disposed of 
the Clinton co-presidency in 1994 is mistak-
en. The Clintons never “learned their lesson,” 
never ended their ill-conceived co-consulship. 
Any doubts on this score should be put to rest 
by the Clintons’ conduct during Hillary’s bid 
for the 2008 Democratic presidential nomina-
tion. Hillary’s campaign was a second Clinton 
co-presidency-in-waiting, and concern about 
this played a far greater role in her eventual 
defeat than is generally recognized.

Vote Hill, Get Bill

The standard treatment of the 
campaign, Game Change by John 
Heilemann and Mark Halperin 

(2010), offers a riveting account of backstage 
maneuvering in the Clinton camp. The scenes 
are right out of the first Clinton co-presidency, 
but with roles reversed. As Bill’s aggressive 
criticism of Obama famously backfired in 
South Carolina, for example, Hillary found 
it impossible to confront him directly. Instead 
she sent aides, whose pleas for Bill “either to 
leave the state or pipe down” were rejected. 

“Goddamn it, I’m doing this,” he answered. It 
was Hillary’s health care fiasco redux.

Game Change offers a superb insider ac-
count, but public debate over the looming 
Clinton co-presidency barely registers for 
Heilemann and Halperin. Yet a bit of digging 
uncovers a cascade of news and opinion pieces 
in the months between the January 2008 Iowa 
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caucus and the May North Carolina primary 
on the specter of another plural executive. 

Fear that Bill’s charisma would overshad-
ow Hillary kept him out of the limelight for 
much of 2008. Things changed when Hillary 
seemed to be losing steam in Iowa. Once Bill 
stepped in, the co-presidency issue emerged 
again—this time as a positive. Democrats 
openly enthused about a “two-for-one” presi-
dency, lauding the Clinton “package.” A bum-
per sticker read, “Vote Hill, Get Bill.” One 
early poll showed 44% of Democratic voters 
more likely to vote for Hillary because of Bill. 
Exit polls in New Hampshire indicated that 
Hillary supporters would rather have voted 
for the former president than for Hill by a 
greater than two-to-one margin.

Bill’s outsized presence quickly became a 
problem. When he went off script and wan-
dered away from Hillary during a joint ap-
pearance at an Iowa grocery store, the media 
circus followed. After cameras caught her 
alone, confused, and scanning the aisles, that 
became the story.

Bill’s touting of Hillary’s White House 
experience gave him an excuse to talk about 
himself. “I’m here for Hillary, but let me tell 
you more about me,” read one headline. Re-
porters calculated that Bill was talking about 
himself instead of Hillary by a ratio of 9 to 
1. Feminists worried that Hillary’s “gender 
breakthrough” was turning into a “gender 
throwback.” One headline complained, “As 
Bubba hogs spotlight, experts wonder if it’s 
dooming Hil.”

As at the Iowa grocery store, Bill’s interven-
tions wreaked havoc on campaign plans. Hill-
ary staffers frequently—and unsuccessfully—
tried to cut short his time with reporters. On 
one occasion in the fall of 2007, the campaign 
publicly repudiated his comments. Although 
the confusion reflected divisions within Hill-
ary’s camp on how to make use of Bill, games-
manship and distancing were likely at work 
as well. Bill was playing bad cop to Hillary’s 
good cop, and some of his controversial re-
marks may have been cleared by Hillary pri-
vately. The 2008 Clinton campaign combined 
co-consular chaos and guile in equal measure. 
Feuds between Bill and Hillary staffers added 
to the confusion.

The co-presidency issue caused problems 
for Hillary as early as Iowa. Five days before 

the caucuses there, Hillary announced that 
Bill would have no “formal official role” in 
her White House. She added, “he will be my 
close confidant and advisor, as I was with him.” 
Critics were not mollified. She also promised 
to bar Bill from top-secret national security 
meetings, a ban that hadn’t prevented Hillary 
from profoundly influencing Bill’s foreign-
policy decisions.

When one of Bill’s attacks came up during 
a South Carolina debate, Obama snapped at 
Hillary, “I can’t tell who I’m running against 
sometimes.” This is when the co-presidency 
issue boiled over. Liberal columnists and the 
mainstream press came down hard on the 
Clintons. Gail Collins confessed in the New 
York Times that she’d been wrong in the ’90s to 
dismiss criticism of the Clinton co-presidency 
as sexist. In retrospect, Collins said, husband/
wife management “muddies up the lines of 
authority.” Collins worried that Bill was un-
dermining Hillary’s core campaign narrative—
her claim to have learned from her mistakes 
as First Lady. Instead of a wiser Hillary, said 
Collins, “we’re being offered the worst-case sce-
nario—that the pair of them are going to re-
turn to Pennsylvania Avenue and re-create the 
old Clinton chaos.” Two days later, the Times 
featured liberal historian Garry Wills invok-
ing the founders’ warnings against the plural 
executive.

Around the same time, USA Today cau-
tioned against a co-presidency, noting that 
despite reassurances from the Clintons, “vot-
ers have every right to wonder how this would 
actually work.” Newsweek flatly predicted “an 
unelected, unofficial, but nonetheless true co-
presidency.” Former Clinton White House 
aide Elaine Kamarck wondered if Bill would 
use his influence to work against Hillary 
when they disagreed.

Pressed on the Today show, Bill said he’d 
advise Hillary as “we’ve always done for each 
other,” adding that he’d “be available for what-
ever specific assignments that seem right.” 
This would licence a rerun of the first Clinton 
co-presidency. As numerous commentators 
noted, however, Bill’s stature as a former pres-
ident would make containing his influence far 
more difficult than containing Hillary’s had 
been when she was First Lady.

Explanations of Obama’s 2008 victory for 
the Democratic nomination focus on his cha-

risma and organizing skills. Hillary’s loss is 
generally put down to her weak effort in the 
caucus states and Bill’s incendiary attacks 
on Obama, which some claim were racially 
tinged. Yet the specter of a second Clinton co-
presidency played a major and underappreci-
ated role in her defeat. All the problems of the 
first Clinton co-presidency returned in 2008, 
with roles reversed. 

Nothing Has Changed

Developments since 2008 are con-
sistent with what went before. With 
Hillary legally barred from political 

activity or fundraising during her time as sec-
retary of state, Bill has spent years campaign-
ing on her behalf. In their new book, HRC: 
State Secrets and the Rebirth of Hillary Clinton, 
reporters Jonathan Allen and Amie Parnes 
chronicle Bill’s energetic efforts to back politi-
cians who supported Hillary in 2008, while 
punishing those who defected to Obama.

During the ’08 campaign, a couple of col-
umnists half-seriously suggested that Hillary 
ought to appoint Bill “special envoy to Swa-
ziland” or some similarly distant country, the 
modern equivalent of Roman consular exile. In 
practice, however, exiling Bill is impossible. Af-
ter years of campaigning for his wife, he surely 
expects to be a power in her White House. 
Hillary justified her own co-presidential role 
by noting how essential she’d been to Bill’s rise. 
If Bill wants co-presidential power—as he so 
clearly does—Hillary is in no position to deny 
him. Impulsive, self-centered, reckless at times, 
a former president empowered by instant me-
dia access, a Bill scorned or shut out could 
cause serious trouble.

The danger is that Hillary’s path to the 
nomination may be so smooth this time that 
Bill could avoid stepping in. This would foster 
the illusion that their co-presidential problem 
had been solved, when in fact it has not.

A Hillary Clinton White House might 
adhere to the letter of the law, but a de facto 
second Clinton co-presidency would, like the 
first, violate both the spirit and the good sense 
of the Constitution. Buy one, get two—but at 
far too high a price.

Stanley Kurtz is a senior fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center. 
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Book Review by John Yoo

Seeds of Monarchy?
The Once and Future King: The Rise of Crown Government in America, by F.H. Buckley.

Encounter Books, 424 pages, $27.99

Liberals have long attacked the 
Constitution’s separation of powers. 
Thomas Jefferson, in some ways the 

original radical, started the ball rolling by us-
ing his political party to synchronize the exec-
utive and legislative branches while also con-
testing the judiciary’s independence. Teddy 
Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt viewed the tripartite system of gov-
ernment as an obstacle to their centralization 
of power in an unaccountable federal bureau-
cracy. As CRB editor Charles R. Kesler chart-
ed in his I Am the Change: Barack Obama and 
the Crisis of Liberalism (2012), Lyndon John-
son and Barack Obama were at the forefront 
of subsequent liberal waves meant to swamp 
the Constitution’s structure in the name of 
progressive government.

F.H. Buckley, a scholar of law and econom-
ics at George Mason University law school, 
condemns the separation of powers, but criti-
cizes it for facilitating, rather than imped-
ing Big Government. Like his institution’s 
namesake, Buckley is a libertarian who sees 
government power as a threat to individual 
rights and economic freedom. Unlike George 
Mason, however, who feared a Congress un-

restrained by a separation of powers or a Bill 
of Rights, Buckley believes the main threat to 
liberty is the American presidency.

Buckley’s new book, the once and 
Future King, is no campaign tract for 
Rand Paul (though such thoughtful 

arguments would boost his political pros-
pects). Unlike Senator Paul, Buckley is not 
running for an office whose power he op-
poses, much like a drug kingpin running for 
police commissioner. Instead, Buckley has 
written this book to prove that presidents 
are worse than parliaments. He argues that 
a parliamentary system: 1) fosters freedom 
better than a presidential one; 2) was the 
founders’ intended form of government; and 
3) has liberty-enhancing virtues now enjoyed 
by Canadians and Europeans but denied to 
Americans. Although provocative and enter-
taining, The Once and Future King misunder-
stands the founding, the presidency, and the 
requirements of freedom.

First, Buckley claims that the founders 
reacted against the tyranny of King George 
III by establishing a Constitution opposed to 
executive power. Professor Buckley would be 

right if the founders had ratified the Consti-
tution in 1776. During the Revolution, our 
forefathers wrote state constitutions that 
understandably reacted against monarchy by 
weakening the power and unity of the state 
governors, subjecting them to legislative elec-
tion, saddling them with councils, limiting 
them to just one or two years in office, and 
barring their re-appointment. As historian 
Gordon Wood has written, the revolution-
ary state constitutions made governors “little 
more than chairmen of their executive boards.”

But this American experiment in parlia-
mentary government failed. Simple majoritar-
ian government led in the states to widespread 
abuses, such as the cancellation of debts and 
taking of property, unstable administration, 
and the oppression of minorities. Unrestrained 
democracy produced sharp, abrupt swings in 
policy that destabilized the newly independent 
states. The Articles of Confederation had no 
executive branch at all, which contributed to 
the inability of the Union to conduct foreign 
policy and protect the national security. There 
is a reason that historians refer to the period 
between the Revolution and the Washington 
Administration as the Critical Period.
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Presidential historians have also 
argued, as I did in Crisis and Command: 
A History of Executive Power from 

George Washington to George W. Bush (2010), 
that post-revolutionary disorder convinced 
the founders to restore executive power as a 
counterweight to the legislature. As The Feder-
alist explains, each branch of government must 
be given “the necessary constitutional means 
and personal motives to resist encroachments 
of the others…. Ambition must be made to 
counteract ambition. The interest of the man 
must be connected with the constitutional 
rights of the place”—that is, of the branch of 
government. Further describing a move away 
from the parliamentary form, James Madison, 
writing as Publius, argues, “As the weight of 
the legislative authority requires that it should 
be thus divided, the weakness of the executive 
may require, on the other hand, that it should 
be fortified.” The founders knew the parlia-
mentary system, here and in Great Britain, 
but rejected it in favor of a unitary president 
and an independent judiciary.

Second, Buckley overlooks the primary 
purpose of the presidency. As Harvey C. 
Mansfield argued in Taming the Prince (1989), 
Machiavelli’s creation of modern political sci-
ence included a new foundation for executive 
power, subsequently modified by Thomas 
Hobbes, John Locke, and the Baron de Mon-
tesquieu. Nations needed executives because 
legislatures could not predict the future with 
their laws. A branch of government must al-
ways be in existence, ready to act swiftly and 
decisively in response to unforeseen emergen-
cies and crises. Executives could rise to the 
challenge of foreign affairs, national security, 
and war, which would paralyze slow, deliber-
ate legislatures. A prime minister beholden to 
a parliamentary majority could not act with 
the “decision, activity, secrecy, and despatch” 
described by Alexander Hamilton in The Fed-
eralist. A president, elected by the people and 
independent of the legislature, could concen-
trate power to defend against foreign attack 
and to pursue the national interest abroad, 
where the demand for speed and decisiveness 
is high and the costs of failure are steep.

Buckley’s approach ignores the important 
difference between the executive at home and 
abroad. At home, the need for a powerful, uni-
tary executive is reduced. Domestic problems 
do not often require Machiavellian decisive-
ness because they usually involve questions—
such as tax rates, benefit programs, or road 
construction—that do not demand immedi-
ate solution. Some, such as crime and poverty, 
can only be managed but never really solved. 
Others, such as aligning taxes and spending, 
pose trade-offs requiring high levels of politi-

cal agreement. Legislatures have time for de-
liberation and consensus-building, and the 
states are present as regulators and lawmak-
ers even if the federal government fails to act. 
The costs of inaction are not high, measured 
against the benefits of more careful study and 
greater political agreement.

Foreign affairs, however, are utterly differ-
ent. An energetic executive is necessary pre-
cisely because the costs of delay in protecting 
the national security can be devastating. There 
is no backup provided by the states should the 
federal government fail. In foreign affairs, pas-
sivity’s harm can far outweigh the gains from 
gathering more information or trying to build 
political agreement. Witness the failure of the 
democracies—mostly parliamentary democra-
cies—to confront the rise of fascism in Europe 
and Japan in the 1930s. Conservatives and 
libertarians can make the mistake of believ-
ing the executive must be equally powerful, or 
weak, in both foreign and domestic affairs. But 
that is like assuming that a person who wears 
light clothing in a warm house will not need 
heavier garments outdoors. Our framers un-
derstood the Constitution to create a presiden-
cy that would remain constrained in domestic 
affairs, limited primarily to executing the laws, 
but would hold the initiative in foreign affairs.

Were these buckley’s only argu-
ments against the modern presi-
dency, Once and Future King would 

bring little new to the table. But he also intro-
duces a daring, provocative thesis: Americans 
would enjoy more freedom under a parliamen-
tary than a presidential system. He rests his 
arguments on both theory and data. On the 
level of theory, Buckley argues that the separa-
tion of powers tends to produce gridlock be-
cause the actions and agendas of the popularly 
elected House, the state-representing (though 
much less than it used to be) Senate, and the 
nationally elected president are so rarely in 
accord. Presidents can take advantage of the 
stalemate to rule by executive decree and ex-
pand their power at the expense of individual 
liberty. Political scientists have made similar 
arguments to explain the waves of democracy 
and dictatorship in Latin America.

This theory may explain South American 
governments, but not their northern cousin. 
From the libertarian perspective, the greatest 
federal assaults on individual rights have come 
during the New Deal and the Great Society. 
These periods witnessed the birth and great 
growth of Congress’s regulatory powers, the 
delegation of legislative powers to independent 
agencies, large income redistribution programs, 
and new and higher taxes. The 1930s and 
1960s suffered from many things, but divided 

government was not one of them. Democrats 
enjoyed super-majorities in Congress and con-
trol of the White House. As political scientist 
Sydney A. Pearson, Jr., has written: during 
FDR’s First Hundred Days in 1933, when 61% 
of the Senate and 73% of the House was Dem-
ocratic, the White House wrote bills and sent 
them to Congress, “where they were rubber-
stamped without debate, and enacted into law. 
For a brief period the American people saw 
how a parliamentary system would function.” 
A separation of powers may produce gridlock, 
but government paralysis prevents the state 
from inevitably expanding its regulatory au-
thority at the expense of liberty. 

It is presidential rather than parlia-
mentary government that has produced 
the stability necessary for liberty to flour-

ish. Historically, the separation of powers has 
shielded us from some of the disasters, politi-
cal and social, that have afflicted other nations. 
Unlike Western Europe, in the U.S. Commu-
nist and socialist parties have never held po-
litical power. Nor has America suffered from 
the authoritarianism that spread through 
Europe and Asia in the 1930s. “When the 
legislative and executive powers are united 
in the same person, or in the same body of 
magistrates,” Montesquieu warned us, “there 
can be no liberty.” Parliamentary systems are 
more prone to wild swings, because a political 
party need only assemble 50.1% of the legisla-
tive vote to enact any program. The American 
system effectively requires supermajorities to 
enact significant laws, which renders rapid, 
radical change difficult.

Buckley’s empirical argument purports to 
demonstrate a link between presidential sys-
tems and lower levels of economic freedom, 
based on Freedom House-style index scores 
since the 1970s. Reducing the complexities of 
culture and government to a regression model 
is no easy task, however. He makes much of 
Britain’s parliamentary system and Canada’s 
higher economic freedom scores. Neverthe-
less, it is difficult to see Britain as a superior 
bastion of liberty when we consider the U.K.’s 
hate speech laws, large redistributive state, 
and lack of a Bill of Rights. Before Margaret 
Thatcher, British citizens were beset by gov-
ernment-controlled media, nationalized steel 
and coal industries, and regular labor strikes.

As for Canada, any economic freedom in-
dex depends on where one places the weight-
ings, which can be a matter of preference. In 
Canada, patients wait in line for health care 
and have fewer treatment options. (A student 
of mine informs me that his father, who used 
to be a chiropractor located just south of the 
Canadian border, had many Canadian pa-
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tients who would rather pay him cash than 
wait for a state doctor to see them.) Surely the 
higher taxes that support socialized medicine 
do not reflect individuals’ greater freedom to 
acquire and dispose of wealth as they see fit.

There are, moreover, no variables 
in these international indexes gauging 
federalism, which allows local govern-

ments to constrain central ones, or measuring 
judicial independence, which allows judges to 
constrain legislators. Some of the countries 
that Buckley praises for economic freedom, 
such as Canada and Australia, are federal, 
raising the possibility that parliamentary gov-
ernment may have little to do with their polit-
ical virtues. More generally, regression and its 
many cousins show mere correlations. Causa-
tion can be safely inferred only if the research 
design is sufficiently rigorous, a criterion not 
met by assigning numbers to qualitative and 
even subjective variables, such as freedom. To 
dismantle and rebuild the government of one 
of the freest and most powerful countries in 
human history on the basis of such correla-
tions would be rash, if not reckless.

There are other reasons to doubt that the 
evidence Buckley presents supports the con-
clusion he offers. First, even if comparative 
international studies had more or better vari-
ables, their claim to discern fine gradations of 
freedom would be hard to believe. Are there 
really significant, quantifiable differences in 
the levels of freedom in the United States, 
Great Britain, Canada, Switzerland, and the 
European Union nations, which can be isolat-
ed and traced reliably to their constitutional 
systems? Such comparative evidence as can be 
assessed qualitatively argues that America is 
more, not less free than countries with par-
liamentary systems. Libertarians should be 
the first to accept the market’s verdict: im-
migration patterns show that those seeking 
economic and political liberty still wait in lon-
ger lines to enter the United States than any-
where else, even to the point that many have 
crossed our borders illegally to come here.

A second problem with relying on empirical 
data is that arbitrary cutoff dates for studies 
can lead us to miss broader explanations. Rely-
ing on freedom indexes of the last four decades 
leaves out tectonic changes in the levels of 
American and European freedom. If the lens is 
broadened to a century, the United States has 
clearly experienced a steady improvement in its 
levels of freedom, in absolute and especially in 
relative terms. Compare the U.S. experience 
to the fate of liberty in Europe. During the 
last century, European and Asian nations have 
launched the most destructive wars in human 
history, killing millions of their own citizens. 

Regime changes empowered, and then dis-
carded, monarchies, democracies, oligarchies, 
and tyrannies. In two world wars, it was up to 
the New World—allegedly sentenced by its 
separation of powers to a life of second-rate 
freedom—to save the Old. Without the Unit-
ed States, western European nations today 
might well be scoring at the bottom of freedom 
indices as provinces of the Kaiser’s empire, the 
Third Reich, or the Soviet Union.

Finally, relying on freedom index-
es for the last four decades misses the 
unique global role of the United States. 

As I argue in Point of Attack: Preventive War, 
International Law, and Global Welfare (2014), 
the United States has secured global stability, 
a peaceful international order, and an open 
trading system for the last 70 years. This Pax 
Americana has sheltered and nurtured our 
parliamentary allies—several of whom were 
once our authoritarian enemies. If, by some 
measures, the U.S. experiences marginally 
lower levels of economic freedom, it may be 
due to the large military budgets that de-
feated fascism, contained the Soviet Union, 
and kept the peace among the great powers 
for the last seven decades. Because of the 
Pax Americana, the parliamentary democra-
cies of Europe, East Asia, and Latin America 

need spend little on their military capabilities, 
which elevates their scores for economic free-
dom. We should all prefer this world to an al-
ternative where the United States withdraws 
from global leadership and increases its eco-
nomic freedom, but at the price of increasing 
disorder and abetting the rise of authoritarian 
challengers in Russia, China, and Iran. 

In the end, F.H. Buckley’s claim that par-
liamentary systems are freer, and particularly 
that the United States would be better off 
jettisoning our separation of powers for the 
siren-song of a prime minister, is unconvinc-
ing. Our Founding Fathers saw much that 
was good in the English system of government 
and law, and they kept that which was best. 
We would be wise to keep our Constitution 
with its ability to check power with power, 
thereby avoiding the extremes of tyranny and 
anarchy. To borrow from Winston Churchill, 
the American presidential republic may be 
the worst form of government, except for all 
the other forms that have been tried.

John Yoo is a professor at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley School of Law, a visiting schol-
ar at the American Enterprise Institute, and the 
author, most recently, of Point of Attack: Pre-
ventive War, International Law, and Global 
Welfare (Oxford University Press).
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Book Review by Edward J. Erler

Originalist Sin
Originalism and the Good Constitution, by John O. McGinnis and Michael B. Rappaport.

Harvard University Press, 312 pages, $39.95

The place to begin understanding 
Originalism and the Good Constitution is 
its rejection of “thick theory.” Authors 

John O. McGinnis and Michael B. Rappaport, 
law professors at Northwestern University 
and the University of San Diego, respectively, 
make clear that they do not gauge constitu-
tional “desirability based simply on [their] 
own political philosophy.” Rather, they take 

“a welfare consequentialist approach” defin-
ing it as “a modern version of utilitarianism, 
which holds that the morally correct act is 
the one that produces the greatest welfare for 
people.” Consequentialism demands nothing 
more stringent than selecting “those rules and 
institutions that maximize the satisfaction of 
preferences.” As a result, the authors do not 

“rely on a controversial view about good con-
sequences,” and go so far as to deliberately 
eschew reliance on any “contestable assertions 
of what constitutes goodness.”

Whatever might be said for or against con-
sequentialism as a way to organize a life or a 
country, it would appear difficult, at the very 
least, to establish that the Constitution of the 
United States is good, and that adhering to its 
original meaning is particularly good, without 
relying in some fashion on contestable asser-
tions about what goodness entails. Original-
ism and the Good Constitution acknowledges 

but does not solve this problem. McGinnis 
and Rappaport believe it sufficient to “merely 
assume that good consequences are produced 
by a constitution that incorporates the core 
principles of the liberal tradition and has the 
support of the people.” The liberal tradition, 
in turn, requires a constitution superior to 
ordinary law, and a structure of government 
that preserves democratic decision-making, 
protects individual rights, and advances “oth-
er beneficial goals.” 

 Clearly, this characterization of the liberal 
tradition accommodates divergent and even 
conflicting understandings of what makes the 
Constitution good. Despite the authors’ claim 
that “our view of the good constitution is not 
at base procedural, but substantive,” they sub-
sume all questions of principle to questions 
of process. For example, McGinnis and Rap-
paport reject the contemporary liberal claim 
that to rely on the framers’ original intent is 
to be ruled by the dead hand of the past. Why, 
say such liberals, should we uphold decisions 
made by men who wore powdered wigs and 
died two centuries ago if their ideas, as Origi-
nalism puts it, “no longer reflect modern cir-
cumstances or modern values?” We should do 
so, the book argues, because Article V allows 

“each generation [to] amend the Constitution 
under the same rules as previous generations…

and under rules similar to those employed by 
the Founding generation.”

That equalizer, however, leaves 
a residual asymmetry—the found-
ing generation, having fashioned the 

framework subsequent Americans can modify, 
remains disproportionately powerful by vir-
tue of a “first-mover advantage.” This problem 
could be met by allowing each generation to 
not merely amend the Constitution but sup-
plant it with an entirely new one. But the new 
constitution might not be as good as the one 
it replaces, and even if it were, a new consti-
tution every two or three decades might well 
destabilize and weaken the republic. Further-
more, McGinnis and Rappaport write, “the 
drafters of a new constitution might be more 
concerned with its substantive provisions 
than with creating the optimal process for 
ratification.” And, according to Originalism 
and the Good Constitution’s main thesis, the 
merits possessed by our current Constitution 
result not from its principles and institutions 
but from the process by which it was ratified. 
Thus, we allow the framers their first-mover 
advantage because “we prefer the benefits of 
being constrained by the past.” 

In explicating why being constrained is, on 
balance, a benefit rather than a burden, Mc-
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Ginnis and Rappaport make explicit on Origi-
nalism’s last page their reliance on Edmund 
Burke, which had been implicit throughout. 
Burke, readers are advised, argued that “a good 
society was a compact among the dead, the liv-
ing, and the unborn as traditions of a past age 
become refined in the present with a view to 
additional developments in the future.” The 
authors believe their version of constitutional 
originalism “translates Burke’s great insight 
into the most effective legal mechanism for the 
enduring governance of a flourishing society.”

It might seem strange that any case for orig-
inalism would rest on a constitution’s adapt-
ability, as opposed to the fundamental worth 
of the constitutional framework undergoing 
the adaptations. A more obviously compel-
ling originalism would rest on the conviction 
that the Constitution embodies permanent 
principles, which a successful republic applies 
to changing political and social circumstances. 
Yet the authors are anxious to avoid contestable 
questions of “value” even as they premise their 

“defense of the Constitution on its desirability.”

This approach works poorly, and 
Originalism offers little reason to be-
lieve it could ever be made to work 

well. Consider the road not taken by McGin-
nis, Rappaport, and many of their contempo-
raries who also regard themselves as original-
ists. That road begins with the acknowledg-
ment that the Declaration of Independence is 
not an incremental adaptation of pre-existing 
standards to changing realities. Rather, it es-
tablishes a new regime based on entirely dif-
ferent—revolutionary—principles. It was 
America’s founding document, the authorita-
tive statement of its authoritative principles. 
In the Burkean universe, however, healthy 
regimes tend to evolve without ever having 
been founded. Thus, there are no founding 
principles, only constant modifications of 
what people have been doing for a long time 
to the changing circumstances in which they 
find themselves.

In The Federalist, James Madison wrote that 
it was necessary to recur “to the great principle 
of self-preservation; to the transcendent law 
of nature and of nature’s God, which declares 
that the safety and happiness of society are 
the objects at which all political institutions 
aim and to which all such institutions must be 
sacrificed.” This passage clearly indicates that 
the Declaration informed Madison’s reflec-
tions on the first principles of the Constitu-
tion. He also wrote that only a “strictly repub-
lican” form of government was “reconcilable…
with the fundamental principles of the Revo-
lution.” A constitution “found to depart from 
the republican character,” Madison declared, 
would be “no longer defensible.” 

Madison also claimed that the “partly fed-
eral and partly national” form of republican 
government proposed in 1787 was entirely 
novel, having no model in the annals of histo-
ry. Furthermore, the “extended republic”; the 
innovations in the separation of powers and 
checks and balances; and the independent, 
permanent judiciary all made their debut in 
the debate over the new plan of government. 
These constitutional devices, constructed to 
meet the standards demanded by the “prin-
ciples of the Revolution,” were invented or 
definitively adapted by the framers and stand 
as a product of their political and theoreti-
cal genius. These were not, therefore, an in-
heritance from the past. Indeed, the framers 
frequently characterized their work as a great 
experiment. 

Most modern originalists, even 
well-known conservative ones like 
McGinnis and Rappaport, believe 

the framers’ political philosophy impedes 
rather than facilitates a defense of the Consti-
tution. Present-day originalists, by and large, 
believe that the ideas the framers relied on—
the “laws of nature and of nature’s God” and 
other elements of 18th-century “ideology”—
have been rendered obsolete by the progress 
of history. If the ideas of one historical epoch 
are merely the expression of the predominant 
opinions of the time, and have no relevance to 
circumstances of any other historical epoch, 
the idea that there’s any such thing as a per-
manent human nature—or principles derived 
from human nature—must be discarded. 
Thus, any theoretical defense of originalism 
will require some new justification to replace 
the widely discredited natural right theories 
prevalent at the time of the founding.

An originalism predicated upon the ab-
sence, irrelevance, or indeterminacy of the 
Constitution’s substantive virtues naturally 
reverts to the advantages conferred by the 
procedures that created and perpetuate it. 
McGinnis and Rappaport argue that the “su-
permajoritarian genesis of the Constitution,” 
rather than any of its intrinsic merits, makes 
it desirable and also mandates adhering to its 
original purposes. (The authors are aware of, 
but largely ignore, the fact that the Constitu-
tion’s adoption required the unanimous con-
sent of at least nine states—not a superma-
joritarian nine out of thirteen, because the 
four non-ratifying states would not be part of 
the new Union. The principle, proclaimed in 
the Declaration of Independence, that gov-
ernments derive their just powers from the 
consent of the governed explains this require-
ment better than Originalism’s precept that a 

“strong consensus” should be sufficient to le-
gitimize a Constitution.)

Why will “an appropriate supermajoritar-
ian process” be “extremely likely” to “result 
in a good constitution?” Supermajority rules 
foster consensus, McGinnis and Rappaport 
argue, which “allows a nation to develop a 
widespread and stable allegiance to its frame-
work of government” and “encourages biparti-
sanship.” Both of these, in turn, contribute to 
long-term political stability. In addition, the 
supermajoritarian process protects minority 
rights, by establishing a “limited veil of igno-
rance” which assures that, in the long run, no 
one knows whether he will be in the majority 
or minority and therefore is forced to take an 
enlarged view of the common good. Having 
done so, even a simple majority is less likely to 
abuse minorities and violate their rights. (Orig-
inalism’s frequent reliance on the language of 
liberal political theorist John Rawls is consis-
tent with its welfare consequentialism.)

Even though America’s Constitution is 
good, the supermajoritarian process accom-
modated two glaring defects—the exclusion of 
African-Americans and women. Supermajori-
tarianism’s validity, we learn from Originalism, 
is co-extensive with full inclusion of all inter-
ested parties behind the Rawlsian veil of igno-
rance. The Constitution is vindicated, however, 
because the supermajoritarian amendment 
process remedied these defects. It’s as if the veil 
of ignorance periodically descended to cover 
the nation, causing it to come to its senses by 
passing amendments that corrected the mis-
takes of 1789. Originalism never mentions the 
great political struggles of the 1850s over the 
morality of slavery, or Abraham Lincoln’s oppo-
sition to slavery based on the principles of the 
Declaration, nor does it discuss the Civil War. 
McGinnis and Rappaport’s argument makes 
no room for the profound political fact that 
the Reconstruction amendments would have 
been impossible without victory in a war that 
brought about the deaths of some 3% of the 
population, equivalent to a war in 2014 with 
9.5 million American casualties. To attribute 
the worth of the Reconstruction amendments 
to the superiority of the supermajoritarian 
process trivializes and misrepresents the his-
torical record.

Mcginnis and rappaport claim 
that their theory of originalism is 
new: they are not original-intent 

originalists or original-meaning originalists, 
but original-method originalists. They differ 
from original-meaning originalists by insisting 
that the Constitution must be read to include 

“the interpretive rules and methods that were 
deemed applicable to the Constitution at the 
time it was enacted.” If the “supermajority” that 
ratified the Constitution “employed those in-
terpretive rules, then giving effect to the docu-
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ment they approved requires using those same 
rules.” The interpretive rules are thus as much 
a part of the Constitution as the original text. 

The most radical part of “original meth-
ods originalism” is the authority it ascribes to 
precedent.

The key ground for preferring the com-
patibility of originalism and precedent 
is historical. Precedent was an impor-
tant part of Anglo-American law for 
centuries before the enactment of the 
Constitution, and the Founding genera-
tion expected precedent to apply to, and 
continue after, the Constitution.

McGinnis and Rappaport contend the 
“ judicial power” of Article III incorporates “a 
minimal concept of precedent” and judges are 
required to “give some weight to a string of ju-
dicial decisions on an issue over a substantial 
period of time,” even if adhering to precedent 
means “authorizing decisions that depart 
from [the Constitution’s] original meaning.” 
As Originalism explains,

there is nothing strange about the Con-
stitution authorizing decisions that de-
part from its original meaning…. The 
Constitution establishes this rule pre-
sumably because it sometimes regards 
other values as taking priority over fol-
lowing the original meaning…such as 
predictability, clarity, and stability.

Originalism argues that the minimal prec-
edent rule is an intrinsic part of the Constitu-
tion because it was part of the history of An-
glo-American law well known to the founding 
generation. What the authors fail to realize, 
however, is how unprecedented the principles 
of the American Revolution were and how 
unprecedented the Constitution was as the 
fruit of that Revolution. Originalism’s delib-
erate omission of the Declaration’s principles 
undermines its entire argument.

As a result both of what it em-
phasizes and omits, Originalism and 
the Good Constitution represents a 

dead end for conservative constitutionalism. 
The Constitution is good, not because of any 
inherent virtues, but because its chances of 
being good were enhanced through being ad-
opted by a supermajoritarian political process 
(unanimity being super-duper-majoritarian). 
Each generation can keep it current by load-
ing its own values onto the wagon through 
a supermajoritarian amendment process 
that mimics the original ratification. There 
is, then, a kind of “continuing constitutional 
convention” to keep the Constitution abreast 

of current values. As we learned in 1985 from 
William J. Brennan, one of the most activist 
Supreme Court Justices, “the demands of hu-
man dignity will never cease to evolve.” 

McGinnis and Rappaport scarcely differ 
from liberal commentators, except that liberal 
jurisprudence asserts that the Supreme Court 
should serve as the continuing constitutional 
convention. Yale Law School's Bruce Ack-
erman, for example, says that it is up to the 
Supreme Court to insinuate the New Deal 
revolution into the Constitution since, in ef-
fect, the overwhelming consensus that pro-
duced the election of 1936 was tantamount to 
an amendment of the Constitution and was 
recognized as such by the so-called “switch in 
time.” The consensus that formed to support 
the New Deal Revolution represents the high-
est authority in American politics—it is rep-
resentative of the genuine “higher law.”

John mcginnis and michael rappaport 
argue that amendments would produce a 
stronger and more stable consensus than 

judicial activism, and note that the “lack of 
formality…creates uncertainty about its sta-
tus and content that makes it impossible to 
function as higher law.” The quarrel here is 
about form, not substance: both sides agree 
about the necessity of evolutionary consti-
tutional change, but disagree about how it 

is best effected. In the larger view, these are 
trivial differences: liberal and conservative ju-
risprudence each rejects founding principles 
and seeks to justify a constitution of changing 
values. In agreeing on what they accept, they 
agree on what they reject: the framers’ belief 
that they had grounded the Constitution in 
enduring principles. Such sentiments are dis-
missed as antiquated in the age of historicism 
and value-free relativism, an age that proudly 
rejects “thick theory” in favor of thin delusions.

What we really owe to the framers as first 
movers is to sustain the government, limited 
and energetic, they created. “[T]he benefi-
cence of the Constitution,” McGinnis and 
Rappaport insist to the contrary,” did “not 
merely, or even primarily” result from “the 
greatness of men such as Hamilton [and] 
Madison.” Rather, “we see the greatness of 
the Constitution as largely the result of the 
supermajoritarian process that enacted it.” It 
is fortunate for America, however, that the 
founders did not elevate process over sub-
stance. More importantly, they derived the 
principles of the founding from “the laws of 
nature and of nature’s God.” This is the genu-
ine ground of the Constitution’s goodness.

Edward J. Erler is a senior fellow of the Claremont 
Institute and professor emeritus of political science 
at California State University, San Bernardino.
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

A Broadside for Liberty
Terms of Engagement: How Our Courts Should Enforce the Constitution’s Promise of Limited Government, by Clark M. Neily III.

Encounter Books, 232 pages, $23.99

In the wall street journal, randy 
Barnett, a libertarian professor at George-
town Law School, hailed Clark Neily’s 

Terms of Engagement as “a compelling exami-
nation of how…constitutional limits on gov-
ernment can effectively be restored.” Mean-
while, in National Review Online, Ed Whelan 
of the Ethics and Public Policy Center criti-
cized the book for promoting “ judicial activ-
ism.” Neily wants courts to take a more active 
role in questioning statutes that restrict liber-
ty, especially economic liberty. He insists this 
role should not be regarded as activism, but 
simply as the honest “engagement” that is the 
constitutional responsibility of the judiciary.

In the introduction, Neily cautions that his 
book “is not about constitutional theory” but 
about “constitutional reality as experienced by 
ordinary people trying to live their lives free 
from unwarranted government interference.” 
Terms of Engagement is neither a how-to man-
ual for practicing attorneys nor an extended 
treatise for legal scholars, but a popular broad-
side, aimed at changing—if just a little—the 
opinions of voters, politicians, and judges. Al-
though he offers some historical arguments for 
giving broader reach to the Contract Clause 
and the Privileges or Immunities Clause, Nei-

ly isn’t much concerned with the precise reach 
of particular constitutional provisions.

Neily spent much of his career as 
a practicing attorney for the Institute 
for Justice, which since its founding 

in 1991 has doggedly fought state and local 
restrictions on citizens’ rights to earn a living 
or educate their children. He does not recycle 
libertarian harangues against the New Deal 
or the Great Society here, but sticks to ordi-
nary people and the special interest laws that 
get in their way. 

The book tells about women barred from 
operating hairdressing salons because they 
had not taken specialized courses and passed 
an elaborate exam in “cosmetology.” And oth-
ers prevented from selling flowers because 
they had not undertaken required training in 
horticulture. In one case, monks who made 
wooden coffins as a religious vocation mount-
ed a successful challenge to a restrictive state 
law, secured by the funeral industry. Federal 
judges on the Fifth Circuit held that the “great 
deference due to state economic regulation 
does not…require courts to accept nonsensi-
cal explanations for regulation.” But that case 
is the rare exception. 

Judges, Neily argues, should require gov-
ernments to provide evidence that restric-
tions on economic freedom serve a legitimate 
purpose and that the law pursues that pur-
pose in a legitimate and consistent way. He 
is particularly critical of judges who uphold 
statutes on the basis of speculative claims, 
without evidence that the particular measure 
before the court would actually advance its 
ostensible purpose. If the government can’t 
carry the burden of proof when a law is chal-
lenged, the court, says Neily, should hold that 
law unconstitutional. 

Neily’s brisk presentation skips past a 
number of important complications. Most 
regulatory measures are implemented by 
specialized agencies. At the federal level, ad-
ministrative law already allows challengers to 
complain that regulations would be “arbitrary 
and capricious” (and therefore unlawful) if 
not justified by evidence that they will actu-
ally secure the benefits claimed for them. Al-
though challengers sometimes do get courts 
to order agencies to provide more evidence or 
better explanations, which sometimes prompt 
adjustments, agency regulations are rarely 
blocked entirely. Does Neily think standards 
of justification in federal administrative law 
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also need to be tightened? Or does he think 
even those standards, if applied to state leg-
islation, might make a big difference? He 
doesn’t say enough for readers to tell.

So, too, with larger questions about feder-
alism. Neily complains that courts fail to en-
force those limits on federal power intended 
to preserve a role for states in our system. But 
interference with federal statutes, affecting 
the whole country or at least national con-
stituencies, would usually provoke much 
more political resistance than invalidating 
particular—often rather idiosyncratic—state 
measures. So would we actually get more lib-
erty by imposing more constraints on federal 
power? If courts could actually restrain fed-
eral regulatory reach, would that be an argu-
ment for leaving states more leeway, since the 
effects of state laws would only be felt locally 
and might be somewhat mitigated by inter-
state competition? Again, Neily does not say 
enough to show where his arguments lead.

Still, greater judicial skepticism 
might make for improvements at the 
margin. Neily acknowledges that great-

er judicial engagement will face resistance 
from conservative critics of judicial activism. 
Roe v. Wade (1973), he says, has become “a jur-
isprudential black hole, bending the light of 
reason and warping the surrounding constitu-
tional space.” Even those otherwise doubtful 
of “the efficacy, wisdom or justice of govern-
ment” may oppose judicial engagement from 
the “desire to deny any purchase to arguments 
in favor of a constitutionally protected right 
to abortion.” 

Neily’s plea for “keeping Roe in perspective” 
does not really answer the concern. Given 
Roe’s cascading moral costs, a reasonable per-
son might very reasonably favor constraints 
on judges that would undermine or isolate 
Roe, even if that meant foregoing chances to 
challenge abusive economic regulation. The 
most serious objection to Roe was not that it 
was “activist.” I would not hesitate to confine 
the judicial role across the spectrum of consti-
tutional dispute if that promised to avert such 
terrible rulings in the future. 

But such a grand bargain is not now on 
offer. Just in the past two years, a succes-
sion of courts, including the U.S. Supreme 
Court, have held that the Constitution bars 
laws limiting marriage to the union between 
a man and a woman. We don’t know the con-

sequences of same-sex marriage because it has 
never existed in any society at any time in re-
corded history. We do know that many societ-
ies have allowed marriage with children, close 
relatives, and with multiple wives, so rulings 
on same-sex marriage are bound to generate 
a whole series of disturbing new claims for 
courts to sort through in coming years. There 
is a lot of unhappiness with court rulings on 
same-sex marriage but that mostly reflects 
disagreement over the policy. There must be 
some scholars who favor same-sex marriage 
but don’t think the dispute about it should be 
settled by courts. You just need the Missing 
Persons Bureau to find such scholars. 

So appeals to “ judicial restraint”—the 
mainstay, as Neily shows, of all recent Su-
preme Court confirmation proceedings—
have not made much difference on the hottest 
of hot button issues. Perhaps that is not sur-
prising. “Judicial restraint” is at best a method 
of legal interpretation or a procedure or tech-
nique for judging. No one would risk his life 
for a method, procedure, or technique. Pleas 
for judicial deference do not stir men’s souls. 

More to the point, repeated ad-
monitions to restraint don’t impress 
advocates for progressive causes. 

Such rhetoric simply inspires fury when con-
servative justices, after deferring and deferring, 
finally decide that some favored progressive 
policy runs afoul of what conservatives view 
as a clear constitutional prohibition. Witness 
the outrage over the Supreme Court’s rulings 
against campaign finance regulations in the 
name of free speech. 

But there are good reasons for courts to 
recognize claims to economic liberty in the 
ways Neily urges. In the prevailing view since 
the New Deal, government must have vast 
power to regulate and control the general 
economy, so courts can only intervene to pro-
tect special islands of autonomy. As Justice 
Anthony Kennedy put it in the 1991 Casey v. 
Planned Parenthood decision, reaffirming the 
right to abortion, the “heart of liberty is the 
right to define one’s own concept of existence, 
of meaning, of the universe, and of the mys-
tery of human life…. [P]eople have organized 
intimate relationships and made choices that 
define their views of themselves and their 
places in society.” Challenges based on this 
philosophy direct courts toward spiritual, 
metaphysical, or psychotherapeutic specula-

tions about the meaning of autonomy. Eco-
nomic challenges push courts toward hard 
data. That’s much safer ground. Advocates of 
different views can at least use accepted tech-
niques for analyzing common facts. 

At a deeper level, the debate is not really 
about differing notions of liberty but about 
individual liberty as against social equality. 
Advocates for the right to choose an abortion, 
for example, focus on the undeniable fact 
that women face the burdens of pregnancy in 
much more immediate ways than men. Femi-
nists view ready access to abortion (and other 
means of birth control) not merely as liber-
ating but as equalizing. The same is true for 
arguments about sexual freedom and same-
sex marriage: the issue is much more about 
equality than liberty. So, too, with debates 
about government entanglement in religion: 
the concern is often less about the liberty of 
religious minorities or nonbelievers than their 
concern at being marginalized or deprived of 
equal standing. 

It’s not true that the american 
Founders only cared about limiting gov-
ernment for the sake of liberty. But it’s fair 

to say preserving limits for the sake of liberty 
was a large part of their concern. The stron-
gest argument for Neily’s approach is that it 
reminds citizens about constitutional basics. 
At the least, it restores issues to the debate 
that go beyond the equality fixations of the 
Left. 

Whatever happens, we won’t arrive at liber-
tarian paradise through “ judicial engagement.” 
Not even a Republican-dominated Congress 
would stand for a wholesale repeal of a cen-
tury’s worth of economic regulation. Judges 
will have to be judicious in invoking consti-
tutional limits. But it might be helpful for all 
sides to think more carefully about what is an 
adequate ground for laws that constrain the 
liberty of our fellow citizens. 

Government health care mandates, gov-
ernment programs to assure social equality, 
and government efforts to protect us from 
crime and terror threats will pose this ques-
tion more and more insistently in the coming 
years. Clark Neily’s book does a service if it 
prompts more thought on how we should an-
swer it. 

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor at George Mason 
University School of Law.
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Book Review by Donald L. Drakeman

Agreeing to Disagree
The Rise and Decline of American Religious Freedom, by Steven D. Smith.

Harvard University Press, 240 pages, $39.95

The standard version of the amer-
ican religious freedom creation story 
goes something like this: inspired by 

Enlightenment ideals, and shocked that Eu-
ropean patterns of religious intolerance were 
taking root in the New World, the freedom-
loving colonials cemented into our constitu-
tional foundations a wall of separation be-
tween church and state, thus forging what 
historian Joseph Ellis has called “the first 
wholly secular state.” It is perfectly in keep-
ing with the framers’ intent, then, that the 
modern Supreme Court would interpret the 
First Amendment’s religion clauses to require 
governments—federal, state, and local—to 
be scrupulously neutral, neither aiding nor 
endorsing religion in any form. 

Steven D. Smith, a professor at the Uni-
versity of San Diego School of Law and one 
of our most thoughtful scholars of law and 
religion, thinks this myth of secularism and 
neutrality is “profoundly misleading.” It has 
not only banished religion from the schools 
and the rest of the public square, it raises 
constitutional questions about the Pledge of 

Allegiance and “maybe even, if we stretch…, 
the names of cities like Los Angeles or Cor-
pus Christi.” Though it is “not wholly false,” it 
is at best a “collection of partial truths” that 
completely misses the “distinctive genius of 
the American approach” to matters of church 
and state. Smith sets out to recover the real 
history of the uniquely “American settlement” 
of religious freedom issues and, to do so, he 
takes us back not just to the framers, or even 
to the early colonists, but to the days of the 
Roman Empire.

Historians have often contrast-
ed early Christianity’s tendency to-
ward intolerance with the Romans’ 

willingness to accommodate a wide range of 
religious beliefs and practices, but Smith con-
tends that Christianity, in fact, introduced 
two concepts crucial to the American commit-
ment to religious freedom. The first was the 
notion of two separate jurisdictions, most fa-
mously expressed in Jesus’ injunction to render 
unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and 
to God, the things that are God’s. This dis-

tinction between the spiritual and temporal 
realms is the theological foundation for a prin-
cipled approach to religious tolerance, even if 
Christians in the ensuing centuries may not 
always have lived up to their principles.

The second ancient Christian concept that 
became central to the American church-state 
settlement was the importance of individual 
conscience. As Smith puts it, “the emphasis 
on sincere inner faith as the essential path to 
eternal salvation” pointed toward religious 
tolerance because of the “futility of coercion.” 
Government intrusion into the “domain of 
conscience is not simply an injustice,” then, 
but a venture into a “domain [that] is outside 
government’s jurisdiction.”

The American devotion to church-state 
separation and to freedom of conscience is, 
therefore, not born of a modern marriage of 
secularism and neutrality; in Smith’s view, it 
stands as “a retrieval and consolidation, under 
the circumstances of the New American Re-
public, of distinctively Christian themes that 
had been defended and sometimes practiced 
for centuries.” We can embrace Thomas Jef-
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ferson’s famous wall of separation between 
church and state—even if we believe that God 
and country should be closely linked—be-
cause the policy of separating the church from 
the control of secular authorities had deep 
Christian roots, and did not necessarily entail 
a sharp division between religion and politics.

From reflections on these “some-
times practiced” traditions, Smith 
turns to the founding era, and notes 

that the Constitution’s religion provisions 
hardly did a thing, which explains why we 
see no evidence of the framers arguing about 
them. To be sure, 18th-century Americans 
had strong and conflicting views about the 
proper relationship between church and state 
(taxes to support churches, for example, were 
embraced in New England and abolished in 
Virginia) but the framers sidestepped all of 
those differences in the Constitution. The one 
thing on which all could agree, argues Smith, 
was that church-state issues were none of the 
federal government’s business; all jurisdic-
tion over them would remain with the states. 
Hence the First Amendment’s language bar-
ring Congress from making laws “respecting an 
establishment of religion.” 

This rubber-stamping of a jurisdictional 
status quo meant that the federal government 
was prohibited not only from infringing the 
rights of conscience, but also from “interfer-
ing in religion or religious institutions.” Smith 
is quick to clarify that the framers did not 
consciously set out to embrace the ancient 
Christian concepts of religious freedom and 
the freedom of the church from the state, as 
such. Instead, the constitutional commitment 
to these twin principles came to pass in the 
19th century because “over time the mean-
ing of the words of the religion clauses subtly 
changed, and expanded.”

The gradual changes of meaning trans-
formed a primarily jurisdictional amendment 
into one that affirmatively mandated both 
the separation of church and state and the 
free exercise of religion. Irrespective of what 
the words meant to those who adopted them, 
they meant something else to most readers by 
the latter half of the 19th century, thanks to 

“evolving linguistic meanings, and flip-flopping 
legal interpretations.” In a series of cases in 
which the Supreme Court recognized the au-
tonomy of churches, for example, Smith hears 

echoes of the early Christian principle of two 
jurisdictions. Nevertheless, by the time the 
concepts of the freedom of the church and the 
liberty of conscience achieved constitutional 
embodiment, the event was, in Smith’s view, 
not especially momentous. Far more crucial 
was the country’s religious pluralism, which 
led to the distinctively American way of rec-
onciling religion and politics.

Here again, smith offers a revi-
sion to the prevailing story, which 
holds that colonial commitments 

to religious toleration blossomed into full re-
ligious equality and secular neutrality in the 
Constitution—despite a few lingering “bad 
habits,” such as national days of prayer; and 
that once the Supreme Court began taking 
the religion clauses more seriously in the 20th 
century, it merely enforced the original con-
stitutional ideals. Smith looks closely at that 
lengthy interregnum, and identifies a unique-
ly promising pluralism. From the founding to 
the present, he observes, there have been two 
versions of the American self-understanding: 
the “providentialists,” who “declare that God 
works in history, that it is important…to ac-
knowledge [that fact], and that the commu-
nity should actively instill such beliefs in citi-
zens as a basis of civic virtue”; and the “secu-
larists,” who believe that “government acts im-
properly if it enters into religion or…endorses 
religious beliefs.” The genius of what he calls 
the “American settlement” is that, for most of 
our history, the law avoided choosing between 
these two competing interpretations of what 

“constituted” the nation. 
Through the 19th century, providential-

ists such as Joseph Story and secularists such 
as James Madison could contend strongly for 
one view or the other without believing that 

“the Supreme Court should accept one of their 
positions as the correct interpretation of ‘the 
Constitution.’” This settlement was not neces-
sarily a conscious, principled commitment to 
unresolved debate, nor did it always turn out 
well for religious minorities; but, Smith con-
cludes, “it worked”; the genius of the American 
settlement was that it took a diverse popula-
tion “embracing a multitude of different faiths 
and, without suppressing their differences, 
[held] them together as a single community.” 

All this was lost when the Supreme Court 
decided in its 20th-century school prayer and 

subsequent decisions that Americans would 
no longer be “allowed to differ” on these cru-
cial questions. Instead, the Justices turned the 
secularist interpretation into “constitutional 
orthodoxy,” creating an “optical illusion” of 
neutrality, which has led to increasingly bit-
ter culture wars. In the past, competing views 
competed. But in our ostensibly neutral era, 

“secular liberal orthodoxies” have marginal-
ized the providentialist views that had previ-
ously been a key component of a more open 
and robust marketplace of ideas and ideals.

Perhaps even worse, religion, once 
hailed as our “first freedom,” could be 
stripped of its special constitutional 

protection in an era devoted increasingly 
to secular neutrality. Faced with a growing 
hostility to religion in elite circles and the 
rising population of the religiously unaffili-
ated “nones,” Smith has written to remind us 
of the uniquely successful American settle-
ment, and to refocus our attention on the idea 
that “the American embrace of church-state 
separation and freedom of conscience is best 
understood not as a radical innovation but 
rather as a retrieval and consolidation of these 
classic [Christian] commitments.” In doing so, 
Smith has made an important contribution 
to what might be called the traditionalist re-
vitalization literature. The Rise and Decline of 
American Religious Freedom thus stands with 
Ross Douthat’s Bad Religion (2012) and other 
works that sift through great expanses of his-
tory to recover aspects of our heritage worth 
recovering. For 21st-century providentialists 
inclined toward “conservative activism,” it 
may not be sufficient simply to stand “athwart 
history yelling Stop”; rather, it is becoming 
increasingly important to look for an image 
of a better future reflected in the best of our 
traditions.

One of those traditions is the ability to dis-
agree about important things, and Smith has 
issued a resounding call for American society 
to recover a spirit of civic debate and lively dis-
agreement in place of either religious or secu-
lar orthodoxy. 

Donald L. Drakeman is a visiting fellow at 
Notre Dame Law School’s Program in Church, 
State, and Society, and the author of Church, 
State, and Original Intent (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press). 
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The social teaching of the catho-
lic Church is a sizeable cloak of many 
colors. Its lineage is ancient and sacred, 

arising as it does from Biblical instruction and 
most emphatically from Jesus’ own words and 
example. These scriptural passages have been 
elucidated over many centuries by Fathers 
and Doctors of the Church and, since the late 
19th century, by encyclicals or other formal 
papal statements. 

Inasmuch as the Church has been func-
tioning (as Thomas Babington Macaulay fa-
mously put it) since cameleopards and tigers 
bounded in the Flavian amphitheater, the 
body of putatively authoritative social teach-
ing is, as one might imagine, not merely co-
pious but complex. One must say putatively 
because not everything passing under the la-
bel of Catholic Social Teaching (or Doctrine: 
the terms are commonly interchanged) is 
necessarily binding on the devout conscience. 
The problem is one of generality. A Christian 
is morally obliged to practice the virtue of 
charity, for example, but how precisely this 
should be done would seem to depend more 

on prudential deliberation about particu-
lar circumstance than doctrinal formulas as 
such. One must not assign dogmatic finality 
to matters that inescapably entail questions 
of judgment. The problem is compounded 
when one moves from private behavior to 
standards appropriate to public life. What 
does the moral law of charity say about the 
duties of citizens or the character of a rightly 
constituted political order? Does it require, 
for example, that the modern welfare state is 
morally obligatory, or that Catholics have to 
support it?

Many clerics seem to think so. 
In the United States, this view was 
vigorously advanced in the 1920s 

and 1930s through the work of Monsignor 
John Ryan, or “Monsignor New Deal” as he 
came to be known, an influential writer and 
advisor to Catholic bishops who argued, in-
ter alia, that minimum wage laws, govern-
ment-funded social security, and collective 
bargaining rules favorable to unions were 
more or less authorized, if not mandated, by 

Church teaching. This disposition—which 
is, to say no more, highly debatable—contin-
ues to animate many American churchmen, 
some of whom tend to correlate Church doc-
trine with the Democratic Party’s economic 
agenda. 

In 2012, for example, two committee 
chairmen of the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (USCCB) sent a highly pub-
licized letter to Representative Paul Ryan, 
the Republican vice-presidential candidate, 
criticizing his proposed budget plan for 
2013. The letter argued that Ryan, a devout 
Catholic, was out of step with his church’s 
teaching. Ryan fought back. Among other 
things, he cried foul to Cardinal Timothy 
Dolan, then president of the USCCB, who in 
turn wrote a public letter to Ryan that for all 
practical purposes countermanded the chas-
tisement previously uttered by his episcopal 
colleagues.

The modern antecedents of this contre-
temps will be found in the clerical debates 
that occurred in the aftermath of the Second 
Vatican Council (1962-65), when an influen-

Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

Thou Shalt Not Steal
Papal Economics: The Catholic Church on Democratic Capitalism, from Rerum Novarum to Caritas in Veritate, by Maciej Zięba, O.P.

ISI Books, 264 pages, $26.95

Tea Party Catholic: The Catholic Case for Limited Government, a Free Economy, and Human Flourishing, by Samuel Gregg. 
The Crossroad Publishing Company, 272 pages, $24.95



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2014
Page 57

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

tial group of liberal American bishops sought 
to mold a church more to their liking. One 
of their major initiatives took the form of the 
so-called “seamless garment” argument, a 
term coined in the 1980s by Cardinal Joseph 
Bernadin of Chicago. Catholic social policy, 
it was said, required a consistent commit-
ment to a full range of “life” issues, not only 
on subjects like abortion and euthanasia, but 
no less on capital punishment, military strat-
egy, and social programs. Whatever might be 
said about the argument’s theological merits, 
or about the intention of its advocates, its 
principal practical effect was to give liberal 
Catholic politicians a free ride on the abor-
tion question—which explains why promi-
nent figures like Joe Biden, John Kerry, Nan-
cy Pelosi, and almost anyone named Kennedy 
or Cuomo have felt free to defy their church 
on abortion while calling themselves faith-
ful Catholics. Their idea seems to be that it’s 
morally okay to support abortion, provided 
you also support Obamacare and increased 
appropriations for food stamps and unem-
ployment compensation. 

The dust-up with congressman 
Ryan suggests that the seamless-
garment faction is still alive and well 

among the bishops. Even so, the public policy 
enthusiasms that animated the episcopacy 
during the 1970s and ’80s seem to have di-
minished. The explanation, undoubtedly, 
lies in the long and extraordinary papacy 
of John Paul II, which, among other things, 
radically redefined the terms of debate on a 
host of theological and philosophical ques-
tions, including the Church’s social teaching. 
His intellectual legacy on this latter front is 
the chief focus of two recent books, Maciej 
Zięba’s Papal Economics: The Catholic Church 
on Democratic Capitalism from Rerum No-
varum to Caritas in Veritate and Samuel 
Gregg’s Tea Party Catholic: The Catholic Case 
for Limited Government, a Free Economy, and 
Human Flourishing. 

Both titles are somewhat playful. The au-
thor of Papal Economics, a trained physicist 
and Dominican priest who worked closely 
with John Paul, is fully aware that there is no 
such thing as “papal economics” in the strict 
sense, any more than there is papal psychology, 
political science, or sociology. Modern popes, 
however, have had rather a lot to say about 
the principles that ought to guide the study of 
such subjects; and in John Paul’s case, we were 
shown that a proper Christian anthropology 
can work side-by-side with free markets to en-
hance the dignity of the human person. Sam-
uel Gregg, who shares Fr. Zięba’s enthusiasm 
for John Paul’s understanding, chose a delib-

erately provocative title for his book; the con-
tent, however, is far removed from what you 
might expect from a Tea Party rally pamphlet. 
Gregg, who earned his doctorate in philoso-
phy at Oxford under the redoubtable John 
Finnis and now directs research at the Acton 
Institute, is a prolific author who knows how 
to engage a thoughtful audience with substan-
tive argument. 

In each case, the subtitle tells all. 
Fr. Zięba’s book is a straightforward 
scholarly account of how papal thought 

on political economy has developed since 
1891. In that year, Pope Leo XIII issued Re-
rum Novarum (Of Revolutionary Change), the 
first comprehensive Catholic appraisal of the 
Industrial Revolution’s economic and politi-
cal consequences. Leo severely criticized the 
harsh conditions to which workers and their 
families were frequently subjected, called for a 
living wage and greater workplace safety, and 
castigated the selfishness of greedy entrepre-
neurs. He was equally harsh when address-
ing the false god of Marxist materialism and 
socialism’s utopian nostrums. Along the way 
he had kind things to say about the impor-
tance of the right to private property, which 
he described as “sacred and inviolable.” Rerum 
Novarum was, all things considered, an intel-
lectual tour de force that would set the stage 
for almost all subsequent debate on economic 
matters within Catholic circles. 

Insofar as Leo was equally pointed in criti-
cizing the wretched excesses of both capital-
ism and socialism, some writers have argued 
that the pope was pointing toward a “third 
way,” in effect laying the spiritual and intel-
lectual foundation for the welfare state. That 
view was certainly fashionable for a time 
(consider the aforementioned Msgr. Ryan), 
and remains strong among many Catholic 
bishops and intellectuals who style them-
selves as progressive thinkers. Fr. Zięba ar-
gues that third-way thinkers are too absorbed 
with the mechanical details of particular so-
cial programs (about which thoughtful Cath-
olics can disagree). What they should focus 
on instead is what he sees as the grand theme 
of modern papal teaching on social questions, 
namely, how best to secure the conditions 
of human dignity and freedom against the 
dehumanizing tendency of modern political 
regimes. That project takes us well beyond 
a narrow concern with the minutiae of eco-
nomic redistribution schemes and points to-
ward a broader understanding of polity and 
economy. The more or less definitive articula-
tion of this broader perspective will be found 
in John Paul’s encyclical, Centesimus Annus 
(Hundreth Year; written on the anniversary of 

Rerum Novarum) which, Zięba argues, is the 
definitive statement of Catholic social teach-
ing in our time. 

Samuel Gregg would agree, though he 
focuses less on the development of papal 
teaching as such than on the ways in which 
the American regime, rightly understood, 
is compatible with Catholic social teaching. 
His second goal is to show that the welfare 
state endorsed by many Catholic thinkers 
in fact deprives citizens of the dignity and 
freedom essential to human flourishing. His 
book begins with an instructive discussion 
of the life and thought of Charles Carroll 
of Maryland, the sole Catholic to sign the 
Declaration of Independence, whose opin-
ions on politics and economics owe more to 
theologians Thomas Aquinas and Francisco 
de Vitoria than to John Locke. Gregg uses 
that Carrolline thread to argue, persuasively, 
that one need not believe men are motivated 
by narrow self-interest alone in order to sup-
port free markets and limited government. 
Markets have their vices, to be sure, but the 
modern social service state, Gregg shows, is 
as indifferent to actual individual and social 
growth as the most callous exponent of lais-
sez faire economics. Moreover, its programs 
often create perverse incentives. Government 
expansion of old-age retirement systems, for 
example, tends to correlate with lower mar-
riage and birth rates and more divorce. The 
wisest Catholic social teaching, he concludes, 
has always been wary of Caesar’s grasp and 
should remain so when dealing with the so-
cial-assistance state’s blandishments. 

In contrast to many commentators 
on Catholic social thought, Zięba and 
Gregg actually understand economics. 

This is a welcome relief from the theological 
sentimentalism that dominates so much cleri-
cal and professorial rhetoric on social policy. It 
is all well and good to talk about the right to a 

“living wage” or to “health care.” But most who 
talk that way haven’t a clue about what such 
concepts entail in practice, much less how to 
bring them about. They seem to assume that 
capitalist economies somehow magically pro-
duce a large supply of goods just waiting to be 
redistributed, in the name of Christian char-
ity, to the less fortunate. Zięba and Gregg 
note that, among 20th-century popes, John 
Paul was the first to exhibit a sophisticated 
understanding of, and support for, the virtues 
of entrepreneurialism. If you want something 
to redistribute, someone has to produce it; it 
doesn’t fall as an accidentally beneficial rain 
from heaven.

Zięba and Gregg also understand, as did 
John Paul, the dark side of the welfare state, 
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and how many social-service programs ad-
vanced to help the less fortunate often rob 
them of human dignity or produce results as 
bad as, if not worse than, those they seek to 
remediate. Once again, the authors’ under-
standing of economics and economic incen-
tives sheds much-needed light on matters 
that, when they are discussed in Catholic 
circles, seldom rise above the invocation of 
feel-good pieties.

Given the specifically American focus of 
his book, Gregg is particularly good when not-
ing that the machinery of the administrative-
welfare state, quite apart from its inefficiencies, 
poses a threat that ought to worry defenders 
of freedom. To cite but one example: if the 
government is going to guarantee health care, 
the government gets to define what health care 
is; and when the government decides that in-
surance coverage for contraceptives and abor-
tions are essential to “women’s health,” no one 
should be surprised. 

Tea party catholic is also a useful 
addition to a growing literature about 
the nature of the American regime 

and its compatibility with Catholic teaching. 
Some critics (for example, Patrick Deneen 
at Notre Dame) believe the United States is 

fatally flawed because its founding principles 
are irreducibly and irredeemably Lockean in 
their understanding of human nature and 
the ends of politics. That being the case, the 
argument goes, there is precious little room 
for contravening Catholic thought, and ef-
forts to soften the materialist suppositions 
of this profoundly Lockean enterprise will 
come to nought. 

Other prominent Catholic thinkers dis-
agree, philosophically and politically, with 
this pessimistic assessment, chief among 
them the late Richard John Neuhaus, 
George Weigel, and Michael Novak, to name 
only three. They are fully aware of the epis-
temological and moral flaws of John Locke, 
while arguing (a) that there is more than one 
way to read Locke and (b) that, in any event, 
America isn’t simply Lockean. Its found-
ing partook as well of other, richer streams 
of thought rooted in Christian premises. 
The founders, as the saying goes, built bet-
ter than they knew. Rightly understood, the 
American regime has virtues that enable it 
to rise above Lockean materialism’s baser 
tendencies. Samuel Gregg clearly belongs to 
this latter school, and his book may be con-
sidered an opening brief in what promises to 
be a long oral argument about the future of 

the American regime—an argument that, as 
Gregg says, needs the insights that Catholic 
social teaching can uniquely provide. 

Meanwhile, the narrower debate about the 
implications of Catholic social doctrine  for 
social policy proceeds apace.  When Pope 
Francis issued his first apostolic exhortation, 
Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) last 
year, liberals were heartened because some of 
Francis’s language seemed to echo their own 
disdain for free markets. He spoke, for ex-
ample, of the vices of trickle-down economics, 
adding that we could not trust “in the unseen 
forces and the invisible hand of the market.” 
How deeply invested the pope is in this sort 
of rhetoric and critique is hard to say. Mi-
chael Novak, the gifted thinker whose ideas 
greatly influenced John Paul, has suggested 
that Francis’s criticism is directed at the crony 
capitalism he experienced in Argentina and 
should not be read as an objection to free mar-
kets generally. Let us hope he is correct. But 
if one wanted to slip a couple of books into 
the pope’s social policy reading list, one could 
hardly improve on Papal Economics and Tea 
Party Catholic. 

Michael M. Uhlmann teaches political science at 
Claremont Graduate University.
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Book Review by Bradley C.S. Watson

Kingdom of Righteousness
Richard T. Ely’s Critique of Capitalism, by Luigi Bradizza.

Palgrave Macmillan, 256 pages, $100

Richard t. ely was one of progres-
sivism’s leading minds at the end of 
the 19th century. He was professor 

of political economy first at Johns Hopkins, 
the institution that most channeled Ger-
man—especially Hegelian—understandings 
onto American shores, and then at Wisconsin, 
which would become a bastion of progressive 
thinking throughout the 20th century. Ely 
was arguably the most influential economist 
of his age, laying the groundwork for both the 
Progressive Era proper and the New Deal. But 
it was Ely the armchair theologian who most 
decisively influenced the course of American 
history. As an expounder of the social gospel, 
Ely illustrated the symbiotic relationship be-
tween social science and the doctrines of lib-
eral Christianity, each of which would shape 
the thinking of American elites throughout 
the 20th century. He showed how faith could 
move social science, and how social science so 
moved could, with religious fervor, manipu-
late the levers of power. As the 20th century 
wore on, the faith that animated social science 
and confidently justified governmental power 

shifted from its roots in liberal Christianity 
to a thoroughly secular millenarianism. But 
the leap was not that great once American 
elites had fully internalized the worldliness of 
Ely’s version of Christianity—what he called 
Christianity’s “manward” side. Of Ely’s many 
arresting claims, perhaps none stands out 
more than this: “Christianity is primarily con-
cerned with this world, and it is the mission of 
Christianity to bring to pass here a kingdom 
of righteousness…and redeem all our social 
relations.” 

Ely argued that Christianity provides im-
measurable advantage to those committed to 
social change. He recognized that modern 
social science alone cannot provide answers 
to normative questions and that it leaves “too 
much in the air” to give progressive thinkers a 
firm motive for their reformist ambitions. Re-
marking on the Gospel of Matthew, wherein 
Christ reduces the law to loving the Lord and 
loving thy neighbor as thyself, Ely claimed it 
was Christ who introduced sociology to the 
world. And the history of ethics, according 
to Ely, confirms the view that Christianity is 

unique: classical philosophers did not know 
of benevolence. There is, Ely insisted, only one 
law taught by Christianity on its “manward” 
side: the law of love, which finds its expres-
sion through social service and its test in so-
cial welfare. It is therefore incumbent on the 
Church to embrace research in social science. 
Ely went so far as to suggest that half the time 
spent in theological seminaries should be de-
voted to social science education.

In a statement that is characteris-
tic of the Progressive mind, Ely expressed 
profound confidence in the power and 

utility of expertise. Just societies must find 
some political mechanism to make the Chris-
tian doctrine of stewardship real. In prac-
tice, this involves “public agencies” exercising 
regulatory power. In fact, passing “good laws” 
in the cities is as much a religious service as 
preaching the Gospel. With the growth of 
such an understanding, the only things the 
morally earnest man need concentrate on are 
those within the purview and control of the 
state. In language that sounds remarkably 
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contemporary (save for its grounding of duty 
in Christianity), Ely stressed the importance 
of generous tax payments: for he who neglects 
to pay his “fair share” does so on the backs of 
the “weaker elements in society, such as the 
widow or orphan.” A “great body of attractive 
laws” must be formulated by thinking Chris-
tians to keep the ways and means of social 
change in the hands of the government. Even 
philanthropy must be grounded in profound 
sociological studies. So the Church should 
call to her service “the greatest intellects of 
the age.” The purpose of the American Eco-
nomic Association, of which Ely was a found-
er, was nothing less than “to study seriously 
the second of the two great commandments 
on which hang all the law and the prophets, 
in all its ramifications, and thus to bring sci-
ence to the aid of Christianity.” Ely expressed 
something approaching bewilderment that 
not one in ten Christians would contribute to 
the association. 

Luigi bradizza’s fine new book en-
gages these themes and more. Concen-
trating on Ely’s critique of capitalism, 

Bradizza, an assistant professor of political 
science at Salve Regina University, deals with 
three areas of Ely’s thought: his “progressive 
individualism,” his “general welfare” theory 
of property, and his view of historical change. 
All three were profoundly affected by the 
German historicism that Ely imbibed as a 
doctoral student at the University of Heidel-
berg in the 1870s. The full development of in-
dividuals—itself a function of shifting time 
and circumstance—must be supported by 
evolving theories of property relations aimed 
at collective ends, to be specified by govern-
ment experts insulated from popular control. 
This is directly contrary to the understand-
ing of the American Founders, who held that 
individuals have a natural right to property 
rooted in their unchanging natures, the pro-
tection of which is a primary object of con-
sensual government. 

Ely rejected the founders’ idea that self-
interest can serve the common good, and that 
it is not therefore inherently malevolent. Ely, 
unlike James Madison, believed that love must 
conquer all. He was confident that man shall 
know the truth, and the truth shall set him 
free to concentrate on social goals. He made 
the case that our individuality must be direct-
ed toward others—rather routinely one might 
say—in a manner that is contrary to both the 
letter and spirit of the founders’ Constitution. 
This is so because of Ely’s implicit denial of 

Madison’s observation that the causes of fac-
tion are sown irreducibly in the nature of man, 
and that the simultaneous unleashing and 
checking of unequal interests, opinions, and 
passions can conduce to the public good far 
better than the high-minded moralism of the 
state. But for Ely, freedom comes in pursu-
ing the common rather than individual good, 
and in the overcoming of what Madison calls 
self-love, which routinely limits and degrades 
man’s higher faculties. 

Such an understanding has very unfortu-
nate consequences, which Bradizza makes 
clear: “Ely does not fully acknowledge the 
daunting character of the Christ-like love 
and self-sacrifice he asks of men. Ironically, 
Ely diminishes the prospect of actual human 
excellence among the talented few, while he 
simultaneously asks for a level of blessedness 
men might never reach.” It is highly unlikely 
that men will be content with property al-
locations assigned by the state—even if such 
allocations are the product of the best and 
brightest philosopher kings our law schools 
can produce. And so Ely seems to ignore the 
possibility of factional conflict over govern-
mental distribution of spoils, not to mention 
the dangers posed by the imperial overreach 
of ambitious politicians and the consequent 
discrediting of government itself. In the end, 
happiness is not to be found in Ely’s social de-
mocracy any more than it is in Plato’s repub-
lic. And Bradizza further suggests that Ely’s 
conception of historical unfolding—guided 
by a social science powerful enough to bring 
about heaven on earth—diminishes both hu-
man fallenness and free will, and with them 
Christianity itself. 

Bradizza self-consciously avoids 
the problems associated with earlier 
scholarship on Ely and on the Progres-

sive movement generally: its fundamentally 
uncritical nature, and its studied indifference 
to the soundness of Progressive economic 
and political ideas, especially Progressivism’s 
insistence on rendering the Constitution an 
empty vessel into which any fashionable cock-
tail might be poured. Bradizza is among that 
group of scholars influenced by the “Clare-
mont school” of political science, which con-
tinues to expound the nature, depth, and en-
during significance of the Progressives’ assault 
on the founders’ Constitution. This school 
has rejected the common view—peddled by 
many of the leading historians of the 20th 
century—that Progressivism was merely a 
well-intentioned and inchoate social move-

ment aimed at rounding the sharp edges off 
a rapidly industrializing society. Instead, it 
recognizes Progressivism as a sustained intel-
lectual campaign that arose in the late 19th 
century—one that rejected, root and branch, 
the founders’ natural rights philosophy. Inte-
grally linked to that rejection was the rejec-
tion of the Constitution, which attempted to 
place limits on the size and scope of govern-
ment. In its stead were to be placed a coterie 
of progressive experts—administrative and, 
ultimately, judicial—who believed that no 
political problem or danger was permanent, 
and that they were smart enough to superin-
tend endless evolutionary progress and prag-
matic tinkering. The state could become the 
primary vehicle of inexorable forward motion 
once government was allowed to expand into 
realms previously unimagined in America. 
Bradizza understands these central insights 
well, as he understands that progressivism 
extends far beyond the “the Progressive Era,” 
and must be understood on the terms of its 
intellectual progenitors like Ely. 

The book strikes only two false 
notes. The first is when it underesti-
mates the influence of Charles Dar-

win on Ely’s thought, claiming that Ely was 
neither a determinist nor a social Darwinist. 
Darwin loomed large over almost all Progres-
sive thinkers of the late 19th century, both re-
ligious and secular, and Ely was no exception. 
He and other “left” social Darwinists like 
Lester Frank Ward claimed that the human 
mind could direct an evolutionary process 
that was at once natural, inevitable, and con-
trollable. The second is when it suggests that 
the social gospel is dead, continuing only as a 
faint echo across the naves of liberal Christi-
anity. Yet Bradizza himself clearly shows the 
many crooked paths that Ely’s thought made 
straight for later political liberals—especially 
those who claimed the mantle of Christianity. 
And as the earnestness of the original social 
gospellers is beyond doubt, so is the perfervid 
self-righteousness of their secular successors. 
The state is not quite God, but woe unto that 
man through whom offense to the state co-
meth. As Ely was routinely bold to pray, “Thy 
Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as 
it is in Heaven.”

Bradley C.S. Watson is the Philip M. McKenna 
Chair in American and Western Political Thought 
at Saint Vincent College, and author of the forth-
coming book, Progressivism: The Strange His-
tory of An Idea.
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Book Review by Richard Vedder

The Income Inequality Racket
Restoring Opportunity: The Crisis of Inequality and the Challenge for American Education, by Greg J. Duncan and Richard J. Murnane.

Harvard Education Press, 200 pages, $65 (cloth), $29.95 (paper)

President obama and the democrat-
ic Party, aided by their allies in the me-
dia, have made “income inequality” the 

hot new topic. Veteran social scientists Greg 
Duncan of the University of California, Irvine, 
and Richard Murnane of the Harvard School 
of Education have jumped on this bandwagon, 
arguing in their new book, Restoring Opportu-
nity, that a “crisis” of rising income inequality 
has contributed to greater educational inequal-
ity among our youth, which in turn has in-
creased and perpetuated already pronounced 
economic disparities.

To support their conclusion, Duncan 
and Murnane borrow heavily from Clau-
dia Goldin and Lawrence Katz’s The Race 
Between Education and Technology (2008; 
I reviewed it in the Spring 2009 CRB). In-
come inequality rose after 1975, they argue, 
because of technological advances favoring 
high-skilled workers and exacerbated by glo-
balization, immigration, and a few second-
ary factors, including falling unionization 
and declining real minimum wages. Because 
the earnings differential between college and 
high school graduates grew steadily in the 
late 20th century, a trend “continuing into 
the twenty-first century” especially for low-
er-income individuals, income inequality is 
rising and intergenerational income mobility 
is declining, making the American Dream 
increasingly difficult to attain.

Certainly income inequality, convention-
ally measured, is higher today than it was, 

say, 40 years ago. But some of the evidence 
Duncan and Murnane muster is dubious. For 
example, are income differentials between 
college graduates and high school diploma-
holders still continuing to grow? Using official 
U.S. Census Bureau data, I calculated that 
the mean annual earnings differential be-
tween men with bachelor’s degrees and those 
with only a high school diploma fell by a huge 
$3,761 from 2006 to 2012—nearly a 10% 
decline. For women, the decline was smaller 
($950) but still 4% of the 2006 differential. 
Moreover, the findings hold (albeit with dif-
ferent magnitudes) if one uses the median 
rather than the mean, or if one confines the 
analysis to those working rather than to the 
total adult population.

Moreover, these numbers probably under-
state the deteriorating earnings advantage for 
newly minted degree holders, since they are 
based on the entire population 25 and older. 
Typically, in a poor labor market new job seek-
ers are more vulnerable than those with se-
niority and experience. Data from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics show a growing propor-
tion of college graduates are performing low-
skilled, relatively low-paying jobs—the 2010 
Census, for example, reported that 115,520 
janitors had a bachelor’s degree or more; and 
there are now more retail sales persons with 
college degrees than there are soldiers in the 
U.S. Army.

What’s more, college costs have dramati-
cally risen while the financial benefits of 

college continue to fall; the average rate of 
return on a college education has declined 
significantly. My read of the recent evidence 
is that we may be overinvested in higher edu-
cation in the U.S.: too many kids go to col-
lege. Duncan and Murnane would have you 
believe the opposite. 

Other evidence on which duncan 
and Murnane rely is at least contest-
able. In the most comprehensive 

recent analysis of intergenerational income 
mobility, done for the National Bureau of 
Economic Research by a team of Harvard and 
Berkeley scholars, and released in January of 
this year, the authors conclude: “we find that 
children entering the labor market today have 
the same chances of moving up in the income 
distribution (relative to their parents) as chil-
dren born in the 1970s.” Where is the “crisis” 
that Duncan and Murnane say exists—and 
that President Obama doesn’t want to let go 
to waste? Assertions that falling real mini-
mum wages have negatively affected income 
distribution are not based on any citation of 
scholarly research, and even the supposed de-
cline in the minimum wage is questionable: as 
I write, the inflation-adjusted minimum wage 
is within 1% of what it was in 1985—nearly 
30 years earlier. 

But let us assume momentarily that Dun-
can and Murnane are right. Let us grant that 
education is the key to income mobility, that 
low-income persons are particularly disad-
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vantaged because they acquire less education 
quantitatively and qualitatively, and even that 
new targeted education programs for the poor, 
along with increasing their income, can elimi-
nate this educational disadvantage and help 
reverse the alleged decline in American inter-
generational income mobility. Do they make 
their case? I don’t think so.

The authors spend half their book talking 
up a small number of publicly funded pro-
grams that improved low-income students’ 
academic performance. A tenth of Restoring 
Opportunity is devoted to pre-K programs in 
the Boston Public Schools, and another doz-
en pages to a single charter school run by the 
University of Chicago. The New Hope pro-
gram in Milwaukee, one of their favorite pro-
grams to enhance family educational support, 
has been defunct for 15 years; and the study 
of its long-term effects was based on just 22 
participating families, too small a sample size 
on which to base conclusions. 

Duncan and murnane lavish lots 
of attention on a few cherry-picked 
success stories in order to prove that 

innovative, well-supported programs can im-
prove the performance of students from poor 
families. In some cases, that is no doubt true. 
But they ignore an even greater number of 
failures. They don’t mention that public fi-
nancial support of education has soared in 
real terms over the past four decades—that 
many dysfunctional large urban public school 
districts spend vastly more per pupil than ever 
before, or than smaller school districts do—
to virtually no avail. And they ignore a vast lit-
erature assessed by Stanford’s Eric Hanushek 
and others showing next to no relationship 
between education spending and learning 
outcomes. 

Restoring Opportunity assumes that our 
government’s near monopoly on elementary 
education is a given, and that tweaks to ex-
isting curricula can unleash the potential of 
low achievers. They take little notice of sev-
eral exciting developments occurring outside 
the orbit of traditional public education, such 
as KIPP schools (the Knowledge is Power 
Program’s public charter schools) and Teach 
for America (which encourages young teach-
ers to commit to two years working in pub-
lic schools in poor urban or rural neighbor-
hoods). Vouchers are briefly discussed and 

dismissed with the comment that “critics 
caution against drawing general conclusions 
about the consequences of large-scale vouch-
er programs from evaluations of small pro-
grams for which only low-income students 
were eligible.” Which is ironic because that is 
precisely what Duncan and Murnane do with 
their pet programs.

The authors don’t explore how major re-
forms might make education more competi-
tive and efficient, freeing up resources to help 
the truly disadvantaged. Teacher unions 
are belatedly and too briefly criticized, even 
though radically changing union-imposed 
rules on pay, teacher mobility, and tenure 
are essential to improving education—and 
certainly worth at least as much discussion 
as the successes at Boston’s Mather Elemen-
tary School. Although Duncan and Murnane 
acknowledge that single-parent families are 
significantly less successful at raising high-
achieving students, the authors do not even 
raise the possibility that dysfunctional gov-
ernmental policies may contribute to the rap-
id increase of such families.

The reality is most non-poor adults 
aged 18 to 64 work (over 80% in 2012), 
while most poor adults do not (59%), 

with fewer than 11% of them working full-
time. The precipitous decline since 2000 in 
the proportion of adult Americans working 
is largely a consequence of the rise in gov-
ernment entitlements including food stamps, 
expanded unemployment benefits, Medicaid, 
and soaring Social Security disability claims. 
Government may be more the cause than the 
solution of poverty and of the growing divi-
sion in society between the relatively affluent 
and the poor. The poverty rate in 2012 was 
significantly higher than in 1973, despite 
massive increases in real government spend-
ing on programs for the disadvantaged.

Duncan and Murnane are right that kids 
from poor families are at an educational disad-
vantage. They often don’t have college-educated 
parents who push them to excel academically, 
nor do they benefit from as many extracurricu-
lar activities. The authors also call for greater 
accountability for teachers and schools, and 
acknowledge that college is not for everyone. 
But their call for even more programs targeted 
for low-income kids is a tired old message that 
has failed in the past and will fail again in our 

highly unionized, quasi-monopolistic public 
school environment.

I think a good case can be made for an al-
together different interpretation of the data: 
Rent-seeking adults have adroitly used poor 
children as the justification for government 
policies that increase the adults’ own income 
and power. They have used the political pro-
cess and misleading, slanted evidence to drive 
up public education spending. Test scores in 
primary and secondary public education have 
remained largely stagnant while spending per 
pupil has soared. In higher education, the 
mantra of “college for all” along with massive 
federal loan and grant programs has contrib-
uted to radically higher costs (which mean big-
ger perks for faculty and administrators), soar-
ing student loan debt, and an ever expanding 
number of underemployed college graduates. 

How has this happened? Teacher unions, 
weak 50 years ago, now vigorously fight useful 
reforms. College administrators and profes-
sors like Greg Duncan and Richard Murnane 
and Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz have 
largely convinced policymakers that more 
spending on higher education is vital to eco-
nomic growth—an idea endorsed especially 
by Barack Obama. The proportion of adults 
with college degrees has nearly tripled. Yet 
over the past 40 years, the rate of annual eco-
nomic growth has fallen from over 3% to bare-
ly 2%. The poverty rate has risen, not fallen, 
despite large inflation-adjusted increases in 
education spending and in overall living stan-
dards. Single-parent families have become the 
rule, not the exception, among the poor, par-
ticularly in the African-American community. 
Despite constructive welfare reforms in the 
1990s, the poor increasingly are non-working 
wards of the state. 

French economist Frederic Bastiat got it 
right in 1848, when he wrote that the state 

“produces more poverty than it cures.” If in-
come inequality is indeed a crisis, which I 
doubt, the solution is not increased govern-
ment spending on the poor, but rather to em-
power them by supporting individual respon-
sibility centered on work, discipline, honesty, 
and a respect for the rule of law. 

Richard Vedder teaches economics at Ohio Uni-
versity, directs the Center for College Affordabil-
ity and Productivity, and is an adjunct scholar at 
the American Enterprise Institute.
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As much as machiavelli, who in 
the Discourses on Livy observed that 
a “corrupt people,” if it should obtain 

freedom, “can hardly preserve it,” Myron 
Magnet believes that private virtue is essen-
tial to the flourishing of a free society. In his 
1993 book, The Dream and the Nightmare: The 
Sixties’ Legacy to the Underclass, he argued that 
the abandonment of old-fashioned virtues 
such as hard work and self-restraint has led to 
the stunted lives, broken families, and urban 
blight that disfigure much of contemporary 
America. Two decades later he has come out 
with another book, The Founders at Home, in 
which he turns his attention to the early Re-
public, where he finds the same intimate rela-
tion between private virtue and public felicity, 
only here the outcome is positive: the found-
ers’ standards of private conduct and personal 
morality were, he argues, essential to their 
success in establishing a free and stable con-
stitutional order. 

That success has seemed to many little short 
of miraculous. England’s 17th-century experi-
ment in republicanism, after all, culminated 
in the military despotism of Oliver Cromwell. 
France’s 18th-century revolutionary experi-
ment issued in the military tyranny of Napo-
leon Bonaparte. Yet America’s republican ex-
periment succeeded. To Lord Byron, it was ob-
vious that the happiness of the result was due 
to the personal character of its leader. Human-
ity, he said in his poem on “the Cincinnatus of 
the West,” ought to blush that “there was but 
one” man who refused supremacy when he 
might have had it—George Washington.

Magnet, who retired in 2007 after a dozen 
fruitful years as editor of the Manhattan In-
stitute’s City Journal, contends that you will 
never understand how Washington came to 
resist what poet William Blake called the 

“strongest poison ever known”—that of Cae-
sar’s laurel crown—unless you look at the way 
his statesmanship evolved from codes of con-

duct and self-scrutiny he began developing as 
a young man. Washington is central to The 
Founders at Home not only because, Magnet 
writes, he is “unquestionably the Founding’s 
key figure,” but also because his life so clearly 
demonstrates the consonance between private 
morality and virtuous statesmanship Magnet 
seeks to bring to light.

 For we who believe that great 
men, not impersonal forces, make 
history,” Magnet says, “George 

Washington is Exhibit A.” Washington’s pub-
lic greatness is for Magnet a by-product of the 
integrity he demonstrated in life’s humbler 
walks. Nothing is more familiar, in the litera-
ture of ambition, than the aspiring hero who 
rejects pedestrian morality as incompatible 
with his world-historical designs. In Fyodor 
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, for exam-
ple, Raskolnikov argues that the truly extraor-
dinary man has “an inner right to decide in his 

Book Review by Michael Knox Beran

The Private Faces of Public Virtue
The Founders at Home: The Building of America, 1735–1817, by Myron Magnet.

W.W. Norton & Company, 480 pages, $35
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own conscience to overstep…certain [moral] 
obstacles” in his quest for greatness. You can’t, 
in other words, make an omelette without 
breaking eggs. Washington, to the contrary, 
insisted in carrying into public life his own un-
compromising standards of private rectitude; 
and it was precisely this scrupulousness, Mag-
net believes, that made his decision to relin-
quish power the only one he could have made. 
George III said that if the American com-
mander-in-chief really did retire to his farm as 
he had pledged, he would be “the greatest man 
in the world.” Washington did, and was.

Magnet shows that Washington’s life from 
boyhood through the period of the Revolu-
tion was in many ways but a preparation for 
the astonishing act of magnanimity at An-
napolis in which he laid down his commis-
sion. As a younger son with scant prospects, 
he had been much neglected. He was 11 when 

his father died; his mother was cold and re-
mote. But he refused to yield to self-pity, and 
devising a regimen of self-improvement that 
was at once moral and practical, he mastered 
the maxims of “genteel” etiquette even as he 
taught himself the practical art of land sur-
veying. He acquired, through study of Joseph 
Addison’s prose, a serviceable writing style, 
and developed (in his words) “a Constitution 
hardy enough to encounter and undergo the 
most severe tryals.”

We are apt today to despise as 
small-minded the emphasis Wash-
ington placed on mere etiquette, on 

good manners and the qualities that make 
them possible: self-restraint, habitual courte-
sy, a certain dignity and decorum in dress and 
deportment. Washington was wiser: he knew 
that human nature is too frail to do without 

such props. The man who is accustomed to 
examining his conduct in small matters will 
very often (if he is not petty or cynical) come 
to scrutinize it in more momentous ones; 
Washington’s fastidiousness in little things, 
Magnet shows, bred habits of introspection 
that influenced his conduct in great ones. 

For great things, of course, came. A “run of 
unlikely strokes of fortune befell him,” Mag-
net writes, “smacking more of the picaresque 
world of Tom Jones or Candide than of real 
life.” The overlooked cadet became a gentle-
man of the first consequence in Virginia after 
he emerged unscathed from a hail of bullets 
during British General Edward Braddock’s 
doomed march on Fort Duquesne in the 
French and Indian War. On returning home, 
he married a widow whose fortune enlarged 
his own and set up as a gentleman farmer on 
the Potomac. Yet when revolution came, and 
he was elected commander-in-chief of the 
American forces, the old habits of self-exami-
nation persisted. “To his familiar love of fame,” 
Magnet writes, “he now adds a new concern”:

Will people recognize that his inner mo-
tives are pure, that he values the public 
good more than his own repute—and 
certainly more than his own fortune, for 
he had refused a salary for his service? 
There are times when you see a culture’s 
moral life revising itself, Lionel Trilling 
once said: here the arbiter of honor is mi-
grating from the outer world to the inner 
conscience.

At the same time, Magnet shows, Wash-
ington worked towards a more republican and 
egalitarian understanding of honor. Good 
breeding was traditionally a set of behaviors 
the well-to-do cultivated to distinguish them-
selves from the hoi polloi. But in the course of 
the Revolution Washington grew dissatisfied 
with the orthodox conception of honor. Rath-
er as the 5th-century Athenians transformed 
the old chivalric ideal of kalokagathia—beauty 
and virtue—into a watchword of the demo-
cratic polis, Washington made the aristocratic 
ideal of honor into a democratic one. “In his 
new ethic,” Magnet writes, “a man with the 
merit of a gentleman was a gentleman,” what-
ever his social status. 

In his chapters on john jay, alexander 
Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and James 
Madison, as well as on the Virginia Lees 

and William Livingston, the New Jersey pa-
triot, Magnet finds the same correspondence 
between private decency and public honor, 
and suggests that it did much to restrain the 
revolutionary Americans from settling their 
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Mount Vernon, Magnet shows, was the cre-
ation of a man who refused to be seduced by 
the perfectionist demon. The house was the 

“self-created embodiment” of his “own ideal 
life,” yet it at the same time bore witness to 
how much the idealist was willing to concede 
to a less than ideal reality. The façade in which 
he took so much pride, Magnet observes, fails 
to achieve a “dignified classical symmetry,” 
and “for all its efforts at balance,” the house 

“is lopsided.” But so far from being blemishes, 
these defects, Magnet argues, 

lie at the heart of Mount Vernon’s 
meaning. The house embodies the tem-
perament of a conservative revolution-
ary. Just as Edmund Burke described 
how improvement in government ought 
to proceed—gradually, organically, and 
with deep respect for time-tested insti-
tutions—so Mount Vernon evolved in 
stages over decades, as Washington em-
bellished, modernized, and extended its 
asymmetrical core, rather than razing it 
in order to rebuild from scratch, accord-
ing to some abstract, rational blueprint, 
as the French revolutionaries did.

Magnet’s founders built their houses the 
same way they framed their political institu-
tions; they made the most of the imperfect 
materials that lay to hand. 

The “more a man drinketh of the 
world,” Francis Bacon wrote, “the more 
it intoxicateth.” Of all the worldly plea-

sures, power may be the most intoxicating, not 
least because it can command so many other 
felicities. Yet Magnet’s founders, deep as they 
drank of power, stayed sober. It helped, cer-
tainly, that, so far from looking on politics as 
a road to perfection, the founders regarded 
it as a necessary evil. Magnet illuminates the 
predicament of John Jay, who found the moral 
compromises of politics peculiarly painful, 
with an apposite quotation from Max Weber’s 
essay “Politics as a Vocation”: “he who lets him-
self in for politics, that is, for power and force 
as means, contracts with diabolical powers.” 

Magnet’s book is full of such aperçus; it 
is the work of a scholar who, trained in the 
old Western tradition of humane letters, has 
brought not only a lifetime of learning but 
also a rich fund of general experience to bear 
on the meaning and significance of the found-
ing of the American Republic.

Michael Knox Beran, a lawyer and writer, is au-
thor of Forge of Empires: Three Revolutionary 
Statesmen and the World They Made, 1861–
1871 (Free Press).
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scores in blood, as they have been settled in so 
many of the great modern revolutions. 

At the same time, Magnet candidly ac-
knowledges his subjects’ fallings-off from 
virtue—the wenching and gambling, back-
biting and slavekeeping. But he is convincing 
when he argues that the more you study these 
18th-century men, the more you come to see 
that they talked up manners, propriety, and 
the secularized Protestant virtues not from 
hypocrisy, but precisely because they knew 
their own unvarnished natures to be deeply 
flawed. It is true that they failed to live up to 
their highest ideals, as all men do. But there is 
a great difference between honoring an ideal 
you know you will fall short of and dismiss-
ing it altogether. Unlike the French and Rus-
sian revolutionaries, the founders were always 
conscious of man’s innate capacity for evil, and 
knew that they themselves were by no means 
exempt from the general taint. Nor did they 
suppose, as so many modern revolutionists 
have done, that at the coming of the revolution 
all men (in Dostoevsky’s words) “will become 
righteous in one instant.” They were as a rule 
skeptical of theories that held men to be natu-
rally good, and corrupt only from the defects 
of the laws under which they presently lived. 

Nowhere is the influence of the 
founders’ domestic virtues on their 
conduct more evident than in their 

wariness of politics and political power. Ben-
jamin Disraeli said that there are those who 
experience such power as the most exalted of 
sacraments, “an inward and spiritual grace.” 
The historian Hugh Trevor-Roper once asked 
the architect Albert Speer why he had lent his 
talents to Hitler’s cause. “You have to under-
stand,” Speer replied, “the irresistible fasci-
nation of power.” The fascination is that of a 
narcotic, the pleasure of which derives in part 
from the perfection it promises to disclose; 
thus Thomas De Quincey speaks of the pow-
er of opium (in the first, benign stages of ad-
diction) to produce the “most exquisite order, 
legislation, and harmony” in the mind. The 
desire for power is closely connected with this 
dream of perfection: that is why so many po-
tentates have fancied themselves god-like. Al-
exander the Great said it was only in the need 
for sex and sleep that he recognized himself as 
mortal. Such men dream of transcending the 
imperfections of their mortal condition—and 
not infrequently conclude they have.

Of all Washington’s virtues, his greatest 
may have been his acceptance of imperfection 
as the natural condition of human life. He 
knew instinctively the line that divides the 
sensible, attainable forms of self-improvement 
from the delusions of megalomaniac grandeur. 
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Essay by Richard Samuelson

John Adams vs. Edmund Burke

Conservatism is usually regarded 
as a disposition to conserve a heritage 
from the past. As William F. Buckley, 

Jr., said only somewhat playfully in the first 
issue of his conservative magazine, he meant 
for National Review to “stand athwart his-
tory, yelling Stop!”—or, at least, Slow Down. 
NR’s Jonah Goldberg jokes that the most 
conservative line in the movie Animal House 
is, “But sir, Delta Tau Chi has a long tradi-
tion of existence both to its members and the 
community at large.” Progressives, who hold 
that “progress” is virtually locked into the his-
torical process, come close to assuming that 
change is good unless it can be clearly dem-
onstrated otherwise. Conservatives recognize 
that some changes are inevitable but that not 
every change is good, and some are wicked. 
Believing that the world can be transformed, 
Progressives feel free to regard the past as a 
record of things that we can do without.  Con-
servatives are more skeptical that transforma-
tive change is, in fact, possible, and if possible, 
desirable. 

Intellectuals often assume that conserva-
tism is fundamentally the same in America 
and Europe, and they take Edmund Burke as 
the model on both sides of the Atlantic. Yet 

the use of the terms “Left” and “Right” to de-
scribe the main political alternatives didn’t be-
gin until the French Revolution. If American 
conservatism is grounded in the principles of 
the American Revolution—the principles of 
1776—then the French debates of 1789 might 
not be the place to look to discover its mean-
ing. The American Left forgets this when it 
suggests that America’s conservatives secretly 
yearn for throne and altar, an allegation both 
rhetorically convenient and historically un-
informed. So little do our conservatives long 
for a return to the aristocracy and established 
church of Old Europe that, as Leo Strauss 
once quipped, one of this country’s most con-
servative groups is called the Daughters of the 
American Revolution! The result is an asym-
metrical debate. America’s “Left” thinks it’s 
basically in the same fight as Lafayette, Dan-
ton, and Robespierre. The American “Right” 
begs to differ.

To a remarkable degree, America’s conser-
vatism, unlike Europe’s, defines itself against 
history, or perhaps “History,” understood in 
the progressivist sense. It is not so much about 
seeing a particular culture survive through 
time as it is an effort to preserve a form of 
government and a way of life based on certain 

self-evident truths—valid always and every-
where—about God, man, and nature. Insofar 
as American politics and culture rest upon 
those truths, of course, American conserva-
tives are rightly concerned about the mainte-
nance of American culture. Quite often, the 
fight is against leftists who think capital-H 
History has rendered those truths obsolete. 
And if their view of History is correct, then 
the political sides are, by definition, the same 
in America and in Europe. Meanwhile, the 
old-fashioned Continental Right is uncom-
fortable with the very idea of human nature. 
As Joseph de Maistre, a leading French reac-
tionary, wrote in 1797, “Now, there is no such 
thing in the world as Man,” and hence there 
could not be such a thing as the rights of man. 

“In the course of my life,” he continued, “I have 
seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, etc.; I 
even know, thanks to Montesquieu, that one 
can be a Persian. But, as for Man, I declare 
that I have never met him in my life.” 

By contrast, Americans (progressive ideo-
logues excepted) believe it’s important to 
study the founding not just because it’s part of 
our history, but because its self-evident truths 
really are true. There are some truths, in short, 
accessible to man as man, applicable, at least 
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potentially, to all men everywhere. Whether 
they are Italians or Russians, for example, hu-
man beings remain neither brutes nor gods. 
American conservatism defends certain “val-
ues” like these less because they are part of our 
tradition, though they are, than because they 
are true and good. Similarly, America’s con-
servatives defend the truths of 1787—embod-
ied in our Constitution, holding that a system 
of limited, delegated, and separated powers is 
the best—perhaps the only—way to secure 
a government dedicated to the rights of man, 
properly understood. To many on the Left 
(and on the European Right), the idea that 
men can know truth—as distinguished from 
ironic “truth”—is self-evidently false, as is 
the idea that certain things are right for man 
because they accord with his nature, others 
wrong because discordant. Progressives posit 
that what’s best for man is an artifact of His-
tory, always changing, improving with the age. 
This perspective explains progressives’ oth-
erwise bizarre charges of “nihilism” against 
America’s conservatives: to deny the truth of 
History is, from this perspective, to believe in 
nothing.

Scholars have puzzled over this element 
of American political thought. The distin-
guished historian John Pocock takes the truth 
of History as a given, finding that American 
development “has been early modern rather 
than historicist; it has been envisaged in the 
form of a movement out of history.” The re-
nowned political scientist Louis Hartz be-
lieved “the traditionalism of the Americans, 
like a pure freak of logic, often bore amazing 
marks of anti-historical rationalism.” The his-
toricist premises of Pocock, Hartz, and others 
are hardly an objective starting point, howev-
er, no matter how much progressives like to 
think they are. This way of thinking is only 
a “freak of logic” if their view of the nature of 
history is simply true.

What about the famous American belief 
in progress? A strain of the American mind 
is quite realistic about it, agreeing with John 
Adams’s comment, “I must esteem all the 
speculations of divines and philosophers 
about universal and perpetual peace as short-
sighted, frivolous romances.” Americans sup-
ported Ronald Reagan’s defense build-up in 
the 1980s because we subscribe to the an-
cient wisdom that those who wish for peace 
had best prepare for war. We have hope, even 
under President Obama, but we also agree 
with Benjamin Franklin that “he that lives 
upon hope will die fasting.” American con-
servatism appeals to that clear-eyed realism. 
It highlights the difference between progress 
in science and technology, which can be cu-
mulative, and progress in morals and politics, 

which in practice must start over again with 
every generation. Accordingly, our conserva-
tives foster a tradition of statesmanship that 
returns to the truths and the wisdom of the 
founders as touchstones; as opposed to Eu-
rope’s conservatives, who see themselves 
mainly as managing their own particular po-
litical tradition over time.

Burke, Adams, and the 
American Revolution

Comparing john adams’s ideas with 
Edmund Burke’s helps us understand 
this American conservatism. With 

some justice, scholars like Russell Kirk and 
Peter Viereck have called Adams America’s 
first conservative. Yet his conservatism dif-
fered in important ways from Burke’s, reflect-
ing the argument that split the British empire 
in 1776. 

Because of the nature of the American 
Revolution, America’s conservatism was much 
more comfortable than Europe’s with “the laws 
of nature and of nature’s God.” In England be-
fore the American Revolution the dominant 
opinion held that Parliament had the legal 
right to make law for the colonies “in all cases 
whatsoever,” as the Declaratory Act of 1766 
held. Burke agreed on the law’s validity, but 
thought it beside the point. Of Parliament’s 
sovereignty over the colonies, he noted that 

“this speculative idea of a right deduced from 
the unlimited nature of the supreme legislative 
authority, [is] very clear and very undeniable, 
but when explained proved and admitted little 
to the purpose.” He argued Parliament would 
be foolish to assert its legal rights in ways that 
would have adverse consequences. Along the 
same lines, he emphasized the importance of 
precedents, even if they were not, and could 
not be, legally binding on Parliament; and he 
counseled the need to manage change slowly 
over time. In his “Speech on Conciliation with 
the Colonies,” he argued that the question “is 
not, what a lawyer tells me I may do; but what 
humanity, reason, and justice tell me I ought to 
do.” As a narrow matter of formal law, Burke 
agreed with the 2nd earl of Pembroke that “A 
parliament can do any thing but make a man 
a woman, and a woman a man.” With such 
sweeping power, then, there was no necessary 
connection between what was right and what 
was legal. Living under such a constitution, 
Burke’s statesmanship made sense 

American law was different. In a 1766 essay, 
Adams pondered the British constitution’s es-
sence. “Some,” he wrote, “have defined it to 
[be] the practice of parliament; others, the 
judgments and precedents of the king’s courts; 
but either of these definitions would make it a 
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constitution of wind and weather, because the 
parliaments have sometimes voted the king 
absolute, and the judges have sometimes ad-
judged him to be so. Some have called it cus-
tom, but this is as fluctuating and variable as 
the other.” Instead, he located the British con-
stitution in British constitutionalism—the 
mode of reasoning about constitutional things. 
One of the premiere American lawyers of his 
day, Adams was a close student of Edward 
Coke, the great English jurist of the late 16th 
and early 17th centuries. Common law was 
not mere legal traditionalism in Coke’s view. 

“The laws of nature are most perfect and im-
mutable,” Coke wrote, “whereas the condition 
of the human law always runs into the infinite 
and there is nothing in them which can stand 
for ever. Human laws are born, live, and die.” 
Good law was a matter of applying the laws of 
nature to particular circumstances. Coke ex-
plained the matter with a legal pun, listing the 
four virtues as fortitude, temperance, justice, 
and jurisprudence.

But what was prudence? Fellow Revolu-
tionary Benjamin Rush noted to Adams that 
their friend Charles Lee dismissed prudence 
as a “rascally virtue.” Adams replied that

his meaning was good. He meant the 
spirit which evades danger when duty 
requires us to face it. This is cowardice, 
not prudence.

That was not prudence properly understood. 

By prudence I mean that deliberation 
and caution, which aims at no ends but 
good ones, and good ones by none but 
fair means, and then carefully adjusts 
and proportions its good means to its 
good ends. Without this virtue there 
can be no other. Justice itself cannot ex-
ist without it. A disposition to render to 
every one his right is of no use without 
prudence to judge what is his right and 
skill to perform it.

Prudence divorced from the other virtues 
would become amoral pragmatism.

By Burke’s day Parliament had left Coke 
behind, holding itself to be sovereign in the 
new, modern sense of the term—its word 
was law. That being the case, the challenge a 
statesman faced was to persuade such a Par-
liament to act prudently, teaching it how to 
act in light of this new, absolute, understand-
ing of its powers. Americans rejected that 
new idea of sovereignty. The notion that law 
is nothing more than the will of the legisla-
ture or the government, however just or un-
just, was never accepted by the colonists. (Giv-
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ing deference to the legislature, and allowing 
that its will was law, were two very different 
things.) That’s why it’s plausible that Burke’s 
traditionalism was, in reality, a reaction to the 
particular situation in which he found Britain 
in the late 18th century. In one of his writings 
on the American crisis Burke highlighted the 
importance of human nature in politics: “poli-
tics ought to be adjusted, not to human rea-
sonings, but to human nature; of which rea-
son is but a part, and by no means the greatest 
part.” Burkean traditionalism was one way 
of managing human nature. Whatever the 
provenance of Burke’s traditionalism, even a 
Burkean would allow that the differences be-
tween America and Britain would suggest a 
very different conservatism in America than 
in Britain. In his Reflections on the Revolution 
in France, Burke demonstrated why Ameri-
can and British conservatism would be fun-
damentally different things. He asserted that 

“[g]overnment is not made in virtue of natural 
rights, which may and do exist in total in-
dependence of it; and exist in much greater 
clearness, and in a much greater degree of 
abstract perfection; but their abstract perfec-
tion is their practical defect.” To Burke, natu-
ral rights were distinct from government. No 
man of 1776 could agree. Similarly, he criti-
cized those who “mixed up law with politicks.” 

In the colonies law remained political, and 
in 1776 the Americans made revolution on the 
basis of natural rights. In other words, Ameri-
can politics never created a strict separation 
between what is just and what is legal, and 
American constitutionalism would be ground-
ed upon certain principles of right. When the 
revolution came, the Americans found that 
beneath the rights of Englishmen in America 
were the natural rights of men, and they built 
their new regime upon that foundation. In the 
1790s, Burke criticized a “new, and hitherto 
unheard-of bill of rights,” guaranteeing Eng-
lishmen the right “to choose our own gover-
nors,” “to cashier them for misconduct,” and 

“to frame a government for ourselves.” Adams, 
along with his fellow Americans, embraced all 
three. How to apply those rights in practice, 
however, was a very fraught question.

The import of this theoretical distinc-
tion comes through when we contrast more 
closely Burke’s dismissal of the right of men 

“to choose our own governors” with Adams’s 
embrace of it. Consider the Massachusetts 
Constitution, which Adams regarded as one 
of his great contributions. In Massachusetts 
the belief that all men are created equal and 
that governments are created by men to pro-
tect those rights, was clear. The people called a 
special convention in 1779 to draft a constitu-
tion, and that constitution was submitted to 

the people for ratification. Shortly after ratifi-
cation, that same constitution killed slavery in 
the state. The state Supreme Court read the 
Declaration of Rights in the constitution, saw 
that it said that “All men are born free and 
equal, and have certain natural, essential, and 
unalienable rights,” and, on that basis, con-
cluded that slavery was no longer legal in the 
Commonwealth. “Abstract” notions of right 
mattered in law and politics.

Like the American Tories, European con-
servatives sometimes dismissed the princi-
ples of nature as dangerous. As understood 
by many French revolutionaries, they were! 
Adams’s reaction was not to denigrate prin-
ciples or reason, but to contrast what the phi-
losophes called reason with reason rightly un-
derstood. Reason, rightly understood, was a 
better guide than both tradition and “reason.” 
It was, perhaps, the only possible guide: his-
tory does not say where it is going, and tradi-
tion does not say when a tradition has run its 
course, or how it is to be adapted to changing 
circumstances. (Recall that Woodrow Wil-

Handler allows that Adams was “elaborate 
in his resort to history,” yet he finds Adams’s 
ideas “quite unhistorical.” He notes, “Adams 
never developed, as a Burkean theorist might 
have been expected to do, a philosophical de-
fense of tradition and prejudice in vindicating 
the complexity of the American state consti-
tutions.” Handler works from an elementary 
syllogism:

A. Real conservatives use tradition to
     defend diverse existing institutions;
B. Adams did not rely mainly on tra-
     dition to defend existing institutions; 
Therefore, 
C. Adams was not a real conservative. 

This argument leaves no room for the pos-
sibility that Adams’s mode of reasoning dif-
fered from Burke’s, as America’s conservatism 
differs from England’s.

Defending an inherited constitution 
against innovation, Burke criticized “the to-
tal contempt which prevails with you, and 
may come to prevail with us, of all ancient 
institutions, when set in opposition to a pres-
ent sense of convenience, or to the bent of a 
present inclination.” To that end, he assimi-
lated England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688 
into an English traditionalism. In religion, 
he did the same, smoothing over the English 
Reformation. Facing the French Revolution, 
Burke defended tradition, prescription, and 
prejudice against unreasoning innovation. He 
also criticized the French revolutionaries for 
ignoring the realities of human nature, but it 
was not his main focus.

Adams, too, opposed innovation for the 
sake of innovation, but the direction of his 
thought was different. His focus was on how 
the philosophes misunderstood the nature of 
man in general and of politics in particular. 
That understanding is manifest in his major 
writings of the 1780s and early 1790s—the 
Defence of the Constitutions of Government of 
the United States of America and the Discourses 
on Davila. Philosophes like Turgot criticized 
Adams for creating a constitution with checks 
and balances—the Massachusetts Constitu-
tion, which separated legislative, executive, 
and judicial powers, and incorporated a bi-
cameral legislature and a governor with a veto. 
Adams responded. To defend that “mixed 
and balanced” constitution, the Defence com-
bined a discussion of constitutional ideas and 
of political philosophers with nearly a thou-
sand pages of case studies from ancient and 
modern republics. The polemical intent was 
to demonstrate, empirically, by piling on ex-
ample after example after example, that there 
is such a thing as human nature, that it cannot 

son claimed to be a disciple of Burke.) The 
refusal to give up on reason is the quality that 
most differentiates American from European 
conservatism.

 John Adams and the French Mistake

Like burke, adams was an early and 
thorough critic of the French Revolu-
tion and the philosophy that produced 

it. As early as 1790 he predicted the French 
Revolution would result in the destruction 
of “a million of human beings,” and, as he re-
flected later on, “In this situation I was deter-
mined to wash my hands of the blood that was 
about to be shed.” Yet Adams’s critique of the 
French Revolution was not Burke’s. Burke de-
nounced the French revolutionaries primarily 
for making war on their traditions; Adams 
denounced them for making war on human 
nature. This turn has puzzled scholars. In 
America and Europe in the Political Thought 
of John Adams (1964), for example, Edward 

If John Adams is correct 
about human nature, then 

modern historians are 
wrong about the nature 
of history and about the 

nature of America.
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be changed, and that statesmen cannot afford 
to ignore it. Moreover, he suggested that the 
very same human nature provided a standard 
by which to judge which political institutions 
were likely to succeed and which were likely to 
fail, and which were good and which bad. 

Adams’s mode of argument angers our in-
tellectuals. Joyce Appleby, former president 
of both the American Historical Association 
and the Organization of American Historians, 
takes the typical view, dismissing Adams’s 
book as a “tendentious three volumes of his-
torical extracts.” Modern intellectuals—mod-
ern historians in particular—want to take the 
nature of history as settled. Adams draws that 
premise into question. After all, the French 

“Prophets of Progress,” as one book calls them, 
laid the foundation of the modern historical 
view. Adams was criticizing them by criti-
cizing their assumptions about the nature of 
man and of history. Moreover, if Adams is 
correct about human nature, then modern 
historians are wrong about the nature of his-
tory and about the nature of America, and, we 
should add, about the nature of conservatism 
in America.

Adams’s years as a diplomat in Europe gave 
him the leisure to get to know leading French 
philosophes, and to read deeply in ancient and 
modern philosophy and history. An acute ob-

server of politics, he worried before the Revo-
lution that the philosophes were about to drive 
France, perhaps all of Europe, into a ditch. 
The French mistake? To Adams, it was not, à 
la Burke, the philosophes’ contempt for their 
own tradition; it was their contempt for man. 
Their extravagant hopes for what man could 
be, fostered contempt for man as he actually 
is. For emphasis, Adams took a passage from 
Samuel Johnson as the epigraph for the third 
volume of the Defence: “Some philosophers 
have been foolish enough to imagine, that 
improvements might be made in the system 
of the universe, by a different arrangement of 
the orbs of heaven; and politicians, equally ig-
norant, and equally presumptuous, may easily 
be led to suppose, that the happiness of our 
world would be promoted by a different ten-
dency of the human mind.” 

In much of the Defence Adams focused on 
political causes and effects. His conclusions 
were “proved,” as he put it, “by the constitu-
tion of human nature, by the experience of 
the world, and the concurrent testimony of all 
history.” His Discourses on Davila begins with 
a line from Aesop that roughly translates as, 

“Happy are those who can learn caution from 
the danger of others.” Adams did not deny 
that men were creatures of habit and that, 
therefore, custom mattered a great deal. His 

point was that human life followed patterns 
discernable in the past and the present. As 
he put it in Davila, “the same causes produce 
the same effects” among men no less than in 
the rest of nature. Discussing the example 
of Renaissance Florence, Adams argued that 
its “factions grew out of the nature of men 
under such forms of government.” And else-
where, regarding the history of Pistoia, “their 
intrigues are full of all that duplicity and hy-
pocrisy which is universal on such occasions.” 

What caused the evils that soil history’s 
pages? The philosophes’ answer was that scar-
city had produced strife, and bad men had 
warped human development, misshaping so-
cieties across the globe. Easing the burdens of 
life would solve the first problem, and the fact 
that human nature was remarkably plastic, 
and could be recast, would allow them to take 
care of the second. Adams disagreed. “Rous-
seau says the first man who fenced a cabbage 
yard ought to have been put to death. Diderot 
says the first man who suggested the idea of a 
god ought to have been treated as an enemy 
of the human race.” Nonsense. History dem-
onstrated that any good society would have 
religion for “there is a germ of religion in hu-
man nature.” Similarly, history demonstrated 
that individual rights could not be secure 
without robust property rights. Hence the 
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succumb to temptation. It was therefore nec-
essary to divide power. As a practical fact, Ad-
ams reasoned, a single legislative house would 
be run by a cabal of powerful men who were 
good at assembling a majority to vote their 
way, creating an aristocracy in the midst of a 
democratic congress. Hence a second legisla-
tive house would be needed so that one could 
limit the other. A similar logic applied to the 
other separations of power. Precisely because 
men were so likely to grasp at more power and 
to be jealous of whatever power they held, wise 
constitutional statesmen would turn human 
nature to the public’s benefit. 

Such constitutional statesmanship also ap-
preciated the moral effect of laws. At the end 
of the Defence Adams wrote:

Happiness, whether in despotisms or 
democracy, whether in slavery or liberty, 
can never be found without virtue. The 
best republics will be virtuous, and have 
been so; but we may hazard a conjecture, 
that the virtues have been the effect of 
the well ordered constitution, rather 
than the cause. And, perhaps, it would 
be impossible to prove that a republic 
cannot exist even among highwaymen, 
by setting one rogue to watch another; 
and the knaves themselves may in time 
be made honest men by the struggle.

Constitutions in particular and laws in 
general shape the characters of the men who 
live and work under them. Students of human 
nature could learn the ways that character for-
mation took place. That being the case, there 
could be no such thing as morally neutral con-
stitutionalism or morally neutral law. Good 
constitutions therefore would orient men to-
ward virtue and away from vice. In any func-
tioning society, men must not exploit their 
neighbors. Either they would shun vice by 
choice, and the constitution could leave men 
and women free to go about their business as 
they chose, or, if they would only respond to 
force, the government would have to be more 
intrusive. Hence, Adams reasoned, free gov-
ernment could only exist among a virtuous 
citizenry. The Massachusetts Constitution 
declares: “A frequent recurrence to the fun-
damental principles of the constitution, and a 
constant adherence to those of piety, justice, 
moderation, temperance, industry, and fru-
gality, are absolutely necessary to preserve the 
advantages of liberty, and to maintain a free 
government.” 

To many of our intellectuals, Adams’s 
principles seem quaint, relics of a bygone age. 
Woodrow Wilson dismissed checks and bal-
ances as an artifact of the age of Isaac New-
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Declaration of Rights in the Massachusetts 
Constitution enshrined the right “of acquir-
ing, possessing, and protecting property.” The 
failure to understand human nature had pre-
dictable results in the Revolution. “Helvétius 
and Rousseau preached to the French nation 
liberty, till they made them the most mechani-
cal slaves; equality, till they destroyed all eq-
uity; humanity, till they became weasels and 
African panthers; and fraternity, till they cut 
one another’s throats like Roman gladiators.” 

Although Adams turned to history to 
study human nature empirically, he also stud-
ied nature philosophically or rationally, to dis-
cover the standard of right and wrong. Nature 
was, once again, a better guide than history in 
this instance. One cannot know what is fitting 
in a particular circumstance without knowing 
the nature of the creature in question. In the 
early 1770s, when debating loyalist Massa-
chusetts Governor Thomas Hutchinson, Ad-
ams quoted the Dutch philosopher Grotius, 

“Whatever is originally in its Nature wrong, 
can never be sanctified or made right by Rep-
etition and Use.” Similarly, as Adams wrote 
to one of his grandsons many years later, “the 
visible, audible, and palpable changes in this 
transitory world cannot change principles.” 
The idea that justice was natural, not conven-
tional, was fundamental to Adams, and to 
Americans in general. The American tradi-
tion was founded upon a standard beyond his-
tory, in its understanding of man and its un-
derstanding of right. This is what Hartz calls 
the “anti-historical rationalism” of American 
conservatism.

Conservative Statesmanship

Because all solutions are tempo-
rary and provisional, statesmanship is 
a necessary component of conserva-

tism. “Freedom,” Ronald Reagan noted, “is 
never more than one generation away from 
extinction.” 

In his own era, Adams was the leading ad-
vocate of a mixed and balanced constitution. 
He deployed checks and balances to secure 
limited, constitutional government. Late in life 
he wrote Thomas Jefferson, “Checks and bal-
ances, Jefferson, however much you and your 
party may have ridiculed them, are our only 
security, for the progress of the mind, as well 
as the security of the body.” Why was that the 
case? Few men would not be tempted to abuse 
power, unless something restrained them. 
Hence, as Adams noted in the first volume of 
the Defence, “power must be opposed to power, 
and interest to interest.” Human nature was 
no different in common men or congressmen 
than it was in kings—all were equally likely to 
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ton, suggesting that we should move on, and 
up, from there. It might not be a coincidence, 
however, that his critique echoes the one first 
leveled against American constitutionalism 
by Turgot. The crisis of the Great War, and 
then of the Depression helped Wilson and his 
friends lay siege to Adamsian constitutional-
ism. In terms of principles, leading figures 
like historian Carl Becker denigrated natu-
ral rights, and any other idea of transcendent 
truth, asserting that “to ask whether the natu-
ral rights philosophy of the Declaration of 
Independence is true or false is essentially a 
meaningless question.” Meanwhile, the mod-
ern administrative state attacked checks and 
balances, as well as the idea of limited govern-
ment it was designed to protect. 

In 1927, Charles Warren, the dean of 
American legal history in the 20th century, 
recognized that Adams was onto something 
important. In an essay on Adams, he worried 
about the growing administrative state: “All 
this imposition of law and creation of crimi-
nal offenses by Executive or Administrative 
regulation is a far cry from the type of ‘gov-
ernment by laws’ intended by the original 
framers of our constitutions.” In the same 
article, he pointed out that by turning our 
backs on the constitutional principles of the 
founding, we have turned toward arbitrary 
government:

Every citizen is subject today to this vast 
bulk of law made by Federal Executive 
Departments or Commissions (and fre-
quently, in practice, by minor officials); 
and yet tomorrow every one of these 
regulations may be changed by the sole 
whim or judgment of a Department or 
Bureau head. Moreover, violations of a 

large part of these regulations have been 
made criminal offenses by Congress, 
so that, every day of the year, these 
Department or Bureau heads may, by 
their sole act, manufacture new Federal 
crimes and offenses. Furthermore, last 
year, in the Federal Aviation Act, Con-
gress took a new step towards increas-
ing the powers of Executive officials; it 
granted, for the first time in legislative 
history so far as I can ascertain, the 
power to a single individual, the Secre-
tary of Commerce, (as well as to ‘’any of-
ficer or employee of the Department of 
Commerce designated by him in writ-
ing for the purpose’’) ‘’to hold hearings, 
examine witnesses and issue subpoenas 
for the attendance and testimony of 
witnesses and the production of books, 
papers, documents and other evidence’’ 
before him. This was an unprecedented 
extension of power, as to which we may 
gravely ponder—especially since simi-
lar power is granted to the Secretary 
of Commerce in the Federal Radio Act 
which has just been enacted this year.

The modern progressive sees the modern 
administrative state as a new thing, with its 
own virtues and challenges. The American 
conservative sees it differently. The powers 
Warren discusses, delegated to the secretary 
of commerce, or any employee of his depart-
ment, begin to resemble the Writs of Assis-
tance that Adams’s friend and mentor, James 
Otis, Jr., fought in Boston in 1761. By turn-
ing our backs on the principles of 1776 and 
1787, we are turning back toward arbitrary 
government, with laws written and enforced 
by a progressive civil list. That change will, in-

evitably, alter American character, probably 
not for the better. From the Adamsian point 
of view, in other words, the question is not 
whether government must be updated to meet 
new challenges. The question is how to do so 
in a manner that preserves the legal, politi-
cal, and constitutional principles which have 
made America an exceptional republic. (Ad-
ams’s great-grandson, Charles Francis Adams 
II, for example, suggested allowing adminis-
trative bureaucrats to draft laws, but retain-
ing for the people’s representatives the right 
to vote on all such laws through the regular 
legislative process.)

Exactly one hundred years after Adams’s 
death, Calvin Coolidge—like Adams a son 
of New England—would point us in Adams’s 
direction. In a speech commemorating the 
150th anniversary of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, he proclaimed:

if all men are created equal, that is final. 
If they are endowed with inalienable 
rights, that is final. If governments de-
rive their just powers from the consent 
of the governed, that is final. No ad-
vance, no progress can be made beyond 
these propositions.

From Adams to Coolidge to today, that line 
of reasoning has been the keystone of Ameri-
can conservatism, which has no desire to re-
turn to Burke’s “age of chivalry” either in its 
Arthurian or its progressive form. It seeks, 
instead, to conserve the truth of human na-
ture by conserving the transcendent legacies 
of 1776 and 1787.

Richard Samuelson is associate professor of history 
at California State University, San Bernardino.
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Book Review by Paul A. Cantor

A Riddle Wrapped in an Enigma
Jonathan Swift: His Life and His World, by Leo Damrosch.

Yale University Press, 592 pages, $35

Jonathan swift was one of the most 
secretive men who ever lived, the Howard 
Hughes of 18th-century Britain. Given 

how well-known his name is today, it comes 
as a surprise to learn that most of his writ-
ings were initially published anonymously. 
Deeply involved in the vicious pamphlet wars 
of British politics, he had to protect himself 
against prosecution for libel and sedition. 
Aware that government spies were reading 
his mail, Swift denied even in letters to his 
closest friends that he wrote his most con-
troversial works.

For a public figure, he also managed to 
keep his private life remarkably secret. The 
details of his birth and childhood are shroud-
ed in mystery, complete with a puzzling tale—
straight out of an operetta—of his having 
been kidnapped as an infant by a wet nurse. 
Evidently the great love of Swift’s life was a 
woman he referred to as Stella (real name: 
Hester or Esther Johnson), but we do not 
know whether they were ever married or not; 
we do not even know whether they had sexual 

relations or not (contemporary witnesses gave 
contradictory evidence).

Swift was a distinguished Protestant cleric 
and rose to being dean of St. Patrick’s Cathe-
dral in Dublin. One would expect a promi-
nent churchman to be orthodox in his reli-
gious beliefs. But Swift was closely associated 
with the most notorious freethinker of his day, 
Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, and 
some of his contemporaries publicly ques-
tioned Swift’s religious orthodoxy.

All of this secrecy and mystery 
obviously complicates the task of a 
Swift biographer. Leo Damrosch, 

who teaches literature at Harvard Univer-
sity, has risen to the challenge in a carefully 
researched book that re-opens the ques-
tions surrounding Swift’s life in light of re-
cent scholarly developments. For example, 
Damrosch takes seriously Irish literary critic 
Denis Johnston’s argument that the myster-
ies in Swift’s childhood can be explained as 
an attempted cover-up prompted by the fact 

that he was the illegitimate son of Sir John 
Temple. The plot thickens—indeed we seem 
to be plunged into a bad 18th-century novel—
when Damrosch also entertains Johnston’s 
conjecture that Stella was the illegitimate 
daughter of Temple’s son, William. If Swift 
learned that he was Stella’s uncle, it might ex-
plain why he never married her.

Damrosch admits that we may never learn 
the full truth about such matters, but he 
knows a good story when he sees one and his 
biography is enlivened by the way he consid-
ers these newly proposed alternatives to the 
standard accounts of Swift’s life. Damrosch 
also deftly places Swift’s life story in the con-
text of the important political, religious, so-
cial, and economic developments of his age. 
Today Swift is known almost exclusively as 
a literary figure, chiefly as the author of the 
classic Gulliver’s Travels. But during his life-
time, he was better known as a political writer. 
He was deeply involved in English and Irish 
politics, and interacted with many of the most 
distinguished figures of his day. He was allied 
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with the great Tory leaders Bolingbroke and 
Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford, and opposed 
to prominent Whigs, such as Robert Walpole 
and John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough 
(Winston’s ancestor). 

Accordingly, Damrosch has to explain 
the difference between Tories and Whigs, as 
well as that between High Church and Low 
Church, and a host of other controversies 
that divided Britain in Swift’s day. Given the 
importance of Ireland in Swift’s life, Dam-
rosch also has to unravel the complexities of 
English-Irish relations in the 18th century. 
He easily could have gotten bogged down in 
a morass of historical details, but instead he 
turns the historical density of his book into 
one of its strengths. Even someone initially 
unfamiliar with the subject will come away 
from Damrosch’s book with a solid grasp of 
18th-century British history. It is a tribute 
to Swift’s historical importance that to tell 
the story of his life is to tell the story of the 
epochal moment when Britain emerged as a 
worldwide imperial power.

For all swift’s importance in eng-
lish and Irish politics, he never enjoyed 
the rewards his service to the Tory min-

istry deserved. Still, as a great comic writer, 

he has had the last laugh on his contempo-
raries. Today, his grand political associates 
find their names languishing in history books, 
whereas—thanks to the endless recycling of 
Gulliver’s Travels in popular culture—Swift’s 
name is familiar to the general public, and 
he remains a national hero in Ireland for his 
brave efforts against England’s economic poli-
cies. Lord Carteret, lord lieutenant of Ireland 
for the British government, wrote to Swift 
in 1735: “As for futurity, I know your name 
will be remembered when the names of kings, 
lords lieutenant, archbishops, and parliament 
politicians will be forgotten.”

As Damrosch’s subtitle indicates, his sub-
ject is Swift’s “life and his world.” He is not 
writing an intellectual biography of Swift, or 
even a literary biography in the strict sense of 
the term. He does not offer sustained or origi-
nal interpretations of individual works, nor 
does he analyze, except occasionally in passing, 
Swift’s writings in relation to their sources or 
to broad literary traditions, such as the devel-
opment of satire from classical antiquity to 
the modern world. Nevertheless, Damrosch 
does succeed in giving a broad overview of 
Swift’s literary career, and readers who mis-
takenly think of Swift as a one-trick pony will 
be exposed to the wide range of his achieve-

ment in both prose and poetry. In particular, 
Damrosch quotes liberally from Swift’s poetry, 
reminding (or informing) his readers of how 
clever and funny the great prose writer could 
be in verse. He devotes a whole chapter to 
what are normally called Swift’s “scatological 
poems,” but which he renames the “disgusting 
poems.” Here Damrosch has a field day quot-
ing Swift, in such memorable couplets as: “Re-
peating in his amorous fits,/‘Oh! Celia, Celia, 
Celia shits!’”

For me, the one disappointing as-
pect of this otherwise outstanding book 
is the failure to take seriously the pos-

sibility that someone as pathologically secre-
tive as Swift might have practiced the art of 
esoteric, or secret, writing. Damrosch quotes 
an early biographer, John Boyle, earl of Orrery, 
referring to Swift as “my hieroglyphic friend.” 
Swift would have known from his comic pre-
decessor Rabelais that “hieroglyphics” was a 
code word in early modern Europe for esoter-
ic writing. In Gargantua and Pantagruel, Ra-
belais states: “But the wise men of Egypt, in 
the old days, proceeded completely differently, 
when they wrote the magical letters that we 
call hieroglyphics—which no one understood 
who had no understanding, and which every-
one understood who had any understand-
ing of the powers, the nature and the special 
qualities of that writing.” Rabelais points to 
the phenomenon political philosopher Leo 
Strauss analyzed in Persecution and the Art 
of Writing (1952)—the ability of sophisti-
cated authors to write with two audiences in 
mind: those not in on the secret, who accept 
the surface, orthodox meaning of a work at 
face value; and those in on the secret, who can 
read between the lines and ferret out covert, 
unorthodox meanings.

To his credit, Damrosch is aware of this 
possibility. Throughout his biography, he 
conducts an ongoing argument with a dis-
tinguished precursor text, Irvin Ehrenpreis’s 
three-volume Swift: The Man, His Works, 
and the Age (1962-83). Damrosch criticizes 
Ehrenpreis for taking Swift’s orthodox state-
ments at face value: “Strangely, though a man 
of subtle irony himself, he insisted that litera-
ture always means exactly what it says, and 
that Swift’s thinking and life were massively 
conventional—his views on religion, politics, 
and love were all tepidly middle of the road.” 
By contrast, Damrosch argues that Swift’s 
complex authorial strategies were linked to 
his expression of unorthodox ideas: 

It is no accident, too, that much of 
Swift’s writing was issued under as-
sumed names: Isaac Bickerstaff; M.B., 

—Keith D. Miller, Professor of English, Arizona State University

"Houck and Dixon recognize that the civil rights movement 
did not hinge on a single person or a single speech. In this 

collection, they supply what the public has needed for years: 
a broad and diversified spectrum of orations that spurred 

the movement onward."

Use discount code BCH2 30% off your purchase
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of the Books). Bloom works out Swift’s philo-
sophical allegory according to this plan: 

Book I, modern political practice, espe-
cially the politics of Britain and France; 
Book II, ancient political practice on 
something of a Roman or Spartan 
model; Book III, modern philosophy in 
its effect on political practice; Book IV, 
ancient utopian politics used as a stan-
dard for judging man understood as the 
moderns wished to understand him.

Reading Gulliver’s Travels esoterically, Bloom 
presents Swift as a partisan of the ancients in 
moral and political philosophy, concluding 
audaciously: “Swift, the Tory and the High 
Churchman, was a republican and a non-
believer.” Now there is a genuine alternative 
to Ehrenpreis’s orthodox view of Swift! But 
Damrosch does not explore these philosophic 
depths.

Still, one should not criticize a 
book for not being what it never claims 
to be. Leo Damrosch did not set out to 

offer sustained interpretations of A Tale of a 
Tub or Gulliver’s Travels. In fact, he deserves 
credit for saying as much as he does about 
these two works in a book already (and justi-
fiably) crowded with details about Swift’s life. 
His book does what a good biography of Jona-
than Swift ought to do. It gives general readers 
a comprehensive introduction to his life and 
literary career and prepares them for exploring 
the subject further, above all, for reading Swift’s 
prose and poetry in depth. For the historically 
minded, Damrosch grapples with the thorniest 
issues in understanding Swift’s life, sorts out 
the arguments on different sides of the issues, 
and offers sane and balanced answers to the 
questions that have haunted all attempts to get 
at the truth. And if all this is not enough, the 
book is lavishly illustrated and Damrosch tells 
his tale with a novelist’s skill, displaying a good 
eye for the big picture as well as for the little 
details that bring a narrative to life. He always 
maintains a sense of forward momentum and 
even suspense. A wise biographer, he does not 
pretend to have solved all the mysteries con-
cerning his uniquely mysterious subject, and 
we are left with the sense that as the ultimate in 
esotericism, Jonathan Swift succeeded in tak-
ing his best kept secrets with him to the grave.

Paul A. Cantor is the Clifton Waller Barrett 
Professor of English at the University of Virginia, 
and the author, most recently, of The Invisible 
Hand in Popular Culture: Liberty vs. Author-
ity in American Film and TV (The University 
Press of Kentucky).
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Drapier; Lemuel Gulliver…. And much 
more than playfulness was involved. Im-
personating a different voice liberated 
the subversive side of Swift’s imagination, 
and that could be very subversive indeed.

Unfortunately, Damrosch does not work 
out this insight in detail. The closest he comes 
is in his chapter on Swift’s brilliant and ver-
tiginous satire on religious sects, A Tale of a 
Tub, in which Damrosch considers whether 
Swift was “defending religion or subverting 
it.” Damrosch correctly points out that this 
book’s “left-handed ironies allow [Swift] to 
suggest things that he would never dare to say 
straight out.” Contemporary readers “felt that 
it wasn’t just abuses in religion that were un-
der attack, but religion itself. And when the 
author’s identity became known, it was scan-
dalous that such a subversive satire had been 
written by a clergyman.”

Damrosch notes that “[t]hroughout 
Swift’s life he was hounded by accusations 
that he was too irreverent for a clergyman, 
and maybe not even a believer at all.” And 
yet on the next page, he pulls back from this 
radical possibility and turns in the direction 
of Ehrenpreis: “there is no reason to doubt 
the genuineness of Swift’s faith.” But the 
evidence Damrosch then cites on behalf of 
Swift’s piety is, by his own admission, taken 
from the latter part of his life when he was 
suffering from dementia. He then under-
mines his own argument by granting: “How-
ever earnestly Swift performed his devotions, 
in private as well as in public, he may still 
have harbored doubts. And if he did, it’s in-
conceivable that he would have allowed any-
one to know it.”

Damrosch’s reflections on gulliv-
er’s Travels would have been more in-
teresting if he had pursued the line 

he does with A Tale of a Tub and explored the 
possibility that Swift’s most famous book is 
an example of esoteric writing. Strauss’s stu-
dent Allan Bloom made this connection in his 
essay “An Outline of Gulliver’s Travels,” avail-
able in the collection of his writings, Giants 
and Dwarfs (1991). For example, Bloom notes 
that Swift has Gulliver swear to the veracity 
of the book with Sinon’s oath in Latin from 
Virgil’s Aeneid—the oath of one of the most 
famous liars in history (Sinon was lying about 
the Trojan Horse, which leads Bloom to claim 
that Gulliver’s Travels conceals a secret cargo 
of Greeks).

Bloom argues that Gulliver’s Travels is 
Swift’s contribution to the famous Quar-
rel Between the Ancients and the Moderns 
(which already comes up in his earlier Battle 
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Book Review by Theodore Dalrymple

Sense and Sensibility
A Literary Education, by Joseph Epstein.

Axios Press, 537 pages, $24

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

Joseph epstein is the author of scores 
of elegant literary essays and many excel-
lent short stories. He is erudite without 

pedantry, accessible without triviality, and 
acerbic without bitterness. He has never fol-
lowed the fashion that has turned so much of 
academic literary criticism into seventh-rate 
philosophy, and he has no overarching theory 
of literature, or of anything else for that mat-
ter, to propound. The world has remained for 
him “so various, so beautiful, so new” that he 
does not want to fit it all into a procrustean 
bed of narrow theoretical preconception, as 
do so many of the various -ists of the ideo-
logically balkanized humanities departments 
of universities. By his own admission he is a 
dilettante, not a scholar; in what he knows he 
is a fox rather than a hedgehog. His stock-in-
trade is common sense, the rarest of all liter-
ary commodities. And while he does not be-
lieve that literature should be a secret garden 
open only to the elect, neither is he a populist 

who believes that, where art is concerned, the 
voice of the people is the voice of God. 

As far as i am able to discern from 
his autobiographical pieces in A Liter-
ary Education, which include amusing 

memoirs of various editors and colleagues with 
whom he has worked, he is a living refutation of 
the Romantic notion of what an author should 
be or of what drives the writer to take up the 
pen in the first place. He has never known 
terrible poverty or hardship; his parents were 
good to him and he suffered no cruelty in 
childhood—they never sent him at a tender 
age to a blacking factory, for example. He has 
experienced no wars or other human catastro-
phes. He seems not to have experienced un-
due upheaval, such as alcoholism, suicide, or 
murder, in his personal life. He has not known 
the oppressiveness of boring, repetitious work 
undertaken just to put food on the table. Even 
though anti-Semitism was by no means un-

known in the America of his youth, he cannot 
claim to have suffered persecution or any other 
kind of radical injustice. His comparatively 
smooth path through life does not mean, how-
ever, that he has nothing interesting to say.

Nor has he travelled much. At the beginning 
of his book about Istanbul, the Turkish writer 
Orhan Pamuk divides writers into two types, 
those who derive their inspiration mainly from 
exotic locations and those who are intensely 
rooted to where they were born. Epstein fits 
decisively into the latter category: he is a Chi-
cago man born and bred, content to live and 
breathe and take his being from that city. It has 
provided him down the years with sufficient 
inspiration. His essays about his childhood 
convey with great economy the atmosphere of 
Chicago in the 1950s, when he himself was at-
tracted to its rather extensive seamy side. This 
was natural enough in a young man who sought 
excitement as young men are apt to do, but Ep-
stein matured and came to understand that au-
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thenticity is not coterminous with seaminess. 
A Bach cantata is no less authentic than a bar-
room brawl; and he grew out of his attraction 
to life at the bottom of the urban pond when, 
at university, he realized that there were finer 
things in life. He therefore never distilled his 
early experiences, remembered with fondness, 
into an anti-bourgeois ideology.

It is not to be expected that in more 
than a thousand pages of prose there 
should be no errors of fact or judgment. 

The poet Dannie Abse is described as English 
when in fact he is Welsh; this is a little like call-
ing a man from Louisiana a Yankee. And when 
he says that dislike of or disdain for one’s own 
country is uniquely American, that it is not to 
be found, say, in either England or France, he 
is grievously mistaken: and indeed one of his 
heroes, George Orwell, wrote on precisely the 
inclination of English intellectuals to despise 
their country. He also misses the point that ex-
cessive self-deprecation, either as an individual 
or as the bearer of a culture, is often but a ve-
neer for arrogance and self-importance. If we 
cannot be the fount of all good in the world, we 
can at least be the fount of all evil: that is more 
flattering to our self-esteem than being respon-
sible merely for some good and some evil. 

I do not think that Epstein would claim for 
himself a very elevated rank in the republic of 
letters, but it is an honorable one nonetheless: 
what he does, he does very well, better than 
anyone else. His biographical essays, often re-
views of biographies, remind one of Thomas 
Babington Macaulay’s though, as befits an age 
in which the average reader has no servants 
and therefore has to do so many chores for 
himself, they are much shorter. 

In fact, there is more art in his 20 or so 
pages per profile than in the 800 or more of 
modern doorstop biographies, which often 
include facts about their subjects just because 
they are facts and the author has discovered 
them. Few are the literary or historical figures 
about whom we wish to know every detail such 
as what they had for breakfast (Hitler is an ex-
ception, as perhaps is Mao). In biography, a 
drop of distillation is worth a gallon of dilution. 

His Essays in Biography cover a very wide 
range of subjects, from George Washington 
to Xenophon, from Maurice Bowra to Joe 
DiMaggio. I found his essay on Washington’s 
character elegant and illuminating, if an essay 
that concerns itself with an enigma (the pre-
cise nature of Washington’s greatness of char-
acter and preeminence) without solving it can 
be called illuminating. I cannot myself share 
the author’s enthusiasm for Michael Jordan 
because one of my many ideas of hell is having 
to watch basketball on television for ten bil-
lion years without interruption, and with the 

asinine commentary turned on at full blast. 
Even 30 seconds of it is more than I can stand; 
but I recognize that this might reflect on my, 
rather than on Mr. Epstein’s, taste.

The one biographical essay that 
falls far short of the others in quality is, 
in my opinion, that about George El-

iot, which deals almost exclusively with Daniel 
Deronda and its author’s unusually benevolent 
attitude to Jews. Here Epstein falls into pre-
cisely the kind of ideological thinking that he 
rightly deprecates elsewhere. He says that she 
(Eliot) understood that every Jew “should be 
conscious that he is one of a multitude pos-
sessing common objects of piety in the im-
mortal achievements and immortal sorrows 
of ancestors who have transmitted to them a 
physical and mental type,” etc., etc. This pre-
scriptivism—every Jew, every proletarian, ev-
ery German, should be this or do that—seems 
to me inherently collectivist in an unpleasant 
and dangerous way. And while Eliot’s Zion-
ism avant la lettre was clearly philosemitic in 
intent, her arguments could be turned on 
their head by anti-Semites: that Jews were in-
eradicably distinct and were aliens wherever 
they settled, their loyalty being in perpetual 
doubt. To say that every Jew must have Zi-
onist aspirations is true neither morally nor 
empirically, any more than it is true that every 
American must be a Republican. Moreover, 
in drawing a contrast between Shakespeare’s 
and Eliot’s attitude to Jews, Epstein falls from 
his usual high level of subtlety. The depiction 
of Shylock’s character is surely not straight-
forwardly anti-Semitic, as he seems to think, 
and, as John Gross’s Shylock: A Legend and 
Its Legacy (1993)—which Epstein has read—
points out, Shylock’s great speech—Hath not 
a Jew eyes—can be read over and over and 
over again without ever losing its impact, an 
assertion that I have tested empirically: and 
its impact is decidedly not an anti-Semitic one, 
indeed it is possibly the most powerful speech 
ever written proclaiming, at least by implica-
tion, the metaphysical unity of mankind. 

It would be misleading, however, to concen-
trate too much on a single essay with whose 
judgment I disagree. In reading more than a 
thousand pages of the author’s prose straight 
off I do not remember any longueurs, and this 
is high praise indeed. His judgment on most 
matters literary, social, and political, is sound 

—that is to say I agree with it—and he is often 
very funny. Having taught English literature 
at Northwestern University for 30 years, he 
is very acute on the sinister absurdities of aca-
deme. (His chance of being taken on today as 
a teacher at such an institution would proba-
bly be nil, though I imagine he was excellent at 
the work, more Socratic guide to his students 

than mere pedagogue.) He saw close up the 
destructive effects of the student radicalism 
of the 1960s and early ’70s, when university 
professors and administrators made Neville 
Chamberlain look like a model of firmness 
and resolution. The situation in academia 
has become like that on the Austrian mili-
tary front during World War I: catastrophic 
but not serious. Intellectuals such as Cornel 
West, Susan Sontag, and Gore Vidal, on all 
of whom Epstein is justifiably severe, were not 
serious but their effect was catastrophic.

He gently and humorously evis-
cerates the best-selling banalities of 
figures such as journalist Malcolm 

Gladwell (whose hair, he says, looks “as if 
he had just put his finger in a live electrical 
socket”), that is if banalities can be said to 
have anything as deep-seated as viscera. And 
he can also be movingly generous and under-
standing, for example in his essay on Charles 
Van Doren, scion of a famous family of in-
tellectuals who, himself an intellectual, was 
party in the 1950s to, though not the insti-
gator of, systematic dishonesty in a television 
quiz program that attracted an enormous 
audience and on which he was a contestant. 
By the standards of the world’s wickedness, 
what Van Doren did, while no doubt wrong, 
was not so very terrible, and he probably did 
it more from weakness than from any very 
fixed intention to mislead or swindle. But he 
has paid the price for the rest of his long life, 
now more than 50 years, and Epstein shows a 
proper sense of compassion towards him. 

The final chapter in Essays in Biography 
relates the author’s friendship with Matthew 
Shanahan, a blind man living in an old people’s 
home, who, though uneducated because of 
lack of opportunity and perhaps of drive, was 
nevertheless a man of refined taste and liter-
ary and musical appreciation. For several years, 
until Shanahan’s death, Epstein had lunch 
with him and never tired of his conversation. 
This is not only much to his credit, but the fact 
that he makes his friendship interesting to 
readers is testimony to his skill as a writer. Af-
ter Shanahan’s death at the age of 94, Epstein 
remembers him: “Matt Shanahan is alone in 
the dark, except that, with his mind, he was 
never alone, never in the dark, not really.”

This is a fine encomium to the life of the 
mind. 

Theodore Dalrymple is a contributing editor to 
City Journal and a columnist for the London 
Spectator. He is the author of Our Culture, 
What’s Left of It: The Mandarins and the 
Masses (Ivan R. Dee) and Romancing Opi-
ates: Pharmacological Lies and the Addiction 
Bureaucracy (Encounter Books).
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Book Review by John Fonte

Rebel with a Better Cause
The Black Book of the American Left: The Collected Conservative Writings of David Horowitz, by David Horowitz.

Volume I: My Life and Times. Encounter Books, 416 pages, $27.99
Volume II: Progressives. Second Thoughts Books, 343 pages, $27.99

Does any conservative under-
stand the American Left better than 
David Horowitz? A “red-diaper” baby 

raised by Communist parents, Horowitz was 
a founding father of the New Left by virtue of 
being co-editor (with Peter Collier) of its flag-
ship journal, Ramparts. The Left’s indifference 
to Communist bloodbaths in Vietnam and 
Cambodia, and to Black Panther murders at 
home, led Collier and Horowitz to reconsider, 
embrace anti-Communism, and support Pres-
ident Ronald Reagan’s Central American poli-
cy. Their “Second Thoughts” project of 1987, a 
venue for other ex-leftists to criticize their old 
politics and its new champions, bequeathed 
Destructive Generation (1989) by Collier and 
Horowitz, and the establishment of the Cen-
ter for the Study of Popular Culture. After 
Collier became founding editor of Encounter 
Books, the Center was renamed the David 
Horowitz Freedom Center, whose activities 
include the online FrontPage Magazine.

Readers who seek a moving story of the 
intertwined unfolding of a life and a politi-

cal sensibility should read Horowitz’s au-
tobiographical Radical Son: A Generational 
Odyssey (1997). The author’s “fearless ca-
pacity for self-examination,” Christopher 
Caldwell wrote when it was published, al-
lowed Horowitz “to forge a new career as 
the kind of person his parents had no doubt 
warned him against.” Now, The Black Book of 
the American Left offers, as the subtitle says, 
the Collected Conservative Writings of David 
Horowitz—articles, essays, and speeches on 
a wide range of political figures and topics, 
gathered together for the first time. Pro-
jected to fill ten volumes, two have been pub-
lished: My Life and Times, and Progressives. 
Volume III, on America’s response to 9/11 
and jihad, is scheduled for publication later 
this year.

Volume i begins with an article the 
soon-to-be ex-leftist Horowitz wrote 
in 1979 for the Nation and ends with a 

speech delivered to the Zionist Organization of 
America in 2012. The pages in between gather 

work on religion, Blaise Pascal, the conserva-
tism of James Madison and Edmund Burke, 
his late daughter, and his writing partner Col-
lier. But mostly Horowitz writes about the 
American Left, admitting he is “condemned 
Ahab-like to pursue” it. In a series of lively, pro-
vocative polemics we encounter Jane Fonda 
and Tom Hayden; Joan Baez; Carl Bernstein 
of Watergate fame; writers John Judis, Todd 
Gitlin, and Sid (“Vicious”) Blumenthal; and a 
Soviet KGB agent in London.

With essays written over several decades 
that connect the progressive past to the pro-
gressive present, Volume II would enhance 
and balance any course on modern American 
history. Horowitz provides an invaluable an-
tidote to the misleading, mendacious histori-
cal narrative presented in contemporary state 
curricular standards, approved textbooks, 
and thousands of high school and university 
history classes. For the most part, today’s stu-
dents are led to understand the Cold War in 
terms of moral equivalence. Leading events 
like the Berlin Airlift and Cuban Missile 
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come to be lionized. Betty Friedan, for ex-
ample, the author of The Feminine Mystique 
(1963) and founder of the modern feminist 
movement, is usually depicted reverently in 
textbooks. Though she portrayed herself as an 
apolitical housewife who became dissatisfied 
with her lot and characterized her middle-
class marriage as a “comfortable concentra-
tion camp,” Friedan was, Horowitz explains, 

“a 25-year veteran of professional journalism in 
the Communist left,” whose feminist theories 
were recycled Marxist hackery. Her oppres-
sion was notably genteel: married to a theater 
producer, Friedan resided in a Hudson River 
mansion maintained by a maid.

Tom Hayden, a founder of the Students for 
a Democratic Society (SDS), is usually pre-
sented in textbooks as an anti-war activist and 
idealist. Horowitz knew Hayden well during 
the ’60s and tells a different story. Hayden 
and his then companion, Jane Fonda, did not 
simply want American forces to withdraw 
from Vietnam. Rather, they worked assidu-
ously for Communist victory against America 
throughout Southeast Asia. As Horowitz 
puts it, they sought to provide a “propaganda 
shield for Hanoi’s Communist regime while it 
tortured American war prisoners.” 

Most contemporary historians treat the an-
ti-war movement sympathetically, but Horow-
itz recalls it with deep remorse. “While Amer-
ican boys were dying overseas, we spat on the 
flag, broke the law, denigrated and disrupted 
the institutions of government and education, 
gave comfort and aid, even revealing classi-
fied secrets to the enemy.” Most importantly, 
in both of these volumes, his comprehensive 
portrait of progressivism past and present de-
lineates the ongoing ideological conflict and, 
thus, the needed conservative response. The 
core argument in America today, he shows, is 
not simply between liberals, who favor greater 
regulation and higher taxes, and conservatives, 
who support lower taxes and more limited 
government. Rather, our politics is animated 
by deep disagreements over core civilizational 
principles and human nature itself.

In short, we are in a conflict over 
the nature and destiny of the American 
regime. Since the 1960s the progressive 

project has aggressively sought to transform 
America’s institutions, ideas, manners, and 
mores. Indeed, one of the chief protagonists 
in this conflict, Barack Obama, has declared 
his intent to “fundamentally transform the 
United States of America.” In a speech in Oc-
tober 2013, David Horowitz noted that the 
president and his key advisors Valerie Jarrett 
and David Axelrod “came out of ” the “same 
radical new left as I did.”
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Crisis are described (in the National History 
Standards, for example) as the swordplay of 
competing superpowers, instead of being part 
of John F. Kennedy’s “long twilight struggle” 
between Communism and the Free World. 
Textbooks and curricula teach students that 
anti-Communism at home consisted largely of 
the “Red Scare” after World War I, “McCar-
thyism” after World War II, and a hysterical 
Cold War “witch-hunt” for imaginary Com-
munists in government and Hollywood. They 
rarely convey that USSR archives and the 
Venona tapes—messages from Soviet intel-
ligence agencies decrypted and translated by 
the U.S. government—revealed widespread 
Communist espionage and subversion in our 
political and cultural institutions. Students 
learn about the Hollywood blacklist, but not 
about pro-Stalin Communists’ attempts in 
Hollywood to take over labor unions, includ-
ing the Screen Actors Guild, and to infiltrate 
and influence studios.

By contrast, horowitz argues that 
what America really experienced in the 
last century were “Red Threats.” The 

Palmer raids of the 1920s, for example, led 
by A. Mitchell Palmer, President Woodrow 
Wilson’s attorney general, were “triggered by a 
massive domestic campaign of terror conduct-
ed by anarchist organizations” which involved 
a “hundred mail bombs” and attempts to kill 
Palmer, banker J.P. Morgan, and many others. 
The domestic Cold War period, the so-called 
McCarthy era, should instead be called “a time 
of fifth-column treasons.” Citing historians 
Harvey Klehr, John Earl Haynes, and Ronald 
Radosh, Horowitz argues that it is now es-
tablished “beyond any reasonable doubt” that 
almost all of the Red Scare “victims” directly 
served the Soviets as spies or supported Stalin 
as fellow travelers.

Despite evidence from these sources detail-
ing China scholar Owen Lattimore’s strong 
pro-Soviet positions and close connections to 
White House staffer and Soviet spy, Lauch-
lin Currie, Jacob Weisberg wrote for the New 
York Times Magazine that Lattimore was “the 
China hand absurdly named [by Joseph Mc-
Carthy] as the Soviets’ ‘top spy’ in the United 
States.” Though McCarthy was wrong to call 
Lattimore Stalin’s top spy, Weisberg and the 
Times were more wrong to characterize him in 
1999 as a victim of an anti-Communist witch 
hunt. Lattimore was, as Horowitz writes, “a 
devious, unscrupulous, self-conscious betrayer 
of his country and a willing servant of the Sovi-
et cause who worked hand-in-glove with its un-
derground spy apparatus in the United States.” 

Horowitz is at his best when reminding 
us of the Left’s frauds and poseurs who have 



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2014
Page 80

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

and most conservative opponents. In reality, 
the Left has taken on the coloration of liberal-
ism after having routed the old centrist liber-
als in the Democratic Party, the media, and 
higher education. The New York Times de-
scribes everyone from long-time Communist 
Party USA activist Angela Davis to former 
senator Joe Lieberman as a “liberal.”

Horowitz recognizes categories of leftists, 
correctly describing Michael Walzer, for ex-
ample, as “decent” and “patriotic.” Horowitz 
has in the past offered a five-part typology of 
the Left: totalitarian radicals, anti-American 
radicals, leftists, moderate leftists, and affec-
tive leftists (i.e., Hollywood airheads). Though 
I prefer dividing the Left into just three 
parts—the hard Left, the mainstream Left, 
and what remains of centrist liberalism—one 
reward for reading Horowitz carefully is the 
acquisition of grist that can be milled in a va-
riety of ways.

The hard left is hostile to free 
market capitalism; the “imperialism” 
of American foreign policy since the 

middle of the 20th century; and our Judeo-
Christian heritage and constitutional order. 
Thoroughly alienated from America, the hard 
Left has apologized to and for America’s en-
emies—Communist, Islamist, Sandinista, or 
followers of the late Hugo Chavez—for the 
past 50 years. Its publicists include Hayden, 
Michael Moore, and Noam Chomsky. Its po-
litical base is the Congressional Progressive 
Caucus, while its organizational apparatus 
comprises MoveOn.org, the Center for Con-
stitutional Rights, ACORN, the Southern 
Poverty Law Center, Code Pink, and the Ser-
vice Employees International Union (SEIU), 
and its bulletin boards include the Nation and 
Daily Kos. 

Meanwhile, the mainstream Left, the most 
important political faction in America today, 
is epitomized by the New York Times edito-
rial page, which has internalized the academic 

“race, ethnicity, gender” critique while eschew-
ing the Marxist jargon. Hence, the mainstream 
Left strongly supports public and private ini-
tiatives that promote “substantive” equality, 
whether in the military, private businesses, or 
state universities. Further, it favors mass immi-
gration while opposing patriotic assimilation, 
preferring dogmatic multiculturalism that 
places new immigrants in ethnic boxes.

If the hard Left is alienated from Ameri-
ca, the mainstream Left is ambiguous about 
America. Deploring American “arrogance” 
abroad, it favors restricting American sov-
ereignty and freedom of action through new 
interpretations of “evolving” international law 
and adherence to “global norms” developed 

by transnational elites, as opposed to officials 
elected by and answerable to American citi-
zens. It could more accurately be described as 
post-American than anti-American. Thus, it 
looks forward, as the American Bar Associa-
tion puts it, to “the global rule of law” instead 
of recognizing the U.S. Constitution as our 
highest legal authority. 

It is also decidedly cool toward long-time 
American allies like Britain and Israel. Anti-
anti-Communist in the past, it’s anti-anti-
jihadist today. Whether examining foreign 
policy or American history, the mainstream 
Left, while tepidly endorsing “our ideals,” 
dwells on America’s past sins and emphasizes 
slavery, segregation, racism, and sexism. 

At the center of the mainstream 
Left is the Obama Administration, but 
it includes the dominant media and 

major foundations like Ford and Rockefeller, 
which promoted the political, cultural, and 
economic transformation of the United States 
decades before Barack Obama came along. 
The mainstream Left consists of organizations 
like the ACLU, NOW, NAACP, Center for 
American Progress; and political leaders such 
as Nancy Pelosi and Hillary Clinton. 

What remains of the old centrist liberalism 
of the Adlai Stevenson-Hubert Humphrey 
type? Almost nothing. Centrist liberalism is a 
shell, consisting of a few blue dog Democrats 
and a handful of figures like Joe Lieberman, 
Senator Joe Manchin, and journalist Mickey 
Kaus. The interactions that matter take place 
on the spectrum that ranges from the hard to 
the mainstream Left, where relationships are, 
increasingly, symbiotic rather than competi-
tive. Former Obama Administration official 
and environmental activist Van Jones, for ex-
ample, was a self-described Communist and 
revolutionary, the founder of a Maoist orga-
nization. Praised by Nancy Pelosi as “one of 
the most innovative and strategic thinkers 
of our time,” he received funding from the 
Rockefeller Foundation and currently works 
at the Center for American Progress. 

In these volumes and throughout his oeu-
vre David Horowitz offers a deep understand-
ing of the worldviews, divisions, strategies, 
tactics, and temperaments that define the 
American Left. His conservative readers will 
acquire new conceptual tools needed to wage 
the long twilight struggle for the American 
regime. 

John Fonte is a senior fellow at the Hudson In-
stitute. His book Sovereignty or Submission: 
Will Americans Rule Themselves or be Ruled 
by Others? (Encounter Books) won the ISI Book 
Award for best non-fiction in 2012.

What then constitutes the Left? My own 
judgment, strongly reinforced by insights from 
Horowitz’s Black Book, is that leftism, first 
and foremost, is not liberalism. “Vital Center” 
liberals of the post-World War II era opposed 
Communism and supported individual rights, 
including academic freedom and free speech. 
The New Left ultimately won, however, and 
those called liberals today see the world in 
ways fundamentally different from Cold War 
liberals like Harry Truman and JFK. 

The Left eschews individual rights and 
places group consciousness and group rights 
at the center of its worldview. All public and 
private life is seen through the prism of race, 
ethnicity, gender, and class. Individuals are 
categorized as members of either the domi-
nant oppressor group (heterosexual white 
males) or as oppressed victims—racial, ethnic, 
linguistic, and sexual minorities; women; ille-
gal immigrants; and others. 

The goal is “substantive equality,” mean-
ing equality of result for every demographic 
subset of the population. If women are 51% 
of the population, at least 51% of all lawyers, 
doctors, members of Congress, etc., should 
be women. This utopian goal would require 
a radical, coercive restructuring of Ameri-
can society based on the illiberal premise of 
strengthening group rights while weakening 
those possessed and exercised by individual 
citizens. Progressivism, Horowitz argues, 
is an ersatz religion devoted to creating an 
earthly paradise. This faith-based aspiration 
renders it immune to evidence rebutting its 
core tenets. 

The intellectual roots of the 
contemporary American Left are 
found in Hegelian or cultural Marx-

ism, especially the writings of 20th-century 
Marxist thinkers like Antonio Gramsci and 
the Frankfurt School, who wrote endlessly 
about “dominant” and “oppressed” groups 
in liberal democratic societies. When 21st-
century American writers and politicians de-
cry “institutional” or “systemic” racism and 
sexism, they recycle Marxist canards about 
the illegitimacy of our social and political in-
stitutions. During congressional debate over 

“gender equity” legislation in education and 
crime in the early 1990s, for example, sena-
tors Joe Biden and Olympia Snowe droned 
on about the “institutional,” “systemic” na-
ture of sexism in America. Unconscious, re-
flexive Marxist assumptions have become 
commonplace in the political discourse of 
what is misnamed American liberalism.

Horowitz rightly complains that although 
the American Left is not in any sense “liberal,” 
it is described as such by nearly all journalists 
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Essay by Michael Nelson

Triumph and Tragedy

Has any legislation ever had 
such immediate beneficial effects as 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965—the former cur-
rently commemorating its golden anniversary 
and the latter on the cusp of its own? Yet, with 
the passage of time, have any laws ever failed 
so thoroughly to satisfy the constituencies 
that demanded them?

Take the 1964 act, whose enactment is re-
counted and celebrated in Politico writer Todd 
S. Purdum’s enjoyably breezy An Idea Whose 
Time Has Come and New York Times op-ed 
editor Clay Risen’s richer, more detailed The 
Bill of the Century.

The original version of the proposed bill 
was sent to Congress by President John F. 
Kennedy in June 1963. JFK and his brother, 
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, had 
done their best for more than two years to 
shun serious action on civil rights, both from 
personal lack of concern and fear of alienating 
the Southern Democrats who ran Congress. 

The president was finally goaded to act by 
a persistent campaign and by an immediate 
event. The persistent campaign was the civil 
rights movement, which under the leadership 
of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

others, had been staging a series of real-life 
morality plays throughout the South. In Bir-
mingham and elsewhere, nonviolent, hymn-
singing demonstrators stood up for justice 
against big-bellied, cigar-chomping South-
ern sheriffs who ruthlessly deployed over-
whelming force. What the Kennedys hated 
most about these spectacles were the images 
of whites beating blacks that appeared in 
newspapers all over the world—particularly 
in the dozens of newly independent African 
and Asian nations that had become the main 
Cold War battleground between the United 
States and the Soviet Union. Communists 
offered these scenes as living disproof of 
America’s claim to stand for liberty and jus-
tice for all. 

The immediate event occurred on June 11, 
1963, when Alabama Governor George C. 
Wallace, surrounded by network television 
cameras, theatrically defied and then yielded 
to federal officials who came to Tuscaloosa 
to enroll two black students in the previously 
all-white University of Alabama. That night, 
a fed-up Kennedy delivered a stirring prime-
time address in which he told the nation that 
a civil rights bill was coming. Eight days later 
he sent it to Capitol Hill.

Even Stronger

Purdum and risen each describe the 
common fate of previous postwar civil 
rights laws: the executive would submit 

a strong bill and Congress would dilute it in 
response to Southern Democrats’ control of 
the House Rules Committee and their will-
ingness to wage filibusters in the Senate. This 
time, however, the Civil Rights Act started 
out moderately strong and got stronger, when 
a ban on discriminatory employment practic-
es (Title VII) came to be added to its ban on 
racial discrimination in public accommoda-
tions (Title II). 

The main reason the act got stronger—al-
though both authors do their best to deny the 
fact—is that Kennedy was assassinated and 
Lyndon B. Johnson succeeded him. At a com-
memoration earlier this year at the LBJ presi-
dential library, President Barack Obama ob-
served (with unintended self-mockery), “And 
passing laws is what LBJ knew how to do…. 
He could wear you down with logic and ar-
gument, he could horse trade and he could 
flatter.” Johnson’s legislative mastery on civil 
rights also drives playwright Robert Schen-
kkan’s three-hour All the Way, a surprise 
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Broadway hit this season starring Breaking 
Bad ’s Bryan Cranston as LBJ. (Cranston and 
the play both won Tonys.) Johnson told Doris 
Kearns after leaving office that as a South-
erner he "had to produce a civil rights bill that 
was even stronger than the one they’d have 
gotten if Kennedy had lived.”

Risen does his best to shift the spotlight 
from LBJ to other political actors, including 
Republican representative William McCull-
och of Ohio, Senate leaders Everett Dirksen 
of Illinois (Republican) and Mike Mansfield 
of Montana (Democrat), and J. Irwin Mill-
er, an Indiana industrialist. Miller was the 
first lay president of the National Council of 
Churches, and he rallied support for the bill 
among clergymen throughout Garrison Keil-
lor country—the white, Protestant, small 
towns of the Midwest whose Republican so-
lons were immune to pressure from tradition-
al liberal and labor groups. 

“We had been able to hold the line until 
all the churches joined the civil rights lobby,” 
confessed the dean of the Southern Demo-
cratic senators, Richard B. Russell of Geor-
gia. Exhibit A for his lament could be South 
Dakota Republican Senator Karl Mundt, 
who after supporting the bill on an impor-
tant procedural vote, griped, “I hope that 
satisfies those two goddamned bishops that 
called me last night.” Credit for the exten-
sion of Title VII’s coverage to women, Risen 
indicates, goes to House Rules chairman 
Howard W. Smith, a Virginia segregationist 
but one who had promoted equal rights for 
women for as many decades as he had resist-
ed civil rights for blacks. Smith believed that 
the special Progressive-era legal protections 
for female workers that midcentury feminist 
orthodoxy still cherished placed unnecessary 
impediments on factory owners.

Still, Risen’s desire to bring the support-
ing actors out for a bow should not dimin-
ish Johnson’s importance. Risen concedes 
that “[i]n almost every public address—press 
conferences, campaign speeches, talks with 
constituents—[LBJ] emphasized the need 
for a strong civil rights act." He also, the re-
cord shows, traded pork for votes with several 
crucial members of Congress, notably House 
Republican leader Charles Halleck of Indiana. 
LBJ’s 80% approval rating in the Gallup Poll 
didn’t hurt the cause, either. He made a point 
of signing the bill at a ceremony in the Oval 
Office on July 2.

Equal Rights to Equal Outcomes

Once enacted, the civil rights 
Act of 1964 had almost instanta-
neous positive consequences, espe-

cially for African Americans’ access to previ-
ously segregated theaters, hotels, restaurants, 
stores, and other public accommodations—
belying King’s pessimism that “it will prob-
ably take five years to see the civil rights bill 
fully implemented in the South.” Purdum 
invokes the example of a young army captain, 
Colin Powell, who “went back to the same 
Georgia drive-in that had refused to serve him 
just months before and ordered a hamburger 
without incident.” 

Russell, who fought the bill strenuously in the 
Senate but proclaimed “our duty as citizens” to 
obey the law after it was enacted—could say 
their hands were tied. RFK’s warning to John-
son not to sign the bill until after July 4 lest 
troublemaking blacks use the national holiday 

“to go into every hotel and motel and every res-
taurant” proved groundless. Most businessmen 
were grateful for the surge of new customers.

In the short term, many Southern mer-
chants and manufacturers were also quietly 
grateful for the legal cover that Title VII, 
the employment discrimination section of 
the new act, gave them to hire black workers 
for previously whites-only jobs. But because 
that provision—so important for Johnson’s 
political reputation as a bolder champion of 
civil rights than Kennedy—was added on the 
legislative fly, it was less well crafted than the 
public accommodations provision. 

Clearly Congress did not intend for racial 
discrimination in hiring to be succeeded by 
racial preferences. For example, Title VII al-
lows employers to administer any ability test 
to prospective employees so long as it is not 

“designed, intended or used” to discriminate 
on the basis of race or sex. The title “bestows 
no preferences on any one group,” said the 
liberal Democratic House sponsor of the civil 
rights act, Judiciary Committee Chairman 
Emanuel Celler of New York. 

But by including the ambiguous word 
“used” and, more important, by covering the 
legal costs of successful plaintiffs, Risen ob-
serves, Title VII “fueled the emergence of an 
enormous civil rights bar”—so much so that 

“workplace discrimination suits today consti-
tute about 18 percent of all litigation in fed-
eral courts,” second only to petitions from 
prisoners. In the 1971 case of Griggs v. Duke 
Power Co. the Supreme Court misinterpreted 
the act to forbid employment and promo-
tion tests that had racially different results 
regardless of what employers “designed” or 

“intended.” Risen and Purdam each miss the 
Court’s warping of Title VII, and its baleful 
effects. At about the same time as the Griggs 
case, President Richard Nixon made matters 
worse by instituting the Philadelphia Plan, a 
quota-based approach to increasing the num-
ber of African Americans working on fed-
erally funded construction projects. Nixon 
loved the idea of pitting two Democratic core 
groups, blacks and unions, against each other. 

The Stage Is Set

The most toothless title in the 
1964 act, it turned out, was Title I, con-
cerning voting rights. Handing King a 

pen at the bill-signing ceremony, Johnson told 
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Why was the public accommodations pro-
vision of the new law—Title II—accepted so 
readily? As Risen points out, for some time 
numerous Southern merchants had wanted 
to serve black customers, but each store owner 
was afraid to go first and risk the wrath of the 
racist White Citizens’ Council and Ku Klux 
Klan. The region’s commercial and industrial 
leaders had come to regard racial discrimina-
tion as a huge impediment to attracting invest-
ment from Northern and foreign firms. Now 
they and their political leaders—including 
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him that the need for civil rights protests was 
over. But in that fall’s presidential election, 
a majority of African-American adults re-
mained disenfranchised in Alabama, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Mississippi (where only 7% were 
registered), North Carolina, South Carolina, 
and Virginia, with no real prospect that the 
situation would improve. In some black-ma-
jority counties in the Deep South, less than 
1% of African Americans were on the voter 
rolls.

As University of Delaware historian Gary 
May shows in Bending Toward Justice: The 
Voting Rights Act and the Transformation of 
American Democracy, all the elements of a 
successful, action-forcing voting rights cam-
paign were in place in Selma, Alabama, by 
early 1965. The Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC), led at the 
time by King devotee John Lewis and still 
displaying as its logo a white hand clasped 
with a black one, had been active in the area 
for some time. Sheriff Jim Clark was a racist 
bully from central casting—perfect for the 
role of bad guy. Newly elected Mayor Joe 
Smitherman, writes May, “like other young, 
moderate bankers, lawyers, and merchants 
in Selma, feared that the city’s racial prob-
lems would ruin its reputation and prevent 
northern businessmen from investing in 
municipal businesses.” Although these civic 
leaders felt they could not embrace voting 
rights voluntarily, they wouldn’t mind being 
forced to. The stage was set when King de-
cided to get involved.

Johnson was in no rush to introduce voting 
rights legislation in 1965. But in a January 15 
phone conversation with the president, King 
offered an argument that got through. In the 
1964 election, he said, “[t]he only states you 
didn’t carry in the South…have less than 40 
percent of the Negroes registered to vote.” A 

“coalition of the Negro vote and the moder-
ate white vote…will really make the new 
South.” “That’s exactly right,” Johnson re-
plied. In February he got the Justice Depart-
ment working on a voting bill and on March 
7 Sheriff Clark did his part by leading a 
televised assault on a gathering of peaceful 
SNCC-led demonstrators who were about 
to march from Selma to Montgomery. That 
night ABC broke into its airing of Judgment 
at Nuremberg to show footage of the “Bloody 
Sunday” events in Selma. “Every time it ap-
pears that the movement is dying out,” May 
quotes a King aide as saying, “Sheriff Clark 
comes to our rescue.” 

On March 15 Johnson told Congress and 
a national television audience that although 

“many of the issues of civil rights are very 
complex and most difficult,” this was an easy 

one: “[e]very American citizen must have an 
equal right to vote.” It was probably LBJ’s best 
speech, in which he solemnly intoned, “We—
shall—overcome.” Neglected in history—but 
reclaimed by May—is Dirksen’s even more el-
oquent speech introducing the bill in the Sen-
ate. “Men are taxed but not permitted to pass 
upon those who impose such taxes,” Dirksen 
declaimed.

Can this be consent of the governed? 
Men are compelled to render military 
service but not permitted to pass upon 
those who decree such service. Is that 
the consent of the governed?

Seeing the handwriting on the wall, South-
ern Democrats filibustered the voting bill 
halfheartedly, cloture was easily invoked, and, 
as with the 1964 act, a larger percentage of 
Republicans than Democrats in both houses 
voted for it. The president signed the Voting 
Rights Act into law on August 6. 

Warped Implementation

Both the civil rights act and the 
Voting Rights Act were strong pieces of 
legislation that opened doors of equal 

opportunity to all Americans. Their unify-
ing assumption was that with a level playing 
field and the passage of time African Ameri-
cans eventually would equal whites not just 
in access to public accommodations but also 
in economic and political attainment. Pur-
dum records that on the day Johnson signed 
the 1964 act, Freedom Summer volunteers in 
Vicksburg, Mississippi, celebrated by singing 
“a chorus of ‘We Shall Overcome,’ and then 
‘We Have Overcome’ rang out.” 

But equal opportunity has not produced 
equal results, certainly not fast enough to sat-
isfy civil rights leaders such as Jesse Jackson 
and Al Sharpton or civil rights organizations 
such as the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP) and 
the Urban League. Instead of asking, What 
can our people do differently to take advantage of 
the new opportunities? all too often the typical 
response of these leaders and groups has been: 
What’s wrong with these laws that they haven’t 
produced equal outcomes?

The ills experienced by legions of lower-
class African Americans in the past half-
century are severe and well known. The 1964 
act and, for that matter, the whole panoply 
of LBJ-inspired Great Society programs did 
little to solve the growing problems created 
by fatherless families, dysfunctional schools 
staffed by tenured timeservers, dirty and un-
safe neighborhoods, gang- and drug-related 
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violence, and a culture that undervalues aca-
demic achievement. Even when the economy 
went on a jobs-creating spree in the 1990s, 
Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson ar-
gued, “ jobless black youths simply did not 
turn up to take them. Instead, the opportu-
nity was seized in large part by immigrants.” 
Patterson blames much of “the tragic discon-
nection of millions of black youths from the 
American mainstream” on the fact that “the 
‘cool-pose culture’ of young black men was sim-
ply too gratifying to give up. For these young 
men, it was almost like a drug, hanging out on 
the street after school, shopping and dressing 
sharply, sexual conquests, party drugs, hip-
hop music and culture.” In Obama’s debut on 
the national political stage, his 2004 Demo-
cratic convention speech, he rued “the slander 
that says a black youth with a book is acting 
white.” 

De facto preferential hiring and college 
admissions have helped to expand the black 
middle class, but mostly in the non-profit 
making sectors of the economy—govern-
ment agencies and, within private corpora-
tions, backwater departments such as human 
resources and community relations. Elite 
universities ardently began seeking African-
American students, ultimately adopting the 
Supreme Court’s feeble 1978 Bakke ratio-
nale that providing white undergrads with 
a diverse set of classmates is a constitutional 
justification for racially disparate treatment. 
In the course of doing so, these institutions 
lowered admission standards, with the result 
that many black students enrolled at schools 
where their academic failure—or at least a 
detour into marginal majors such as ethnic 
studies and human development—was al-
most guaranteed. That’s the “mismatch” (a 
term introduced by economist Thomas Sow-
ell) that is the title of UCLA law professor 
Richard H. Sander and National Journal 
writer Stuart Taylor, Jr.’s excellent book, sub-
titled How Affirmative Action Hurts Students 
It’s Intended to Help, and Why Universities 
Won’t Admit It (and reviewed by Sowell in the 
Fall 2012 CRB).

Sander and Taylor, skillfully deploying 
both statistics and story, trace the warping 
of affirmative action from its original pur-
pose of making sure qualified minorities 
weren’t overlooked by old-boy network-style 
decision making into thinly disguised racial 
preferences. Instead of beating the bushes for 
smart minority students in poorer schools 
and neighborhoods, university admissions 
officers happily came to settle for the well-
off but so-so minority applicants whose high 
school counselors and college-educated par-
ents got them to apply on their own. Top-tier 

universities like Duke began admitting black 
and Hispanic students who would have done 
fine at, say, Wake Forest but couldn’t keep 
up with their white and Asian peers at Duke. 
Meanwhile, minority students who’d have 
done well at Millsaps or Hendrix stumbled at 
Wake Forest—and so on down the ladder of 
academic prestige.

One consequence of this “cascade effect” 
is that the vast majority of minority stu-
dents, who enter college just as determined 
as whites to major in science, technology, en-
gineering, and math (collectively known as 
STEM), end up falling back and not doing 
so. Professors at any school teach to the mid-
dle of the class, Sander and Taylor point out, 

“introducing terms and concepts at a speed 
that is challenging even to the best-prepared 
student” and thereby leaving behind many 
blacks and Hispanics who enter school lag-
ging most of their peers and never catch up. 
In sharp contrast, at historically black colleg-
es and universities (HBCUs) such as Clark 
Atlanta and Fisk, students don’t get stuck at 
the starting gate and, with more patient in-

struction, often go on to do well. “Among the 
top twenty-one college producers of future 
blacks with science doctorates,” Sander and 
Taylor note, “seventeen were HBCUs and 
none were Ivies.”

From Equal Rights to Black Power

Civil rights groups today remain 
upset that even with rising incomes 
(“since the 1960s,” the Pew Research 

Center reported last year, “household income 
growth for African Americans has outpaced 
that of whites”), middle-class African Ameri-
cans have accumulated so little wealth—on 
average, about one dollar in assets for ev-
ery nine owned by whites, according to the 
Brandeis University Institute on Assets and 
Social Policy. 

The civil rights establishment seems equal-
ly unhappy with the results of the 1965 Vot-
ing Rights Act. Looking at the evidence, one 
might wonder what the problem is. Within 
months of the bill’s enactment, black registra-
tion mushroomed throughout the South, ris-
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ing in Mississippi from 28,500 to more than 
130,000 by April 1966. But SNCC’s bizarre 
response was to adopt a new no-whites mem-
bership policy and try to organize all-black 
political parties in Alabama and other South-
ern states under the Black Panther banner. 
Leading the charge to expel whites from the 
organization was Stokely Carmichael, a Trin-
idad-born, Bronx-raised, and Howard-edu-
cated firebrand who in May 1966 displaced 
John Lewis as SNCC’s president. “Don’t fool 
yourself,” King warned Carmichael and oth-
ers who favored the blacks-only approach, 

“We are not in a majority in a single state in 
the United States.” 

King uttered those cautionary words 
while marching with Carmichael from Mem-
phis to Jackson, Mississippi, in June 1966. 
The riveting story of that march, precipitated 
by the shooting of James Meredith, the first 
African-American student admitted to the 
University of Mississippi, is ably recounted 
by University of Memphis historian Aram 
Goudsouzian in Down to the Crossroads: Civil 
Rights, Black Power, and the Meredith March 
Against Fear. 

Meredith began his march to Jackson quix-
otically, as a solo effort to encourage “Negro 
men” to stop “hiding behind their women and 
children” in civil rights campaigns. On the 
second day, a white Memphis man sprayed 
Meredith with bird shot, not enough to kill 
him but more than enough to send him to the 
hospital. Instantly the leaders of every lead-
ing civil rights organization—the NAACP, 
the Urban League, SNCC, CORE (Congress 
of Racial Equality), and the SCLC (South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference)—de-
scended on northern Mississippi to resume 
the march where Meredith left off. 

For mainstream leaders the effort—newly 
dubbed the “March Against Fear”—was a 
nonviolent vehicle to win cross-racial sup-
port for LBJ’s proposed 1966 civil rights bill 
to ban discrimination in jury selection and in 
the sale or rental of housing. They regarded 
the march as a follow-on to the Birmingham 
campaign for the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and 
to the Selma march that produced the 1965 
Voting Rights Act. For Carmichael and other 
militants, by contrast, the march was an op-
portunity to mobilize and unite blacks as a 
force apart from their moderate and liberal 
white sympathizers, as well as to sideline non-
violence as the movement’s dominant philoso-
phy and strategy. 

Although King and Carmichael marched 
side by side, the loudest shouts from the 
crowds were inspired by Carmichael. “We 
been saying freedom for six years and we 
ain’t got nothin’,” he thundered to a raucous 
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multitude in Greenwood, Mississippi. “What 
we got to start saying now is Black Power!” 
He added, “Every courthouse in Mississippi 
ought to be burned down to the ground to get 
rid of the dirt.” Carmichael’s wasn’t the only 
rhetoric that verged on violence. “For the first 
time,” Goudsouzian writes, “a national civil 
rights demonstration showcased and sanc-
tioned blacks practicing armed self-defense” 
in the form of the thuggish Deacons for De-
fense and Justice, an M-1 rifle-toting group 
from Louisiana.

Media coverage of the march confirmed 
King’s fears that the “black power” slogan 
in combination with incendiary language 
would turn off far more people than it would 
inspire. “The Civil Rights Bill of 1966, con-
sidered a fait accompli upon the shooting of 
James Meredith—never passed,” Goudsouz-
ian points out. Carmichael’s militancy soured 
the legislation for most white voters. It also 
hastened the demise of SNCC, whose next 
(and last) attempted campaign—aborted for 
lack of interest—was to picket the wedding of 
President Johnson’s daughter Luci.

High Floor, Low Ceiling

Carmichael was unfazed by the 
failure of his separatist political strat-
egy. According to historian Peniel E. 

Joseph of Tufts University in his hagiographic 
Stokely: A Life, Carmichael told his followers: 

“To ask Negroes to get in the Democratic par-
ty is like asking Jews to join the Nazi party.” 
Enraptured by his own bombast, Carmichael 
added, “When you talk of ‘black power,’ you 
talk of building a movement that will smash 
everything Western civilization has cre-
ated.” With grandiloquence matching that 
of his subject Joseph implausibly argues that 
Carmichael—“America’s leading critic of the 
Vietnam war” and “the world’s foremost black 
revolutionary”—belongs in the “pantheon” of 
black leaders alongside Frederick Douglass 
and Martin Luther King.

Most newly enfranchised black voters ig-
nored Carmichael. He soon moved to Guinea 
and attached himself to brutally repressive 
dictators such as Sékou Touré (Guinea) and 
Idi Amin (Uganda), who for publicity rea-
sons were willing to treat him as a big deal. 
(In Toure’s honor, Carmichael even changed 
his name to Kwame Ture.) Back home, all but 
a handful of Southern blacks registered as 
Democrats, not as Black Panthers. But plac-
ing all their eggs in one major party’s basket 
soon generated its own problems.

Like the Civil Rights Act, the Voting 
Rights Act was full of provisos against guar-
anteed electoral outcomes for candidates of 
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any race. But as with the 1964 act, in time it 
was reinterpreted by federal judges and bu-
reaucrats, in this case to require that “minor-
ity-majority districts”—that is, local, state, 
and congressional legislative constituencies 
in which racial minorities constitute a major-
ity of voters—be created wherever possible. 
As a result many African-American candi-
dates were elected to office. By 1987 Missis-
sippi had the largest number of black elected 
officials in the country, and Alabama the 
highest percentage of officeholders who were 
African-American. 

But placing a high floor under black po-
litical success in the South also created a 
low ceiling. Because African-American vot-
ers are almost universally Democratic, so are 
African-American office-holders, notwith-
standing that the region has become strongly 
Republican. And because the Democratic 
candidates who thrive in monochromatically 
black districts can get by without competing 
for white votes, they have little occasion to de-
velop the political skills, networks, and issue 
positions that would enable them to compete 
statewide. 

Some civil rights leaders complain that 
statewide offices, especially in the South, still 
seem reserved for whites only, and charge 
this to a flaw in the Voting Rights Act. But 
how then did Governor Bobby Jindal of Lou-
isiana and Governor Nikki Haley of South 
Carolina—nonwhite candidates—manage 
to win statewide elections below the Mason-
Dixon line? What made Jindal and Haley-
different from, say, the 18 Southern mem-
bers of the Congressional Black Caucus, all 
of them House Democrats, is that they ran 
as Republicans who knew they could win 
support from white Southerners by taking 
conservative stands on the issues.

Wide Open

The latest civil rights causes cé-
lèbres, of course, are the Supreme 
Court’s 2013 Shelby County v. Holder 

decision and the host of state laws, spanning 
all regions of the country, recently enacted to 
validate voters’ credentials and assure ballot 
integrity. In Shelby the Court held that sec-
tion 4(b) of the Voting Rights Act is no lon-
ger constitutional because its list of legally 
suspect Southern states is “based on 40-year-
old facts having no logical relationship to the 
present day.” Indeed, by 1968, just three years 
after the act was passed, African Americans 
were voting in the South at a rate that already 
met the law’s standard of success, which was a 
voter turnout rate exceeding half of the adult 
population in each county. The act stipulated 

that literacy tests were abolished and federal 
officials would take over the registration pro-
cess in counties that failed to clear this thresh-
old. That threat was enough to persuade 
nearly all Southern jurisdictions to comply on 
their own.

But rather than declare victory, civil rights 
leaders have continued to act as if white coun-
ty registrars never stopped slamming the 
door in the faces of franchise-seeking blacks. 
They treat recent experiments in voting that 
some states are now curtailing—early vot-
ing, Sunday voting, online voting, same-day 
registration, and preregistration of underage 
students in their schools—as fundamen-
tal aspects of the franchise—even though 
these practices scarcely existed as recently 
as 1992, when young Barry Obama was or-
ganizing voter registration drives in Chicago. 
One would like to think Peniel Joseph is kid-
ding when he writes that the Shelby decision 

“would confirm [Stokely Carmichael’s] belief 
that nothing short of global Pan-African 
revolution could secure justice and human 
rights for black Americans and those African 
descendants living across the entire world.” 
But he isn’t.

As for the recent wave of ballot-protection 
statutes, why can’t civil rights groups ac-
knowledge that minority participation rose 
in the 2012 election in several states, includ-
ing Georgia, even after a voter identification 
requirement was instituted? Or accept that 
everyone is better off having an official photo 
I.D., which an increasing number of stores re-
quire for the purchase of cold medicine, never 
mind casting a ballot? President Obama de-
clares that these recent state statutes are “un-
American” attempts to “restrict the vote” of 
minorities. “The right to vote,” he told the 
annual convention of Al Sharpton’s National 
Action Network on April 11, “is threatened 
today in a way that it has not been since the 
Voting Rights Act became law nearly five de-
cades ago.”

Well, no, it is not, and thank goodness for 
that. As with jobs and public accommoda-
tions, the doors of opportunity remain wide 
open. But people still need to pick themselves 
up and walk through.
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Pierre manent’s metamorphoses of 
the City: On the Western Dynamic, con-
tinues a life-long reflection on the mean-

ing of modernity. Full of riches and the arrest-
ing formulations we expect from the justly re-
nowned French political philosopher, his new 
book traces the foundations of modernity all 
the way back, surprisingly, to Greek antiquity.

In good classical fashion, Manent begins 
with the very surface of things: modern man 
knows he is “modern.” In fact we have willed 
to be, and we continue to will to be, modern. 
But because we never quite arrive at the mo-
dernity that beckons us, the meaning of our 
commitment remains elusive. The project of 
modernity bespeaks an astounding confi-
dence in our powers, yet the very meaning of 
our humanity remains a mystery.

Other scholars, most notably Leo Strauss, 
whom Manent engages from time to time in 
these pages with admirable candor and dis-
cernment, have proposed coming to terms 
with modernity by uncovering its foundations 
in the grand philosophical projects (published, 
though not necessarily altogether public) of 
Francis Bacon and Rene Descartes and, be-
fore them, of course, Niccolo Machiavelli. 
Like Strauss, then, Manent seeks a source for 
modernity deeper than natural science and 
the Protestant Reformation. But unlike the 
great restorer of political philosophy, Manent 
seeks to go behind Machiavelli to the begin-
nings of the political project itself, to the very 
first project of politics, in ancient Greece. In 
this respect Manent’s latest approach resem-

bles the attempt made by Friedrich Nietzsche 
and Martin Heidegger to bring the Western 
spirit full circle by proving that what is most 
modern in us was already present, implicitly, 
in the Greek spirit.

The return to the greeks in search 
of the political origins of the modern 
project necessarily tends to reduce 

the importance of the ancient/modern dis-
tinction, which seemed so important to Leo 
Strauss and, for that matter, has figured so 
prominently in Manent’s oeuvre hitherto. 
Manent is explicit here about leaving behind 
his earlier, Tocquevillean, exaggeration of the 
modern difference, insisting that it is to the 
original Greek “production of the common” that 
we must look in order to understand how we 
got here: “I saw more and more clearly the 
forms of our common life unfolding from the 
first and master form as so many reverbera-
tions of this original conflagration, as so many 
metamorphoses of this primordial form.” 

Not that Manent neglects, by any means, 
the distinctiveness of the modern situation. 
On the contrary, he frames that difference 
brilliantly in several contexts, sometimes lead-
ing the reader to wonder whether, or to what 
degree, he really disagrees with Alexis de Toc-
queville and Strauss on the character of mo-
dernity. In the introduction, for example, he 
presents modernity as a failed effort to recon-
nect word and action. Martin Luther had re-
duced human action to the act of faith in a di-
vine Word, for example, and Machiavelli had 

fused word and deed so as to make possible the 
most audacious and terrible action. But these 
attempted reconciliations had led instead to 
an even more extreme alienation of word and 
act: the pretended exemption of the modern 
state from the vagaries of speech and opinion, 
a superiority first asserted in the Reformation 
form of state religion, but now asserted in the 
neutral, agnostic, and secular form of politi-
cal correctness, according to which unpleasant 
speech “is willingly considered…as the equiva-
lent of the worst action imaginable,” precisely 
because “[o]ne no longer expects that speech 
will be linked to a possible action.”

Meanwhile, explains Manent, the “con-
struction” of a united Europe proceeds with-
out any substantive defense or explanation, 
and a popular referendum against this drift, 

“the most solemn word that a people can for-
mulate,” makes no difference at all. “We are 
witnessing a more and more profound divorce 
between the process of civilization and the 
political structure.” One is reminded of Toc-
queville’s eloquent warning of an imminent 
abolition of the “laws of moral analogy,” a con-
dition in which “the natural bond that unites 
opinions to tastes and actions to beliefs has 
been broken.” In such a condition, opinions 
fall out of sync with concrete ends, producing 
a world where “nothing is linked,” and human 
beings lose their hold, not only on a common 
morality but on the very distinction between 
true and false.

For us Moderns to recover our bearings 
would thus seem to require some kind of heal-



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2014
Page 89

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

ing of the wound opened up between word and 
action. But such a healing, it appears, cannot 
close the gap completely. It was the Christian 
Word that first promised a perfect unity be-
tween life and Word, although the fulfillment 
of such unity was deferred to another world. 
Machiavelli (and in another sense, Luther) 
opened up the modern era with the promise 
of relieving human beings of this deferral; four 
centuries later, “the regimes called ‘totalitar-
ian,’” writes Manet, sought a solution to the 
tension between word and deed that would 
combine “the energy of the civic operation and 
the exactitude of the religious proposition.” Of 
course the result was disastrous, “monstrous.”

To re-connect word and deed in 
this world, yet without attempting the 
fusion promised by world-transforma-

tive ideologies, Manent proposes yet another 
return to “the things themselves.” This is the 
subject of the first part of this book, “The Orig-
inal Experience of the City.” But his return is 
neither, like Strauss’s, a return to the original 
nature of the political regime from the stand-
point of philosophy, nor, like Heidegger’s, a 
return to the dawn of metaphysics from the 
standpoint of its technological end. Taking the 
Baron de Montesquieu as a kind of guide, Ma-
nent proposes a new science of political forms, a 
term that he distinguishes rigorously from the 
regime. Montesquieu revealed the limits of the 
Greek, that is, the Platonic-Aristotelian politi-
cal science of the regime, which were the limits 
of the polis itself; he devoted great attention to 
nation, empire, and religion, all political forms 
larger than the classical city. It was the inher-
ent limitations of the city-state that gave rise 
to the metamorphoses of political forms over 
the next two millennia.

Still, while seeming to take Montesquieu’s 
side against the classical political philosophers, 
Manent is on guard against the vulnerability 
of Montesquieu’s political, or rather social sci-
ence. Like Montesquieu he seeks a science that 
can guide us beyond the polis, but unlike Mon-
tesquieu he is determined that this should be a 
political science, a science of the government of 
men by men—not a sociology and not a satire 
culminating in philosopher-kings, either.

To be more precise, according to Manent 
there are three fundamental meanings of “na-
ture,” and three corresponding natures of the 
city. The tragic perspective considers nature as 
what is native, that is, according to birth, and 
thus explores the city’s conflict with the family 
from which it springs. In the philosophic per-
spective the city appears in relation to its end, 
human happiness, an end, however, that lies 
somewhere beyond the city, whether in heav-
en or in Plato’s Academy. But in the properly 
political understanding, the city is considered 
in itself, apart from its origin or its purpose, in 

its inherent principle of movement, “the move-
ment of its life that leads it naturally to death.”

The life and death of the city are naturally 
articulated around the movement, that is, the 
opposition between the few and the many. In a 
luminous reading, Manent shows that, already 
in the camp of the Greeks in the first books of 
the Iliad, we find all the elements of the clas-
sical articulation of the city. And behind the 
visible struggle between the few and the many, 
we already see a figure who adumbrates the 
limitations of the city, that is, Odysseus, that 

“nobody” whose nameless prudence, somehow 
detached from any particular community, pre-
figures what Manet calls the “One,” the pos-
sibility of a comprehensive unity that will ex-
pose and transcend the limits of the city.

Manent’s metamorphoses is a 
marvelously rich, venturesome, and 
wide-ranging exploration of the 

changes in politics as this dynamic overcomes, 
without entirely leaving behind, the city. Ev-
ery chapter opens up a new world to explore 
and proposes original possibilities that would 
disrupt existing interpretive schemes. Natu-
rally the author is not able to explore all these 
possibilities, fully, or to draw all the threads 
together into a whole and finished fabric. 
Nevertheless, the book does outline a unified 
perspective on the history of the West and on 
the impasse into which this history has led. At 
the deepest level, Manent’s perspective reveals 
two polarities in Western politics—between 
the few and the many, and between the One 
and the All. The tension between the few (the 
rich) and the many (the poor) constitutes 
the natural life of the city. By contrast, the 
One-All polarity emerges historically in the 
boundless ambitions of Rome, finds theologi-
cal expression in Christianity, and continues 
to haunt modern secular humanism. 

The ancient tension between the few and 
the many is natural and so will always be with 
us; it continues to work beneath the surface 
in modern democracies despite their inher-
ent tendency towards unity and universality. 
Manent offers a close and brilliant reading of 
a key moment in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Dis-
course on Inequality to show that Rousseau’s 
story of the invention of politics pointedly 
represses the role of the few, of reflective ac-
tion on behalf of a concrete idea of the whole 
or the common good; thus he arrives at the 
pure formalism of law as self-commandment 
and general will. Aristotle, of course, provides 
the classic account of politics as centered on 
the clashing self-affirmations of the few and 
the many, each faction with its own account 
of honor and dignity. And Manent certainly 
appreciates, up to a point, Aristotle’s subtle 
and refined account of the essentially partisan 
character of the natural political regime. Aris-
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totle sees politics as the domain par excellence 
of proairesis or deliberate choice; it is in politi-
cal life, in deliberations regarding the good of 
the whole, that “human life gathers itself,” as 
Manent puts it, under such notions as “self-
sufficiency, perfection, happiness, and beauty.”

In his narrative, this aristocratic gathering 
of deliberate though clashing choices gives 
way over the course of Western history to the 
emerging power of the One as guarantor of the 
All into which both the few and the many dis-
appeared: “In the eyes of the One, all became 
the people, all were equal.” But the cost of the 
suppression of the natural factions was not 
the simple victory of equality, the ascendancy, 
let us say, of the dignity of the common man. 
Instead, modern society embodies simultane-
ous extremes of equality and inequality, and 
we aspire at once to universal compassion and 
to unbridled competitiveness. “In brief, all are 
equal and everyone has his price.”

Manent obviously deplores this 
joint reign of extreme equality and 
extreme inequality, but he also de-

picts it as a fateful culmination of the city’s 
metamorphoses. Aristotle’s center simply 
could not hold. Aristotle’s interpretation of 
the natural purpose of politics, in which he 
moves from the idea of “a complete and self-
sufficient life,” to “deliberate choice,” and then 
to “happiness” constituted by “noble actions,” 

is a “leap” that Manent cannot approve. In-
stead, he leans rather toward Montesquieu’s 
description of the various purposes of vari-
ous cities (expansion, war, religion, commerce, 
etc.) and notes that Aristotle himself hedges 
his teleological argument with a critical “ac-
cording to us,” referring it seems to the doc-
trine of Aristotle’s own school, or perhaps 
more broadly to the shared assumptions of 
his city or civilization. Manent questions 
Aristotle’s “leap,” and so sympathizes with 
the liberalism of Benjamin Constant or of 
the Declaration of Independence, which, he 
says, are “squarely skeptical, or worse” of Ar-
istotle’s high-minded solution. The historical 
movement toward the One-All configuration 
is not only to that extent democratic (based 
on skepticism regarding Aristotle’s deliber-
ately aristocratic affirmations) but also flows 
ineluctably from the dynamic of the city itself, 
since the very life of the city resides in the fi-
nally unanswerable claim of the many to share 
in the city’s goods. 

The true city comes into being, or rather 
strives to exist, through the effort of the 
many to have a share in the city of the 
few. In this sense politicization is identi-
cal with democratization, the city with 
democracy, more exactly with the move-
ment toward the democratic regime. 
[Emphasis added.]

In part two of the metamorphoses, 
“The Enigma of Rome,” Manent traces this 
democratic dynamic inherent in political 

life through the rise and ascendancy of Rome, 
and through the echoes of Rome in Machia-
velli, Hobbes, and Montesquieu. He argues 
that classical Greek thought ignored the One, 
seeing monarchy finally as a mere extension of 
aristocracy. This limited vision underlies Leo 
Strauss’s failure to see that political form is 
more fundamental than regime, that Caesa-
rism is not a subdivision of classical monarchy, 
and that human transcendence could not be 
contained within the classical city. The burst-
ing of the limits of the classical city, audible 
in Roman thought in the irresistible appeal 
of ideas of equality, monotheism or cosmic 
monarchy, and universal history (in which the 
wisdom of the best city definitively transcends 
the wisdom of the best man), opens up a long 

“Ciceronian moment,” in which authors from 
the Romans through Machiavelli search for 
a political form that can contain, or perhaps 
rather channel, the energies that exploded the 
classical city. The emergence of a new political 
form—the nation-state—marked the end of 
this centuries-long moment, but by no means 
the end of the dynamic unleashed by the orig-
inal project of politics.

Central themes of Part Three, “Empire, 
Church, Nation,” include Christianity’s rela-
tion to Judaism and Greek philosophy, as well 
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Book Review by Wilfred M. McClay

The High-Low Coalition

The Revolt Against the Masses: How Liberalism Has Undermined the Middle Class, by Fred Siegel.

Encounter Books, 240 pages, $23.99

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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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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as the rise of the modern state as a response to 
the unprecedented political problem posed by 
Christianity. Philosophy, Judaism, Christian-
ity, and modernity are four different vectors of 
movement beyond the closed city of classical 
antiquity. To envision a truth above the city is 
at the same time to embrace an idea of human-
ity reaching beyond the city’s borders; to reach 
higher is at the same time to extend wider. The 
first three movements propound a distinctive 
idea of what is highest, that is, divine, and 
therefore, despite their universalist ambitions, 
presuppose a separation among human beings: 
the philosopher, the elect nation, and the City 
of God are separated by the very content of 
their universalism from the rest of humanity. 
Only modern humanism achieves full univer-
sality on the horizontal plane, but this is ac-
complished by abandoning the content of that 
universality, collapsing the vertical dimension 
altogether. The high has collapsed altogether 
into the wide, the alliance between the One 
and the All has been consummated, but what 
is left is an All bereft of purpose and thus of 
content. Humanity is at least in principle uni-
fied…but what can it do? What substantive 
purpose can it propose to itself? The definitive 
overcoming of the limits of the city as defined 
by the qualitative claims of the few against the 
many has left the All, the Totality of Human-
ity, without rival, but with nothing to say that 
can be translated into real, meaningful action.

Who or what could yet medi-
ate between God and man so as 
to hold open the vertical dimen-

sion of universality and thus give words some 
purchase on deeds? At times Manent seems 
to gesture towards pre-Reformation Christi-
anity as the most proximate source of an ef-
fective mediation. He proposes the Church 
as a city, an actual community, a new politi-
cal form, which in principle can hold together 
the Immense and the lowly. And yet, in other 
contexts, he recognizes “the intrinsic and per-
haps insurmountable difficulty of any Chris-
tian statement about politics,” and observes 
that Augustine “incites us to desire to enter 
into the city of God, but it is not certain that 
it helps us much to orient ourselves in the cit-
ies of people.”

We are left, then, with no practical alter-
native to “the mediating nation,” which could 
not have taken shape without the content sup-
plied by a national religion: “the nation is the 
mediator between the subjective freedom of 
the [Protestant] Christian and the sovereign 
grace of God.” It is not obvious to him how 
the neutral or secular state can subsist with-
out the content once supplied by religion; the 
state now sees itself as a mediation of human-
ity, but it has no content to offer as a definition 
of humanity.

Manent’s stunning insights into the demo-
cratic dynamic of history, the tremendous 

power of the ideas of universal freedom and 
equality under a unified God or a unified 
Science, recall Tocqueville’s own “religious 
terror” before the democratic revolution that 
was transforming the world before his eyes. 
Manent’s admirably dispassionate account 
of the fragility of the classical city and of the 
aristocratic philosophy that attempted to re-
fine and extend the city’s proud assertion of 
human dignity confronts us once again with 
Tocqueville’s question: how to interpret and 
preserve human greatness in an increasingly 
flat, homogeneous, and pantheistic world. 
Manent is not to be faulted for proposing no 
alternative to the modern nation-state, which 
he shows to be a very imperfect and vulner-
able half-way house between the city and the 
politically empty idea of universal humanity. 
What would a higher partisanship on behalf 
of human dignity look like today? If Aristot-
le’s solutions are now no longer plausible, then 
how might philosophy articulate openness to 
a higher good so as to support and inform re-
sponsible choice in our times? 

Ralph C. Hancock is professor of political sci-
ence at Brigham Young University; president of 
the John Adams Center for the Study of Faith, 
Philosophy, and Public Affairs; and the author, 
most recently, of The Responsibility of Reason: 
Theory and Practice in a Liberal-Democratic 
Age (Rowman & Littlefield).
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Book Review by Jeffrey H. Anderson

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

Regnery Publishing, 126 pages, $16.95 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

citizens’ primer, Pipes’s slim volume is an easy 
and well-documented read. The author, presi-
dent of the Pacific Research Institute and one 
of the most implacable critics of Obamacare, 
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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 
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Essay by Catesby Leigh

Natural Right and Art History

At least since the viennese art 
historian Alois Riegl coined the term 
Kunstwollen or “will-to-form” over a 

century ago, scholars and curators have been 
increasingly inclined to evaluate works of art 
in period terms, without regard to aesthetic 
norms or standards of technical competence 
transcending particular historical contexts. 
For Riegl (1858–1905), each age must gen-
erate its own notions of beauty and truth in 
art; otherwise the age could not express itself. 
Since his time, art history has put the empha-
sis decisively on history, understood as an on-
going process of changing artistic intentions.

The orthodoxy Riegl helped establish 
knocked the classical tradition, itself based 
on the imitation of nature through objective 
forms and standards, off its pedestal, mak-
ing room for the fulsome appreciation of art 
once regarded as bad or inferior—for example, 
that of late antiquity, which happened to be a 
specialty of Riegl himself; or the primitive art 
of aboriginal cultures. But recent exhibitions 
at New York’s Frick Collection and Wash-
ington’s National Gallery of Art suggest how 
impoverished art history has become in the 
absence of abiding standards of achievement. 

These important exhibitions included a lone 
sculptural masterpiece from the Capitoline 
Museum in Rome, the Dying Gaul; a panoply 
of Byzantine art from Greece; and drawings 
by the young Picasso, both during and after 
his formal training in Spain.

Art Unsurpassed

The dying gaul was on view in the 
National Gallery’s West Building ro-
tunda throughout the past winter. A 

superb ancient marble copy of a lost Helle-
nistic bronze dating to around 200 B.C., it 
portrays a fallen nude warrior with a mortal 
wound in his flank, propping himself up on 
one arm, his other arm extended forward 
with the hand perched on his thigh, his head 
bent toward the ground. This life-size, sub-
tly torsional sculpture’s brilliance lies in the 
way it seemingly unwinds into our perceptual 
space while drawing us towards it like a mag-
net. Nothing about the Celtic warrior seems 
static, for energy visibly suffuses his lithe 
body even though he is breathing his last. The 
arrangement of his bent arms and legs creates 
divergent planes projecting out from the torso 

so as to compel the spectator to take him in 
from different angles. The sculptor master-
fully calibrated the geometry and proportions 
of the anatomical forms so that the Gaul con-
veys a sense of organic wholeness, but with-
out compromising on the articulation of the 
human body’s structural complexity. The re-
sulting topography leads the eye in countless 
trajectories around the figure, thus reinforc-
ing its spatial presence. This sculpture’s pow-
erful aesthetic effect is essentially unpictorial 
and involves what we might call the geometric 
conquest of its environment.

Since ancient times the Greek achievement 
in fine art has been taken to lie in its unprec-
edented naturalism. But as the Dying Gaul 
attests, naturalism is only part of the story. 
Of course the Greeks consciously sought a 
life-likeness lacking in the art of earlier civili-
zations, but they went far beyond this. Their 
archaic statues first evolved into life-like and, 
after that, spatially continuous figures. By 

“spatially continuous” I mean that they were 
designed to counteract, or override, the nat-
ural pictorial mechanism of human vision 
whereby we see the world around us not in 
three dimensions, but as a two-dimensional 
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picture generated by the reflected light that 
the lens of the eye projects onto our retinal 
movie screen. Monumental Greek sculpture 
thus overcame nature the better to represent 
nature; it attained an intensified physical 
presence that distinguishes it from merely 
naturalistic, pictorially-oriented art. The 
British Museum’s majestic pedimental figures 
from the Parthenon epitomize this quest for a 
fully dimensional sculpture, as does the Dying 
Gaul.

Greek sculpture of the classical and Hel-
lenistic periods set a standard that Western 
art has never surpassed. It also stands apart 
from the fine art of any non-Western civi-
lization precisely because of its unpictorial 
character. High-quality classical sculpture, 
mainly in the form of copies, continued to 
be produced well into the Roman impe-
rial period. But the elevated level of concep-
tual knowledge and manual skill it entailed 
couldn’t be sustained indefinitely, and by the 
time of Constantine the Great sculpture had 
regressed dramatically. Of course we’re not 
supposed to say that. Negative appraisal of 
another culture’s Kunstwollen is bad form. 
Among other things, it calls into question 
the relativism that governs contemporary 
art-historical scholarship. 

Vestiges of Greatness

This brings us to heaven & earth: 
Art of Byzantium from Greek Collections, 
which coincided with the Dying Gaul’s 

display at the National Gallery before moving 
on to the Getty Villa in Malibu, California. 
This vastly informative exhibition included 
a number of examples of sculpture from late 
antiquity—that is, the period preceding the 
Byzantine artistic canon’s emergence in the 
6th century. The portrait bust of a young 
woman from Asia Minor, thought to date 
to around 400 A.D., was conceived in hap-
less emulation of classical form. The woman 
sports an elaborate headband with her braid-
ed hair laid up in horizontal tiers above it. But 
her smooth cheeks are misaligned, with one 
quite conspicuously recessed behind the other, 
and this causes a distorted alignment of the 
mouth. Her drapery is simplistically designed 
and there is not the slightest indication of 
breasts beneath it, so that her chest might as 
well be a boy’s. This is, at best, deeply flawed 
sculpture. Not even the exhibition catalogue, 
however, acknowledges this obvious fact. It is 
just not done.

In contrast, the more or less contemporane-
ous bust of a heavily bearded man of late mid-
dle age, draped with a toga, strikes a distinctly 
expressionistic tone. The man’s hair—neatly 

trimmed above the forehead, thick and tousled 
on the sides—could be a philosopher’s. The 
large, protruding ears and bird’s-beak nose 
verge on caricature, but what seizes one’s at-
tention are the eyes popping out as though he 
were in a trance. In this bust we find none of 
the supple, complex modeling of facial shapes 
we see in Hellenistic portraiture. Instead the 
sculptor relies mainly on the play of light and 
shade on more or less vigorously incised pat-
ternizations of hair, beard, cheeks, eyebrows, 
eyes, drapery, and so on. Had the unknown 
Attic sculptor of this bust, who was presum-
ably familiar with the Parthenon sculptures 
and other classical wonders, consciously ad-
opted a new method in place of the one that 
had vanished? It’s entirely possible. What we 
can say with certainty (though art historians 
are quite unlikely to say it) is that, as in late-
antique sculpture generally, a dimensionally-
oriented method of representation had been 
supplanted by a much more simplistic, pictori-
ally-oriented one, the artist’s natural tendency 
given the pictorial mechanism of human vision.

background. Far from projecting majestically 
or demonically into the viewer’s perceptual 
world like a classical statue, the icon beck-
ons from a heavenly sphere beyond space and 
time. Though its flesh and drapery folds are 
modeled to a degree with light and shade, its 
form is defined mainly through linear pat-
terns. The icon was passed down from gen-
eration to generation as an unchanging hi-
eratic type in a manner more characteristic 
of Egyptian art than Greco-Roman. It was 
deployed not only in architectural decoration 
but also in portable formats. Because it ra-
diated a protective power from its heavenly 
realm, the icon might even be carried into 
battle like a banner.

Byzantine sacred art thus betrays less of 
the stylistic variety we encounter in late an-
tique work. Nevertheless, classical formal 
traits, though vestigial, are not insignificant 
in Byzantine art. The drapery of a male saint 
in a mosaic composition might be elaborately 
designed to provide a volumetric sense of the 
body underneath, thus enabling the saint, 
however awkward his anatomical construc-
tion, to wear the drapery rather than vice-
versa. And as time wore on, icons in the form 
of painted panels assumed greater pictorial 
complexity, with less static figures and more 
elaborate architectural or landscape settings, 
while still retaining much of their unnatural-
istically schematic character.

The art of panel painting had largely disap-
peared in the West after the fall of the Ro-
man Empire, while formally unsophisticated 
sculpture was profusely employed in the dec-
oration of churches from the Romanesque 
period onward. But increasing commercial 
and cultural interaction with Byzantium 
eventually led to panel painting’s resurgence 
in Italy. Byzantine sacred art thus set the 
stage for early Renaissance masters like Ci-
mabue and Giotto, providing a conceptual 
framework which their successors modified 
by incorporating more realistic modeling and 
perspective into their method. A parallel de-
velopment in sculpture led to Donatello’s re-
fined medieval realism.

Recovery and Continuity

But the greatest renaissance art-
ist of all—and arguably the greatest 
Christian artist of all—eschewed the 

pictorial orientation which the medieval art 
of both eastern and western Christendom 
had bequeathed to the Renaissance. It was 
the discovery, in Rome, of the superb Helle-
nistic torso, the Belvedere Torso, that inspired 
the supremely sculptural male nudes, or ig-
nudi, arrayed on Michelangelo’s Sistine Cha-

Unlike the partly pagan world of late an-
tiquity, Byzantium was wholly Christian. At 
the same time, Byzantine imperial, clerical, 
and municipal elites were well-versed in clas-
sical literature, and the memory of an earlier 
age permitted the display of antique works 
in secular settings. Leaving aside Pheidias’s 
vanished freestanding gold-and-ivory statue 
of Athena, even the Parthenon’s sculptural 
decoration was left intact when it was con-
verted into a church, probably in the late 
5th century. Still, hardly any of the bronze 
cult statues that set the standard for classi-
cal and Hellenistic art have come down to 
us. Many an irreplaceable masterpiece surely 
met its end at the hands of Christians who 
considered the visceral sense of presence it 
conveyed demonic.

Sculpture in the round found no place 
in Byzantine sacred art, whose definitive 
creation is antique sculpture’s pictorial and 
spiritual antithesis, the icon: the schematic, 
frontally-posed image of Christ, Virgin, or 
saint, rendered in mosaic, fresco, or tempera 
and set off against a lustrous, often golden, 

Greek sculpture of the 
classical and Hellenistic 

periods set a standard that 
Western art has never 

surpassed.



Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2014
Page 94

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

pel ceiling. Along with his sculptural mas-
terworks, such as his majestic Medici Chapel 
figures at San Lorenzo in Florence, that mu-
ral resulted from a direct re-engagement with 
antique principles of form. These principles, 
then, were not only relevant to sculpture. Nor 
were they narrowly prescriptive. They shaped 
the work of painters as divergent in style and 
sensibility as Rubens and Caravaggio.

So there is a vital continuity between the 
great works of antiquity and the modern age 
that dawned with the Renaissance. It is this 
continuity which art exhibitions too often fail 
to emphasize, mainly because our curators ha-
bitually relegate art to period pigeonholes. For 
example, in the same National Gallery rotunda 
where the Dying Gaul was displayed, a bronze 
Mercury derived from Giambologna’s original 
of about 1580 crowns a magnificent fountain. 
The nude, helmeted god dashes across space, 
his left foot poised on the sculpted breath em-
anating from the head of a putto, which faces 
straight up. The god’s supple musculature is 
modeled so that the eye dances around this 
serpentine figure. He points upward with his 
raised right hand while bearing his caduceus, 
or snake-entwined staff, in his left arm. This 
arm, somewhat pulled back from the torso, 
generates a subtle twist in the figure that is 
counteracted by the turn of the head in the op-
posite direction. The bent right leg and arms 
and even the extended forefinger and thumb of 
the raised hand generate divergent planes that, 
along with its torsional dynamic, reinforce the 
dimensionality of the slightly less-than-life-
size sculpture and allow it to expand into the 
enveloping space. This Mercury belongs to a 
more stylized genre than the Dying Gaul, but it 
was quite obviously conceived along analogous 
lines. Which is not surprising, insofar as the 
Flemish-born Giambologna (1529–1608) mi-
grated to Florence and was deeply influenced 
by both Hellenistic sculpture and Michelange-
lo, who instructed him to focus on the human 
figure’s inner structure rather than surface 
detail. But it is doubtful one National Gallery 
visitor in a thousand who saw the Dying Gaul 
noticed the very significant kinship between 
these two works. 

Need for Standards

Apart from intellectual sea-
changes in the 19th century, one tech-
nological innovation contributed very 

generously to classicism’s eclipse. This was the 
photograph, a mechanically-produced optical 
record of the visual world in which that world 
is reproduced in gradations of light and shade, 
with color eventually supplementing the re-
cord. The French academicians welcomed 
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photography, which degraded their training 
and consummated the human figure’s trans-
formation from a thing-in-itself of immense 
geometric complexity into an increasingly sim-
plistic, pictorial byproduct of light and shade. 
As a result, Cézanne’s celebrated “modernist” 
advice to a younger painter to treat nature by 
means of rudimentary geometric forms—the 
cylinder, cone, and sphere—conformed to the 
academic practice of his day.

An exhibition of Picasso’s early drawings at 
the Frick and National Gallery in late 2011–
early 2012, Picasso’s Drawings: 1890–1921, 
demonstrated Cézanne’s dictum in action—
for instance, in Picasso’s charcoal drawing, 
while a 13- or 14-year-old Wunderkind at the 
Barcelona academy, of a plaster cast of the 
reclining Ilissus figure from the Parthenon’s 
west pediment. Picasso rendered this nude 
figure’s left shoulder—a magnificent, highly 
complex form—as a dumb, almost spherical 
shape. A widely disseminated, late-academic 
drawing primer from which he made a num-
ber of copies, the Cours de dessin (1868–1871), 
encouraged him to do precisely that. It is no 
coincidence that the academic painter Jean-
Léon Gérôme collaborated on the Cours: 
any number of his historical, mythological, 
and genre scenes are saturated with a pho-
tographic aura. The upshot is that a crucial 
thesis underlying the Frick-National Gal-
lery exhibition—that the academic training 
Picasso underwent “had remained relatively 
unchanged since the Renaissance,” to quote 
the catalogue introduction—is simply false. 
Not surprisingly, the catalogue doesn’t even 
mention Picasso’s amply documented use of 

the Cours de dessin. The icing on the cake is 
that it puts Picasso on the same plane as Mi-
chelangelo by describing each as “one of the 
world’s greatest draftsmen.” The reality is that 
Picasso did not have access to truly classical 
training. And however extraordinary his na-
tive talent, he was an incompetent draftsman 
by comparison with Michelangelo. Picasso’s 
decidedly eclectic oeuvre thus amounts, like 
one of his Cubist paintings, to a collage of pic-
torial fragments.

Of course, by the time Picasso came of 
age at the turn of the last century, objective 
criteria of technical competence could not be 
permitted to undermine modernity’s, or the 
modernist artist’s, self-esteem. Riegl’s Hege-
lian Kunstwollen soon found its mythopoeic 
counterpart in a Nietzschean will-to-form 
that exalted the Promethean genius who 
forged a radically new art amidst the shat-
tered remnants of tradition. Picasso himself 
thus became the object of a Nietzschean per-
sonality cult that endures to this day, while 
reaping enormous benefit from the relativist 
revision of art history by Riegl and his succes-
sors. That revision opened the door to high-
brow appreciation of Picasso’s resort to crude 
stylizations evoking the “primitive.” The im-
petuous Spaniard would surely have found 
more inspiration in that expressionistic, ex-
ophthalmic male portrait bust from late an-
tiquity than in a far more skillful portrait by 
a Hellenistic master, or by a modern master 
like Houdon.

The Frick and National Gallery exhibi-
tions, like just about any exhibition you 
walk into these days, demonstrate that we 

no longer have a reliable scholarly gauge of 
artistic achievement or technical compe-
tence. We have dire need of a pedagogy, both 
art-historical and strictly artistic, divorced 
from that Romantic shibboleth, Kunstwol-
len. We need a pedagogy capable of situat-
ing the Byzantines’ very significant artistic 
achievement in its proper relation to the 
classical achievements that preceded and fol-
lowed it. We need a pedagogy that enables 
us to see through the vulgar personality cult 
perpetuated by the Picasso’s Drawings exhibi-
tion and countless others like it. Finally, we 
need a pedagogy that challenges pupils to 
understand that classicism really does not 
conjugate as a style, but as a distinct way of 
seeing nature—and the human figure above 
all—that has manifested itself in a variety of 
styles and genres over a very long period of 
time, immeasurably enriching the cultural 
patrimony of mankind.

Classical discipline, properly understood, 
involves a grasp of form that is unnatural in 
terms of the way we are hardwired to see the 
world, and therefore conducive to representing 
nature in a way that transcends our ordinary 
experience of the world. This doesn’t mean 
human modes of perception are irrelevant to 
classical representation. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. The point is that the 
classical standard has its origins in the Greeks’ 
abiding awareness that what we see and what 
is are two different things. It originates, in 
other words, in reality.

Catesby Leigh is an art and architecture critic in 
Washington, D.C.
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by Larry Arnhart

George Anastaplo, 1925–2014

When george anastaplo died on 
February 14, 2014, he was a dis-
tinguished professor at the Loyola 

University Law School and in the Basic Pro-
gram in the Liberal Arts at the University of 
Chicago. He was also a professor emeritus 
at Dominican University (formerly Rosary 
College).

A  son of Greek immigrants, Anastaplo 
grew up in southern Illinois. He served in 
World War II as a U.S. Army Air Corps nav-
igator, flying bombing missions in North Af-
rica and Europe. After the war, he entered the 
University of Chicago, where he earned his 
B.A. and his law degree.

Although he graduated number one in his 
class at the University of Chicago Law School 
in 1950, he was refused admission to the Il-
linois Bar, because the Bar’s Committee on 
Character and Fitness was disturbed by his 
affirmation of the right to revolution as stated 
in the Declaration of Independence and by 
his refusal to answer questions about whether 
he was a member of the Communist Party. 
He said that such questions were inappropri-
ate and unconstitutional. The questions were 
also unjustified because no one had any rea-
son to believe he was a Communist. 

When Anastaplo appealed this decision 
to the Illinois Supreme Court, he lost. Later, 
he appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court and 
argued his own case before the Court, but 
once again he lost (by a 5-4 decision). In this 
case—In re Anastaplo (1961)—Justice Hugo 
Black wrote an eloquent dissenting opinion. 
Justice William Brennan told Black that his 
opinion would “immortalize Anastaplo.” As 
suggested by Black’s son, an excerpt from this 
opinion was read at Black’s funeral in 1971 
at Washington National Cathedral. The last 
line of  the opinion was, “We must not be 
afraid to be free.”

His bar admission case was only the first in 
a series of tense confrontations provoked by 
Anastaplo’s challenges to unjustified authori-
ty. While traveling in Russia in 1960, Anasta-
plo was arrested and then expelled from the 
country. He was also expelled from Greece in 
1968, because he had questioned the rule of 
the military junta in power. This led political 
scientist C. Herman Pritchett to observe: “As 

W.C. Fields might have said, any man who is 
kicked out of Russia, Greece, and the Illinois 
Bar can’t be all bad.”

Since he could not practice law, he drove a 
taxi in Chicago for a few years to make a living. 
He then returned to the University of Chica-
go to work on his doctorate in the Committee 
on Social Thought and to teach in the Basic 
Program. His dissertation become the basis 
for The Constitutionalist: Notes on the First 
Amendment (1971), the first of his 20 books.

At the university of chicago, he 
came under the influence of two teach-
ers who shaped his whole life—Wil-

liam Crosskey and Leo Strauss. Crosskey’s 
classes at the Law School were organized 
around the meticulous interpretation of the 
Constitution to find its original meaning, 
which was often identified by Crosskey as very 
different from what was assumed in many Su-
preme Court decisions. In particular, he ar-
gued that the constitutional text established 
the supremacy of the United States Congress 
in exercising a general legislative power over 
the nation. He was best known for arguing 
that the Constitution gave Congress a nation-
al power over commerce that was more sweep-
ing than the power over “interstate commerce” 
as interpreted by the Supreme Court. 

Like Crosskey, Anastaplo thought that the 
Constitution was a carefully crafted  docu-
ment that could be understood through a 
close reading of the text itself, free from the of-
ten mistaken interpretations of the Supreme 
Court. That’s clearest in Anastaplo’s The Con-
stitution of 1787: A Commentary (1989). 

In his constitutional reasoning, he em-
phasized the freedom of speech in the First 
Amendment, which he thought important 
because it allowed for appeals to natural right 
and for the freedom of philosophic thought 
to enter politics. Here is where Strauss’s influ-
ence became crucial.

Anastaplo attended all of Strauss’s classes 
at the University of Chicago, from 1949 to 
1967. He was attracted by Strauss’s rigor in 
the close reading of texts in the history of po-
litical philosophy. There was a methodologi-
cal similarity between Strauss’s philosophical 
textualism and Crosskey’s constitutional tex-

tualism. In fact, Strauss once said to Anasta-
plo that he had heard that Crosskey read the 
Constitution the way he, Strauss, read Plato.

While many of Strauss’s students identified 
themselves as political conservatives, Anastap-
lo did not. In 1964, some of Strauss’s students 
publicly endorsed the presidential campaign of 
Barry Goldwater, and Anastaplo objected that 
it was a mistake to suggest that Strauss’s work 
supported a politically partisan position.

From Strauss, Anastaplo picked up the 
two major themes that run through most of 
his writing—nature and prudence. He ar-
gued that the prudent person judges how best 
to fulfill the enduring inclinations of human 
nature within the historical conditions in 
which he finds himself.

Anastaplo thought through these 
ideas of nature and prudence by see-
ing how they arise in the great texts of 

politics, philosophy, science, history, mathe-
matics, theology, art, and literature. Five texts 
were especially important for him—Plato’s 
Apology of Socrates, the Bible, the Declara-
tion of Independence, the Constitution of the 
United States, and the writings of Abraham 
Lincoln.

During the last weeks of his life, he was 
calm and thoughtful in preparing for his 
death. One might have been reminded of his 
essay on death in his book Human Being and 
Citizen (1975), in which he wrote: “Death, if 
faced up to—if not concealed by euphemisms 
and cosmetics—should remind us of the nat-
ural terms of living things and hence of nature 
and of models for a good life, models that do 
not depend on one’s individuation but rather 
on one’s approximation to a standard guiding 
other men as well.”

One might also have been reminded of 
Adam Smith’s report about David Hume’s 
death, in which Smith concluded: “Upon 
the whole, I have always considered him, 
both in his lifetime and since his death, as 
approaching as nearly to the idea of a per-
fectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps 
the nature of human frailty will permit.” 

Larry Arnhart is a Distinguished Research Pro-
fessor Emeritus at Northern Illinois University.

in memoriam
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by James W. Ceaser

Three Funerals

Two state funerals in less than two years is a lot for any 
nation to bear. The first, officiated by liberal commentators after 
the 2012 election, gave notice of the “death of conservatism,” (in 

New York Times Book Review editor Sam Tanenhaus’s phrase). The prin-
cipal causes cited were an exhaustion of ideas and the reliance for political 
support on a dwindling base of older, married, and more religious white 
people. Late last year, it was the conservative commentators’ turn. Led by 
Charles Krauthammer, they announced without mourning the “collapse 
of liberalism,” a development declared almost self-evident from the failures 
of President Obama’s signature programs and his sinking poll numbers. 

These two post-mortems, while different in their political implications, 
are not necessarily at odds. As the 2014 mid-term elections approach, 
the political situation resembles two dead men walking. Confidence in 
liberalism is foundering without any corresponding revival in support for 
conservatism. 

Liberalism’s demise was unexpected. Healthy and vigorous until just re-
cently, liberals were confident that their cherished arc of History was at last 
bending in their favor. They imagined that they would be dancing today on 
their opponents’ graves. Instead, they find themselves haunted by the pros-
pect that the dry bones of their enemies might be reassembling. Liberals 
are at risk of incurring not just the usual electoral setback for the president’s 
party in a midterm election (which is traditionally more pronounced in an 
incumbent’s sixth year), but also a wound that touches the heart of the Pro-
gressive project. That project, crafted originally more than a century ago, 
had as its main goal the egalitarian promotion of social justice. It would 
be carried out in a political system exercising “social control”—a favorite 
and favorable term of the original Progressives—that was directed largely 
from the top and would follow the “best science.” It would be implemented 
by an efficient and effective public administration that would regulate or 
replace the irrationalities and injustices of the market. Progressivism of-
fered a vision of government of the experts, by the experts, but for the peo-
ple. Its democratic legitimacy would be assured through the leadership of 
high-minded orator presidents able both to persuade and inspire the public, 
thereby resolving the age-old dilemma of reconciling wisdom and consent.

Support for the Progressive goal of social justice, as distinct from the 
means for achieving it, remains strong today and stacks up as well as ever 
against the sometimes conflicting goals of economic growth, liberty, and 
fulfilling a national historical destiny. Trumpeting social justice, which 
has become the progressives’ full-time preoccupation, has enabled them 
until recently to avoid suffering a loss of political support, even as the ac-
tual conditions of social justice have deteriorated under their watch. Pro-
gressives have of course played the evasion-of-responsibility card, blaming 
the results on their predecessors’ egregious policies and their opponents’ 
ill will and stupidity. But even where responsibility is not explicitly de-
nied, progressives have the escape route of arguing that their policies best 
protect those facing adversity. It would be perverse to suggest that liber-
als prefer failure to success, but the truth is that their cause is not hurt 

by failure nearly as much as one might think—hence President Obama’s 
remarkable ability to prosper politically while lamenting the growing in-
equalities and the worsening plight of the poor and the unemployed.

Where liberalism has crossed a threshold, however, is 
in its repeated incapacity to achieve, by its own favored means, 
its highest priorities. From the farce of “shovel ready” projects, 

to the disaster of the health care roll out, to the disgrace of mismanaging 
the socialized medical system for veterans, all but the most ideologically 
blinkered of liberals—which includes most in the media and academy—
must have begun to experience doubts. If the smartest president ever, in 
consultation with the best experts ever, endowed with the most lavish re-
sources ever cannot get programs to operate, then, Washington, we have 
a problem. Even among millennials, one of the progressives’ core con-
stituencies, faith in the efficacy of government to manage complex affairs 
has plummeted. No wonder, then, that the idea of government adminis-
tration no longer fires the imagination of today’s youth. Who among the 
talented next generation yearns to become a GS 15 in the Department of 
Health and Human Services?

Yet the greatest problem liberalism faces today does not result from 
doubts about government competence, but from a slowly dawning real-
ization that liberals are increasingly disposed to sacrifice means to ends 
and impartiality to social justice. The result is repressive progressivism. 
Progressivism was born in a spirit of creating “good government,” which 
preached scrupulous fidelity to law, honesty, transparency, and separa-
tion of politicking from governing. This concern was cast aside as naïve 
by Franklin Roosevelt and ignored by Bill Clinton, from whom no one 
ever expected more. Current liberalism, however, was supposed to return 
to its progressive roots, and the public took Barack Obama at his word 
in his promise to do so. On every count, liberalism now disregards these 
procedures, whether in its routine presentation of erroneous or mislead-
ing facts, its outright lies, or its suppression of information. To see how 
certain agencies of government, beginning with the Department of Jus-
tice, treat whistleblowers, average citizens, or members of the media re-
minds one ever more of the behavior of authoritarian government. 

For the most part, accusations of abuse and irregularity are met with 
denials, which almost no one believes. Far more disturbing, however, is 
that these excesses are now tacitly justified by the argument that such 
measures now operate in the service of a higher cause and are excused by 
the existence of an emergency. Emergency is not used here in the usual 
sense of a threat of an imminent attack or of an impending economic 
crisis. It refers instead to the dangerous character of the opposition and 
to the possibility that the opposition might win power. Whether such 
ideas are limited to those who lead us today or have seeped down to be-
come part of liberalism’s core is difficult to say. Either way, the prospect is 
frightening. The death we should fear most is not that of an ideology but 
of free government itself. 
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Fragile by Design
The Political Origins of Banking Crises 
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Stephen H. Haber
“A thoughtful counter-argument to the 
current received wisdom.”
—Howard Davies, Times Higher 
Education

“Readable, erudite, myth-busting. . . . 
The authors’ clear and well-documented 
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economic crisis of 2007-09 was caused 
by the profit-and-loss system of 
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—Gene Epstein, Barron’s 
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categories, his book is a vision of limited 
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William Zimmerman
“Zimmerman makes a unique and 
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flashes of wry humor, he leads 
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Gorbachev and Yeltsin as Leaders
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