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from the editor’s desk

Big Barack Candy Mountain
by Charles R. Kesler

“Big rock candy mountain” was one of the first hobo 
songs, written and recorded by Harry McClintock in 1928. 
It went to number one on Billboard ’s country music charts in 

1939; the Depression was good at producing hobos, and at selling music 
about them. It’s basically a folk song about a hobo’s dream of paradise, 

“Where the handouts grow on bushes, and you sleep out every night.”
Somehow this vision of “cigarette trees” and “lemonade springs” 

where “the hens lay soft-boiled eggs” came to mind when I was listening 
to former President Obama’s “final farewell address,” as he called it—to 
distinguish it from his last weekly radio address and farewell press con-
ference and farewell remarks to his staff and who knows what else in the 
farewell line. One got the impression he wasn’t eager to leave.

At his speech at McCormick Place in Chicago, one could see that 
the job had aged him, as it does every president, but he was in good 
form, and when he’s in good form there is no political speechmaker in 
America who can match him. Still, his rhetoric had aged, too, and not 
for the first time in his administration one could wonder, as they say in 
showbiz, Do you have anything else? Well, America now has President 
Donald J. Trump, next to whose art of rhetoric Obama’s can seem calm 
and almost moderate. “No Drama Obama” overstated it, but All Drama 
Trump risks leaving the country in a state of nervous exhaustion.

 There is much less to Obama’s moderation than meets the eye, or 
in this case, the ear. Farewell addresses usually contain a warning, and 
he issued no less than four of them—responding to looming threats 
to “the state of our democracy.” In reality, the threat he fears most is 
Donald Trump, whose danger to Obama’s legacy is clear and present. 

The first threat Obama pointed to was economic inequality—he 
blamed the usual suspects: the one-percent, the “long-term trend” in 
globalized trade, automation—but what really worried him (reading 
between the lines now) was how expertly Trump had exploited the is-
sue in the campaign. Would the new president be able to pin the blame 
for stagnant working-class incomes and growing inequality on, gulp, 
the outgoing president? And so the latter, in a jaded sentence, said 
Americans are “going to have to forge a new social compact” (the Dem-
ocrats have been forging one since Franklin Roosevelt) “to guarantee 
all our kids the education they need” (the system is “flush with cash” 
but students are “deprived of all knowledge,” Trump noted crisply in 
his Inaugural) and “give workers the power to unionize” (they have 

that power already) and “update the social safety net” (part of the new 
compact; Obama’s repeating himself already) and reform the tax code 
(raise taxes, etc.). Has a more tired, formulaic, hopeless agenda ever 
been condensed into a sentence? 

Then, the true Obama touch: “We can argue about how to best 
achieve these goals” but not about the goals themselves. That would 
be extreme. Moderation is when you get to argue about how best to 
achieve my goals.

Concerning race relations, the second threat to our 
democracy, Obama had an equally depressing message. A post-
racial America, he said, “was never realistic.” Forget Martin 

Luther King, Jr.’s vision. If “we’re unwilling to invest in the children of 
immigrants, just because they don’t look like us” (emphasis added)—the 
hypothetical racism Obama imputes to America in many speeches—

“we will diminish the prospects of our own children,” because those 
immigrant “brown kids” are going to be a growing share of the work-
force. So we should “invest” in those brown kids because America itself 
is getting browner—in other words, because they do look like us, albeit 
the future us. Here is vivid proof why Obama’s America will never 
transcend what King dismissed as “the color of their skin.”

The third threat was the increasing lack of what Obama called com-
mon facts. We need a “common baseline of facts,” and a common trust 
in pragmatic reason, to prevent American democracy from degenerat-
ing into fanatical polarization, he warned. For example, he said, climate 
change is real. We can argue about how best to solve the problem. But 
to “deny the problem” is irrational and downright un-American. As his 
mother used to tell him, he recalled, “reality has a way of catching up 
with you.” Indeed it has, and the reality is that smuggling in an appeal to 
presumed authority (“settled science,” Obama likes to call it) is no way to 
conduct, much less to win, an argument. In fact, it’s denying the problem.

His final warning was that Americans mustn’t take democracy 
for granted. Amen to that. But isn’t chanting dutifully “Yes, we can!” 
as the crowd did at the end…a sign of taking democracy for granted? 
As Benjamin Franklin warned, “He that lives on hope dies fasting.” 
A diet of hope leaves one dreaming of “a lake of stew / And of whis-
key too… / In the Big Rock Candy Mountain.” But there is no such 
mountain, and never was. 
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Conservatives on 
Campus

Bradley Watson offered a care-
ful, insightful, and fair review of 
our book, Passing on the Right, 
and that’s all Jon Shields and I 
could hope for as authors (“Sec-
ond-Class Citizens,” Fall 2016).

Towards the end of his review, 
Watson notes that “attentive 
readers will take more than a few 
issues with this interesting book.” 
The first issue he notes is our use 
of “right-wing” as a synonym for 
conservatives even though he 
doesn’t know of any conservatives 
who refer themselves as “right-
wingers.” He mentions one pos-
sible reason for using the term, 

“the faux precision of a linear 
spectrum.” That is in fact one of 
the reasons we chose it. We ex-
plained that “although the term 
‘right-wing’ sometimes implies 
‘far-right,’ we use it as a synonym 
for conservatism throughout the 
book.” There are people on the 
Right and people on the Left so 
it seems appropriate to say right-
wing and left-wing. In some ways, 
when it comes to political ideol-
ogy and orientation all we have 
is faux precision. I’ll also confess 
that I don’t mind being called a 
right-winger and have referred to 
myself as a right-winger. Scandal-

izing the academic bourgeoisie 
can be great sport.

An additional reason to limit 
our use of “conservative” is that 
some members of our sample, 
particularly some disputatious 
libertarians (but perhaps I repeat 
myself), do not like being called 
conservative. However, libertar-
ians are clearly within the broad 
coalition that we refer to as con-
servatism that is opposed to mod-
ern liberalism. Many of the liber-
tarians we interviewed—maybe 
even most—would be much more 
comfortable being called right-
wing than conservative.

This also points to an interest-
ing fact about folks on the Right, 
or right-wingers. They tend to be 
a bit obsessive about taxonomy 
in a way that left-wingers are not. 
In our interviews and surveys we 
asked our subjects to give their 
preferred term for their politics if 
it was not adequately captured by 
conservative or libertarian. Their 
responses included Catholic con-
servative, Christian traditionalist, 
Christian humanist, communi-
tarian conservative, constitution-
al conservative, paleoconservative, 
neoconservative, social conserva-
tive, natural rights conservative, 
classical conservative, conserva-
tive libertarian, libertarian, free-
market conservative, and reac-
tionary. One historian said he 
subscribes to “Hobbitan conser-
vatism” because he wants “to live 
in the Shire as described by J.R.R. 
Tolkien, [because it] has a sense 
of natural order and natural def-
erence.” Sigmund Freud, it seems, 
was at least right about the nar-
cissism of minor differences.

Watson also worries that “for 
everything the authors give to 
conservative critics of the acad-
emy, they seem to take something 
away.” In particular, he thinks that 
our claim that the “right-wing cri-
tique of the academy is overdrawn” 
might not be meaningful because 
of our methodology. He notes 
that we created our initial sample 
by gathering names from journals 

and membership lists of organi-
zations with right-wing reputa-
tions. Thus, this initial sample 
might be unrepresentative of the 
broader population of conserva-
tive professors. But that was just 
the initial sample. To gather more 
names, we created a snowball 
sample where we asked known 
conservative and libertarian pro-
fessors to identify ten others that 
we could contact. That we had to 
use a snowball sample was itself 
telling since it’s a method used to 
identify difficult to locate popu-
lations like the homeless. Never-
theless, I think that makes our 
sample more representative than 
it otherwise would be. Of course, 
it still could be unrepresentative 
because there very well could be 
large numbers of even more deep-
ly closeted conservatives that we 
were unable to locate. But I’m still 
not sure why sampling more po-
liticized academics would make 
this claim less generalizable. The 
academics who are most outspo-
ken about their politics could very 
well be the most radicalized and 
thus have even more reason to be 
critical of the academy. That they 
were not is an interesting finding.

Regardless, I think it’s not ter-
ribly controversial that the Right 
can overstate how grim things are 
on campus. Of course, saying that 
things aren’t as bad as the Right 
sometimes says it is not the same 
thing as saying they aren’t bad—
we, in fact, provide substantial 
evidence that things are bad. That 
rather obvious fact has been lost 
on a few—but thankfully not 
Watson—who have criticized our 
book. As he notes, we think that 
overstating the obstacles facing 
conservatives and libertarians can 
unnecessarily dissuade right-wing 
students from pursuing academic 
careers. If that happens the ideo-
logical imbalance in the academy 
will only grow worse. That doesn’t 
mean that I think that the Right 
should stop exposing the ideolog-
ical insanity and political bigotry 
that exists in the academy. When 

the university doesn’t live up to its 
self-professed principles of toler-
ance and diversity, then I’m all for 
naming and shaming. But that 
naming and shaming should be 
tempered with a more complete 
picture of the academy.

Finally, Watson points out that 
faculty on the Right “don’t get to 
live out their identities quite like 
their liberal colleagues.” This 
raises a question that he didn’t ask 
but that others have after reading 
our book: how open should con-
servative and libertarian faculty 
be about their politics? Contrary 
to what some critics said, who I 
will charitably say could not have 
read the book, we did not take a 
position on this. As those who 
read the book know, we related 
different survival strategies used 
by the professors we interviewed 
and we hope that that will be of 
value to conservative and libertar-
ian students considering an aca-
demic career.

Of course, it’s unfair that con-
servative faculty can’t live out 
their identities like their liberal 
colleagues. But until we reach 
that happy day when conser-
vatives face no ideological dis-
crimination, swords are beaten 
into plowshares, and the lion lies 
down with the lamb, that tells 
us nothing about what any par-
ticular professor should do. Some 
have been open, as both Jon 
Shields and I have been, while 
others have felt it necessary to not 
disclose their politics. I personal-
ly think that more could be open 
about their politics, but I am not 
in their shoes. I am happy to say 
that individual scholars are in the 
best position to know what they 
should do and, even more impor-
tantly, I don’t have any claim on 
their professional lives. Conser-
vatives, after all, have tradition-
ally opposed the idea that the 
personal must be the political. 
As well, some of the closeted fac-
ulty we interviewed came out of 
the closet after tenure and have 
since become leading conserva-

C O R R E S P O N D E N C E
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tive public intellectuals, in fact, 
gracing the pages of the CRB. 
No less a conservative than 
Harvey Mansfield has advised 
conservatives to wait until ten-
ure “to hoist the Jolly Roger.” At 
the very least, I’m not prepared 
to kick Harvey Mansfield out of 
the conservative club for this al-
leged heresy. Maybe the closeted 
faculty we interviewed should 
have come out sooner but maybe 
not. Climbing out of the trench 
and running toward the blink-
ing light might be courageous or 
it might be foolhardy. Prudence 
is needed and, as conservatives 
should know, that’s not the same 
thing as cowardice.

Joshua Dunn
University of Colorado
Colorado Springs, CO

Bradley C.S. Watson replies:

Joshua Dunn is correct to 
point out the “narcissism of minor 
differences” among those on the 
Right. But it doesn’t follow from 
this that the term “right-wing” is 
a good or necessary descriptor for 
the various shades of conserva-
tism that he and Jon Shields find 
in the academy. If, as Dunn says, 
they use “right-wing” merely as a 

“synonym for conservatism,” why 
not stick with conservatism—
and include an appropriate foot-
note explaining those shades? 
Alternatively, why not stick with 
“people on the Right” versus “peo-
ple on the Left,” and thus jetti-
son the pejorative connotations 
of “right-wing”? I’ll reiterate what 
I said in my review: I don’t en-
counter any colleagues who refer 
to themselves as “right-wingers,” 
except ironically. This language 
flows easily from the lips of the 
progressive commentariat, not to 
mention from progressive profes-
sors. I maintain that it’s not very 
helpful language—other than 
helping to make the book emi-
nently quotable by such people.

As to the authors’ method-
ology, no reiteration of their 
snowball sampling technique is 
required. The point I made in 
my review is not that they are 

bad social scientists, or that they 
didn’t work carefully and hard 
to do what they’ve done. Rather, 
it’s that any “thick description” 
inevitably makes it difficult to 
reach generalizable conclusions. 
In this particular case, the prob-
lems flow from the authors’ small 
sample (particularly in relation to 
the overall size of the American 
academy), conjoined with the fact 
that their subjects were, neces-
sarily, already enjoying academic 
success—after all, they had real 
academic jobs. What of the con-
servatives who don’t? Perhaps 
a snowball sample could more 
profitably uncover this “difficult 
to locate” population. And of 
course no snowball sample would 
be required if they were trying to 
identify progressive interviewees 
amongst the more than a million 
college instructors in the United 
States—ipso facto evidence of a 
much bigger problem than Shields 
and Dunn seem to suggest.

The scope of the problem is 
shown in other ways too. If the 
point of Passing on the Right is to 
encourage, or at least not “unnec-
essarily dissuade” conservatives 
and libertarians from pursuing 
academic careers, it’s hard to see 
how it can do this by telling them 
the view from the top is fine—but 
only after they’ve scaled Mount 
Everest in winter. And this is es-
pecially so if no effort is made to 
remind them that so many travel-
ers—probably a majority—have 
fallen to their deaths along the 
way. Although I’m not saying the 
noble effort should be avoided, 
I do think Passing on the Right 
calls more for complacency than 
heroism. And the latter, or more 
particularly the moral virtue that 
makes it possible, is what’s most 
needed in the academy.

Let me be more pointed still. 
Does the academy really need 
conservatives of the sort iden-
tified by the authors’ sampling 
technique—the sort who, happily 
or unhappily, voted for Barack 
Obama or (one presumes) Hill-
ary Clinton? Voting is a proxy, of 
course, as I noted in my review. 
But if, to borrow from Charles 
Murray, the “bubbles” in which 

academic conservatives live are 
as thick as their progressive col-
leagues’, they’re quite likely to 
miss some important things that 
their fellow citizens pick up on, 
things that matter to human be-
ings outside the academy. They’re 
certainly not likely to represent, 
in any meaningful way, the rich 
diversity of voices in America. In 
fact, it’s quite possible they’re not 
really conservatives at all. Cer-
tainly, based on what Shields and 
Dunn report, they appear more 
likely, compared to the average 
American, to view as deplorable 
the same things their progressive 
colleagues do.

In the academy, go-along-to-
get-along tendencies are likely to 
be pronounced, if for no other 
reason than very little is at stake 
for successful academics, as long 
as they don’t rock the boat. Per-
haps, as Dunn suggests, some of 
them simply had to be cautious, 
and the results are better than 
if they hadn’t been. Nonetheless, 
once herd animals are raised, we 
shouldn’t be surprised if they 
keep following the herd.

Let me restate this: if the 
academy should represent a 
wider range of views than it 
does—as the authors recom-
mend—shouldn’t conservative 
academics not only be far more 
numerous, but far more conserva-
tive, than they are? And by “con-
servative,” I mean well outside the 
mainstream of academic opinion. 
Shouldn’t they be less likely than 
they are to reflect the attitudes 
and behaviors of their progressive 
colleagues on some pretty impor-
tant questions?

Could cultural conservatives—
the sort of “right-wingers” that 
Shields and Dunn recognize to 
be in particularly short supply—
somehow storm the academic 
barricades, aided by the “right-
wingers” who are already there? 
Or would they be doused with 
boiling oil before they came any-
where near the parapet? Those 
who challenge orthodoxies head-
on tend to be the sort of people 
with high pain thresholds, but 
even they can’t accomplish super-
human feats. And they need allies.
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Passing on the Right is self-
refuting insofar as it insists that 

“the right-wing critique of the uni-
versity is overdrawn.”

For more discussion of conserva-
tives on campus with Joshua Dunn, 
Bradley C.S. Watson, and Peter 
Wood please visit CRB Digital at 
www.claremont.org/crb.

Individual
Sovereignty

It seems churlish to complain 
about so thoughtful and favor-
able a treatment as Jeremy Rab-
kin’s review of my book, Our 
Republican Constitution: Secur-
ing the Liberty and Sovereignty 
of We the People (“Liberty or 
Death,” Fall 2016). So consider 
this a clarification rather than a 
complaint. Perhaps it is no sur-
prise that a political theorist of 
national sovereignty like Rabkin 
would question the coherence of 
the concept of individual popu-
lar sovereignty that I advance 
in the book. “If you say there is 
‘sovereignty’ in individuals but it 
is somehow limited,” he observes, 

“you haven’t done much to explain 
why and to what extent such 
limits are justified. You have not 
improved on saying ‘These are 
natural rights...though subject 
to limits and restrictions.”

I disagree. Among other 
things, sovereignty identifies 
who’s the boss—who’s the master 
and who’s the servant—within 
a respective domain. That the 
founders maintained that “We 
the People” are the sovereign boss 
and those in government merely 
their agent or servant is univer-
sally accepted. However, many 
today believe this entails that 
sovereignty effectively resides in a 
majority of the people. For them, 
the legitimacy of any institution 
or practice that gets in the way of 
the “will of the majority” is sus-
pect. Witness the rending of gar-
ments over the fact that Hillary 
Clinton received more votes than 
did Donald Trump (albeit still a 
plurality of the total votes cast). 

Examples of people extolling the 
sanctity of majoritarian will—at 
least, when it’s with them—are 
legion.

Yet noteworthy founders like 
James Wilson believed that the 
ultimate sovereign was the indi-
vidual person, whose consent—
if only presumed—was neces-
sary to legitimate governance. 

“The sovereign, when traced to 
his source,” he wrote as a Su-
preme Court Justice in Chisholm 
v. Georgia, “must be found in 
the man.” And, in The Federal-
ist, James Madison famously re-
ferred to the desires of a “faction,” 
by which he meant “a number of 
citizens, whether amounting to 
a majority or a minority of the 
whole, who are united and actu-
ated by some common impulse 
of passion, or of interest, adverse 
to the rights of other citizens, or 
to the permanent and aggregate 
interests of the community” (em-
phasis added).

Of course, the sovereignty of 
individuals is limited. But so too 
is the sovereignty of nations. And 
yet, these limits notwithstanding, 
it remains useful to consider na-
tions to be sovereign. Indeed, as 
I explain in the book, when we 
consider the “natural rights” of 
sovereign individuals by anal-
ogy with the well-known rights of 
sovereign monarchs, these rights 
seem much less mysterious.

Just as sovereign monarchs 
claim jurisdiction over their terri-
tories and possessions, sovereign 
individual citizens have jurisdic-
tion over their private property. 
Just as one monarch may not in-
terfere within the territorial ju-
risdiction of other monarchs, no 
citizen may interfere with the 
person and property of any other. 
Just as monarchs may use force 
to defend their people and terri-
tory from the aggression of other 
monarchs, so too may individual 
citizens use force in defense of 
themselves and their possessions. 
Just as monarchs may consensu-
ally alter their legal relations with 
other monarchs by entering into 
treaties, so too may individual 
citizens freely alter their legal re-
lations by entering into contracts 

with those to whom John Jay re-
ferred as “fellow citizens and joint 
sovereigns.”

What’s more, stressing that 
individuals are the ultimate sov-
ereigns helps us appreciate that 
majorities in legislative bodies are 
not the ultimate boss. Neither is 
a majority of the electorate (much 
less a plurality). And appreciat-
ing this is vital to assessing the 
proper role of judges in a consti-
tutional republic like ours is sup-
posed to be.

My book The Structure of Lib-
erty: Justice and the Rule of Law 
was about the natural rights we 
have as individuals living in so-
ciety with others. My book Re-
storing the Lost Constitution: The 
Presumption of Liberty was about 
how the original meaning of the 
Constitution protected these 
rights in ways that have been 
lost to us. This new book—in-
spired by my experience litigat-
ing the constitutional challenge 
to Obamacare—is about the 
proper role of judges in enforc-
ing these structural and substan-
tive protections even against the 

“will of the majority” as suppos-
edly reflected in the acts of Con-
gress and state legislatures. 

Judges, no less than legislators, 
are agents or servants of the peo-
ple themselves, and as servants of 
the people judges have a job to do: 
protect the ultimate sovereignty 
of the people from abuses by their 
agents in legislatures and execu-
tive branch agencies. In short, to 
understand the proper role of 
judges, we need to appreciate that 
it is We the People—each and 
every one of us—who are the ul-
timate sovereign in our constitu-
tional republic.

I am quite sure that, in his 
heart, Jeremy Rabkin knows I’m 
right.

Randy E. Barnett
Georgetown University

Law Center
Washington, D.C.

Jeremy Rabkin replies:

Randy Barnett has written a 
valuable book. But he’s not right 

about everything. He’s certainly 
not right about what’s in my heart. 
He may be right, though, that our 
differences are worth pursuing 
here. 

Alert readers will notice that 
Barnett’s quotation from The 
Federalist doesn’t mention sover-
eignty at all. Not in that passage, 
nor anywhere else, does Publius 
talk about a “sovereign individual.” 
The passage Barnett quotes from 
Justice Wilson’s Chisholm opin-
ion cannot mean that individu-
als retain some sovereign status 
(I think Wilson meant “the man” 
in the sense of ordinary people, in 
contrast to an abstract entity like 

“legislative authority”). In the 
same opinion, Wilson himself 
says, “the term SOVEREIGN…
could have been used with pro-
priety” in the Constitution only 
if “those who ordained and es-
tablished that Constitution…
announced themselves ‘SOV-
EREIGN’ people of the United 
States.” The people as a collective 
are “sovereign,” by this doctrine, 
not each individual. 

I don’t think it makes sense to 
regard each individual as exercis-
ing a sovereign status, equivalent 
to that of a sovereign people or 
sovereign nation. A single sov-
ereign nation might maintain 
itself in the world, while a single 

“sovereign individual” could not 
(or not for long). Human beings 
enter the world with parents and 
families and have fundamental 
obligations to them. A politi-
cal community does not need a 
predecessor to launch it. States 
or nations can make promises in 
treaties, but it remains their right 
to decide when these promises 
can be kept and when they must 
be abrogated. Not so with indi-
viduals. In the last analysis, one 
nation can’t be expected to sac-
rifice itself for the benefit of an-
other. Individuals are regularly 
required to do this—as soldiers, 
policemen, firemen, and even, in 
different ways, as parents and 
family members. 

I don’t myself embrace the 
radical individualism that Randy 
Barnett seems to espouse. I don’t 
believe the founders did, either. 
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For political taxonomists, donald 
J. Trump is a difficult specimen to clas-
sify. A Democrat most of his life, ad-

mittedly more out of opportunism than con-
viction, he toyed once with running for presi-
dent on the Reform Party ticket, the erst-
while political vehicle of his fellow billionaire 
Ross Perot. Trump said he admired Ronald 
Reagan and Winston Churchill, but also, for 
a while, Barack Obama, at least until discov-
ering that his birth certificate was missing. 

As he launched his run for president as a 
Republican, Trump said he had always been 
a conservative of sorts, a “common-sense con-
servative,” as opposed to the impractical, ideo-
logical, all-talk-and-no-action conservatives, 
as he regarded them, with whom he would 
share the stage during the long primary elec-
tion season. He never considered himself a 
movement conservative, and still doesn’t. He 
gave short shrift to those—above all Ted 
Cruz and Marco Rubio—who boasted of 
their conservative pedigrees. (The party plat-
form on which he ran was a different matter. It 
embodied the lengthy catechism of principles 
and policies promoted by today’s conservative 
movement, with slight nods to Trump’s own 
America First themes.)

All this makes him seem to many observers 
politically exotic, erratic, unserious—at best 
eclectic, at worst simply unprincipled. And 
viewed against the recent history of liberalism 
and conservatism, both of which have grown 
more doctrinaire as they’ve grown more insti-

tutionalized in Washington, D.C., it’s easy to 
see why those pat dismissals are so common. 
But a closer look, with the benefit of a broader 
historical perspective, suggests that President 
Trump’s notions have many precedents with-
in both capital-R and small-r republicanism, 
and that they are not nearly so outré as they 
may seem when viewed against post-Reagan 
trends. 

Granted, there has never been a president 
quite like Mr. Trump, but the voters, with 
reason, greeted his principal views as a kind of 
long overdue return to home truths—truths 
highly relevant though half forgotten. As he 
would say: sad!

The Party of McKinley and Coolidge

A clue to this dimension of trump 
came last May, in a conversation with 
George Stephanopoulos on ABC. 

“Don’t forget,” Trump said, “this is called the 
Republican Party. It’s not called the Conser-
vative Party.” Though he didn’t dilate on the 
distinction, he was pointing to a plain fact, 
connected to a whole set of facts: that the Re-
publican Party is much older than the mod-
ern conservative movement (dating, in most 
accounts, only to the 1950s); that the former 
used to have a progressive or liberal wing, vig-
orous until the conservatives took over the 
party in 1964 and began to remake it in their 
image; that there are not enough self-declared 
conservative voters to win the presidency, and 

that Republicans must always attract, there-
fore, some non-conservative voters if they in-
tend to win. Trump likes to win. 

Add to those facts some gleanings from the 
campaign trail. About the only “movement” 
Trump talks about is his own, the unplanned, 
unanticipated, unnamed popular movement 
that arose in response to his candidacy and 
carried him to the White House. He respects 
the conservative movement—not so much its 
journalistic interpreters at National Review 
and the Weekly Standard, or its political lead-
ers who challenged him—but he doesn’t love it 
with the ardor he reserves for his own, name-
less popular movement. But with his victory, 
the Trump movement is now in the process of 
taking over the Republican Party, displacing 
the “Republican establishment,” which was 
partly the conservative establishment, he en-
joyed vilifying so much. 

The new Republican Party that he hopes 
to form will, I submit, resemble in certain 
crucial respects the old Republican Party that 
existed before the modern conservative move-
ment got going. Where could you find a Re-
publican Party that stood for high, or at any 
rate protective, tariffs; immigration only with 
assimilation or, to use Teddy Roosevelt’s term, 
Americanization; and a restrained foreign 
policy guided by a firm but modest version of 
the national interest? (One might extend the 
list to include, for example, “internal improve-
ments” or infrastructure spending to stimulate 
commerce and unite the nation, and judges 
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prepared to be activist in order to defend the 
Constitution.) If not in Mr. Trump’s dreams, 
you would have to turn to the pre-Cold War 
GOP, which reached its heyday at the turn of 
the 20th century and in the 1920s, but whose 
(declining) influence extended at least to the 
Eisenhower and Nixon Administrations.

It’s not that Trump consciously set out to 
return the GOP to its roots. There is very 
little evidence of that, other than some ex-
pressed interest in Nixon. It’s more like his 
reading of the political situation led him to 
retrace some of the old GOP’s reasoning, and 
arrive independently at some policies similar 
to its own. In fact, he may now have arrived 
at a point where some acquaintance with the 
party’s history and principles may help illu-
minate his administration’s own way forward; 
and for well-wishers and critics alike, the 
knowledge could be helpful. 

The party of William McKinley and Cal-
vin Coolidge dominated national politics. In 
the 72 years between Abraham Lincoln’s first 
election and Herbert Hoover’s loss to Frank-
lin Roosevelt in 1932, only two Democrats 
were elected president. Between them, Grover 
Cleveland and Woodrow Wilson racked up 
16 years of Democratic presidencies, versus 
56 years of Republican ones. That’s a stagger-
ing 40-year advantage. Republicans’ control of 
Congress started strong but became episodic 
in the late 19th century, only to steady again 
after McKinley’s victory in 1896. Overall, the 
GOP controlled both houses of Congress for 
about 46 of the 72 years. By these measures, 
the old GOP, the national majority party for 
decades, achieved far more power and popu-
larity than the modern, conservatized party 
ever has. 

Those halcyon days of power and popu-
larity coincided with the party’s embrace of 
the Trump-like policies mentioned above. 
Which doesn’t prove that these policies 
caused that political success, needless to say. 
Many other factors figured in, like the little 
matter of the Democratic Party’s discredit-
ing itself for decades by its support of slavery, 
secession, and Jim Crow. Still, a glance at the 
old GOP’s rationales for these policies may 
reveal something. 

Protectionism

Tariffs played a central role in 
American politics for most of its his-
tory, because they played a central 

role in funding the government. Before the 
income tax, tariffs were usually the federal 
government’s chief source of revenue. One of 
the Lincoln Administration’s first acts was to 
pass a tariff bill; and afterward, until Hoover’s 

administration, at least, the Republicans re-
mained the party of high tariffs. They inher-
ited their support for protective tariffs from 
their predecessors in the Whig Party, who 
stood for Henry Clay’s “American system” of 
protection and internal improvements, and 
who had in turn inherited their protection-
ism from the Federalist Party and its leading 
economic thinker, Alexander Hamilton. In 
his “Report on Manufactures” (1791), Ham-
ilton first spelled out the argument for tariffs 
on imported manufactured goods as a way 
to stimulate infant industries and thus a bal-
anced, interdependent, and more dynamic 
American economy. 

The economic case for protectionism has 
always been thin, of course, and from Adam 
Smith to Milton Friedman great economists 
have preached the disadvantages of high tar-
iffs, and their typically self-defeating conse-
quences. The interesting thing is that Hamil-
ton and his Republican descendents knew all 
that. He had read The Wealth of Nations, and 
agreed, as a matter of economic theory, that 
free trade was the superior policy. He restat-
ed some of the objections to excessive tariffs 
in The Federalist: they are “prejudicial” to 
the revenue itself; “they tend to render other 
classes of the community tributary to an im-
proper degree to the manufacturing classes, 
to whom they give a premature monopoly of 
the markets; they sometimes force industry 
out of its more natural channels into others 
in which it flows with less advantage.” In to-
day’s language, picking winners and losers, 
crony capitalism, raising prices for domestic 
consumers, losing tax revenue by setting the 
tax rate too high—he was aware of all these 
downsides. 

Yet he favored a policy of protection, 
nonetheless, because he thought the political 
reasons for it outweighed its economic draw-
backs and reinforced some of its salutary 
political-economic effects. In Hamilton’s day 
and until the Civil War, at least, these over-
riding political reasons included stimulating 
an American armaments industry and mer-
chant marine, encouraging the interdepen-
dence of South and North so as to cement 
the Union, stimulating inventive genius and 
entrepreneurial risk-taking, weakening the 
power of the nation’s vast agricultural fac-
tion, and, in particular, lessening the eco-
nomic and political might of slave-based 
agriculture. 

After the Civil War, the Republican Party 
continued to follow the protectionist logic, 
though with a few modifications. The slave-
power was no longer a threat, but European 
empires had expanded in Africa and Asia, in-
troducing new threats to national security, as 

well as new competition and terms of trade 
to ever more globalized trade flows. Tariff 
policy became controversial within the GOP, 
though the issue was seldom whether to have 
tariffs but how high they should be and what 
imports they should affect. American agri-
culture sank into a prolonged depression af-
ter the war, adding an industry that needed 
protection but also one increasingly unable to 
pay higher prices for manufactures and other 
protected goods. 

One of the classic GOP statements of the 
wisdom and justice of protectionism occurs 
in the party platform of 1896, the year of 
McKinley’s big victory: 

We renew and emphasize our alle-
giance to the policy of protection, as 
the bulwark of American industrial 
independence, and the foundation of 
American development and prosper-
ity. This true American policy taxes 
foreign products and encourages home 
industry. It puts the burden of revenue 
on foreign goods; it secures the Ameri-
can market for the American produc-
er. It upholds the American standard 
of wages for the American working-
man…. We demand such an equitable 
tariff on foreign imports which come 
into competition with American prod-
ucts as will not only furnish adequate 
revenue for the necessary expenses 
of the government, but will protect 
American labor from degradation and 
the wage level of other lands. 

The platform specified that protection 
went with “reciprocity,” meaning that “protec-
tion for what we produce” should go hand in 
hand with “free admission for the necessar-
ies of life which we do not produce.” The idea 
was to “gain open markets for us [i.e., for our 
surplus] in return for our open markets for 
others” in goods not produced at home. Free 
trade and protectionism could be combined in 
a statesmanlike package. 

In 1924, the year of Coolidge’s big victory, 
the Republican platform reiterated, “We be-
lieve in protection as a national policy, with 
due and equal regard to all sections and to 
all classes.” The goal was to assure “American 
standards of life” to farmers, workers, and 
manufacturers alike, so that American fami-
lies would not be forced to endure globalized 
low wages and low safety standards. The tar-
iff, according to the GOP, brought economic 
confidence, stability, and employment suffi-
cient to maintain the middle class as the ba-
sis of American republicanism, and without a 
huge federal welfare state. 
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Products taxed and tax rates would fluctu-
ate. The nation’s first tariff under the Consti-
tution, the revenue Tariff of 1789, had average 
rates of 8% on listed articles. Lincoln’s war-
time tariffs raised rates to 48% on dutiable 
items. The highest modern duties ever came 
in the Smoot-Hawley tariff, passed under 
Hoover, which set dutiable rates at 59% and led 
to a trade war and a deepening of the Depres-
sion its supporters had hoped to ameliorate. 
These were the kind of negative effects from 
an “excessive” tariff that Hamilton, following 
Smith, had warned against. 

Donald Trump, in his Inaugural Address, 
became the first Republican president to speak 
favorably of “protection” in a long time. He 
used the term in a broad sense, not limited to 
high tariffs, asserting that we must “protect our 
borders” from economic invasion, that we are 

“protected by the great men and women of our 
military and law enforcement,” and perhaps 
most memorably, that “we will be protected by 
God.” The Great Protector is not necessarily a 
protectionist, of course. But Trump’s assurance 
that “Protection will lead to great prosperity 
and strength,” despite flying in the face of sev-
eral generations’ worth of conservative Repub-
lican orthodoxy, not to mention the disaster of 
Smoot-Hawley, harks back to a moral-political 
argument once vital to the party of Lincoln: 

that in setting economic policy, Americans 
should be considered not merely as consumers 
and producers but also as citizens, who have a 
democracy to maintain. 

Immigration

Here too trump’s positions are 
more old-school than they may 
seem. In 1860 the Republican Party 

platform opposed the nativism of the former 
Know-Nothing Party, which had called for 
the exclusion of Germans and (Irish) Catho-
lics from public office. The GOP opposed any 
change in federal or state laws “by which the 
rights of citizens hitherto accorded to immi-
grants from foreign lands shall be abridged or 
impaired.” By 1872 the party took a stand for 

“continued careful encouragement and protec-
tion of voluntary immigration,” taking excep-
tion explicitly to “the doctrine of Great Brit-
ain and other European powers concerning 
allegiance—‘Once a subject always a subject.’” 
The Republicans insisted that allegiance was 
voluntary, on both the foreigner’s part who 
wanted to become an American, and the 
U.S.’s part, which was being asked to receive 
and naturalize the immigrant. 

The latter consideration, especially after 
the mass immigration of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, led Republicans to ex-
pound on what kind of immigrants America 
should be looking for. The 1920 platform put 
it this way:

The standard of living and the standard 
of citizenship of a nation are its most 
precious possessions, and the preser-
vation and the elevation of those stan-
dards is the first duty of government. 
The immigration policy of the U.S. 
should…insure that the number of for-
eigners in the country at any one time 
shall not exceed that which can be as-
similated with reasonable rapidity, and 
to favor immigrants whose standards 
are similar to ours. 

Unexceptionable perhaps in theory, in 
practice those standards could be interpreted 
in capricious and tendentious ways, e.g., as in 
the nation’s then existing policy “for the prac-
tical exclusion of Asiatic immigrants,” which 
the platform approved. Such sentiments were 
strengthened by the racial science—or scien-
tific racism—of the day, which many leaders 
of the Progressive movement in politics and 
education (e.g., Woodrow Wilson) regarded 
as settled science. To be sure, what we might 
call race science-deniers, many of them Re-
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publicans, were part of the public debate then; 
but there were plenty of Republican Progres-
sives who had views similar to Wilson’s. It 
was a mixed bag, but the mixture was bet-
ter than the Democrats had on offer. At the 
1924 Democratic convention, the largest bloc 
of delegates belonged to the Ku Klux Klan, 
whose favored candidate, ultimately unsuc-
cessful and not himself a KKK member, was 
William McAdoo, Wilson’s son-in-law. 

In general, however, the GOP’s insistence 
on assimilation and Americanization of im-
migrants reflected the common sense of the 
social contract, as articulated by Lincoln 
and many others before and after him. In 
that view, joining a country was like join-
ing a private club—it had to be voluntary on 
both sides, with standards of membership 
agreed to by all. In the U.S. these standards, 
applied on an individual basis, amounted to 
little more than minimal good health, Eng-
lish proficiency, and basic civic knowledge 
and loyalty. Applied on a group basis, how-
ever, the standards judged not actual civic 
knowledge and loyalty but the group’s pur-
ported propensity or capacity to acquire such 
virtues. Though more problematic, such 
generalizations could never be completely 
excluded from practical immigration policy. 
The 1924 immigration reform act—con-

troversial at the time, and since—imposed 
limitations on maximum immigration and a 
new series of national-origins quotas, result-
ing in a long pause in mass immigration to 
the U.S., and establishing a policy favoring 
applicants, at reduced levels, from European 
nations already well represented in the U.S. 
population. 

No individual alien, nor any alien group 
(race, religion, ethnicity, nationality, tribe), 
had therefore a right to come to America, 
much less to become citizens, without the 
consent of the American people through their 
government. And it was never doubted that 

“[e]very government,” in the words of the 1920 
platform, had the right and power “to exclude 
and deport those aliens who constitute a real 
menace to its peaceful existence.”

Trump’s concern for our borders and cau-
tion about admitting alien enemies to Amer-
ica are consistent with these premises. As 
his focus shifted from Muslims as a group 
to immigrants from particular countries 
racked with “radical Islamic terrorism,” as 
he called it in his Inaugural, he revisited, in 
effect, some of the arguments that energized 
and divided the Republican Party and the 
nation early last century. Far-removed from 
open-borders libertarianism and from multi-
cultural identity politics, Trump’s national-

ism, his insistence on “America First,” points 
in this respect back beyond the Republican 
Party to the small-r republicanism of Amer-
ica’s beginnings. 

Foreign Policy

What does america first mean 
for foreign policy? Trump said 
little about foreign policy in his 

first address as president, except to deny the 
isolationism critics inferred from the slogan. 
There was no hint of Charles Lindbergh in 
Trump’s pledge “to reinforce old alliances and 
form new ones—and unite the civilized world” 
against the Islamist terror movements, which 
he vowed to eradicate. That very day Trump 
had a bust of Winston Churchill (Lindbergh’s 
bête noire, as William McGurn pointed out in 
the Wall Street Journal) returned to a place of 
honor in the Oval Office. He acknowledged, 
perhaps more emphatically than necessary, 

“the right of all nations to put their own in-
terests first.” His kind of American exception-
alism, he said, seeks not “to impose our way 
of life” but “to let it shine as an example…for 
everyone to follow. ”

He set his face, unmistakably, against the 
neoconservatives’ mad strategy of exporting 
democracy to the most inhospitable corners 
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of the world, and against the sentiments and 
swagger of George W. Bush’s Second Inau-
gural. By the same token, Trump smiled on 
some of the weightier themes of tradition-
al American statecraft, and of Republican 
statecraft a century or more ago. In 1896 the 
GOP declared elegantly, “Our foreign policy 
should be at all times firm, vigorous, and dig-
nified, and all our interests in the Western 
hemisphere should be carefully watched and 
guarded.” The platform proceeded to discuss 
those interests, invoke the Monroe Doctrine, 
call for the protection of American citizens 
and American property abroad, and offer 
sympathy and indignation on behalf of the 
Armenians and other oppressed peoples. In 
1924, the Republicans stated: “The basic prin-
ciples of our foreign policy must be indepen-
dence without indifference to the rights and 
necessities of others, and cooperation without 
entangling alliances.” That meant no part of 
the League of Nations, but a surprising trust 
in international arbitration and disarmament 
conferences. 

By the 1920s, the party’s foreign policy was 
more Progressive than it had been in 1896. 
But it still demanded, first and foremost, the 
protection of American interests and secu-
rity. The advancement of self-government in 
other nations, though desirable, was not our 
business, except through the power of the 
American example or, temporarily, through 
the administration of conquered territory like 
the Philippines. World War II and the Cold 
War changed things, but Trump’s assump-
tion seems to be that the conditions of inter-
national relations—with the big exception of 
Islamist terrorism—have returned to some-
thing like the pre-Cold War norm. 

The Business of America

When in 1920 warren harding 
announced that his party sought 
to return the nation to “normal-

cy,” he meant to liberate Americans from 
the wartime strictures imposed and never 
relaxed by the Wilson Administration. The 
government had remained on a war-time 
basis, exercising emergency powers to re-
strict speech and free assembly; tax exorbi-
tantly; socialize the railroads, telegraph, and 
telephone lines; and to regulate what it did 
not socialize. Harding and the Republican 
Congress unwound most of this “unconstitu-
tional and dictatorial course,” in the words of 
the 1920 platform, returning the nation to a 
peace-time basis; and his successor Coolidge 
continued the effort, slashing both govern-
ment spending and income tax rates in a 
supply-side frenzy. 

The 1920s roared because business boomed 
in reaction to Republican policies. Trump is not 
only our first billionaire president, he is the first 
famous businessman since Herbert Hoover to 
be elected to the office. He brings with him the 
ethos and enthusiasm not merely of a tycoon 
but of a business evangelist. (Reagan was a for-
mer Hollywood star, not businessman, despite 
all the nice things he said about them.) Trump’s 
belief in the know-how and nobility of business 
opens a huge cultural gulf between him and 
modern liberalism, especially its mandarins in 
the academy and the media. Republicans, by 
contrast, usually admire business leaders, and 
Republican presidents typically stock their 
cabinet with them. (Eisenhower’s cabinet, the 
jibe went, consisted of “eight millionaires and 
one plumber.”) To find full-throated support 
for something like the Trump ethos, however, 
it helps to go back to the Republicans of the 
1920s, and particularly to the one who suppos-
edly pronounced what could be Trump’s motto, 

“The business of America is business.”
That would be Calvin Coolidge, though his 

words are misquoted. What he actually said 

spread, bringing radios, automobiles, and ris-
ing incomes to families throughout the land. 

Yet to the mainstream media of the New 
Deal era, Coolidge was, as Thomas B. Silver 
wrote, “the unlikely pimp” for a prostituted 
generation. Now, there could hardly be two 
more different characters than Coolidge and 
Trump, Silent Cal and the Tweeter-in-Chief, 
however much their tax policies may coincide. 
It is instructive to wonder how far their dif-
ferences may extend to the ultimate valuation 
they put on business and moneymaking. Here 
is Coolidge, from the same speech in which he 
described the chief business of the American 
people:

Wealth is the product of industry, ambi-
tion, character and untiring effort. In all 
experience, the accumulation of wealth 
means the multiplication of schools, the 
increase of knowledge, the dissemina-
tion of intelligence, the encouragement 
of science, the broadening of outlook, 
the expansion of liberties, the widening 
of culture. Of course, the accumulation 
of wealth cannot be justified as the chief 
end of existence. But we are compelled 
to recognize it is a means to well-nigh 
every desirable achievement. So long as 
wealth is made the means and not the 
end, we need not greatly fear it. 

Coolidge made the same point in many 
other addresses. Here is a pointed passage 
putting the captains of industry, whom 
Coolidge allegedly worshipped, in proper 
perspective:

Great captains of industry who have 
aroused the wonder of the world by their 
financial success would not have been 
captains at all had it not been for the gen-
erations of liberal culture in the past and 
the existence all about them of a society 
permeated, inspired, and led by the lib-
eral culture of the present. If it were pos-
sible to strike out that factor from pres-
ent existence, he would find all the value 
of his great possessions diminish to the 
vanishing point, and he himself would be 
but a barbarian among barbarians. 

We haven’t seen anything like that tribute 
to liberal education from Trump, and prob-
ably won’t. Yet this was an understanding that 
men of immense wealth and intelligence like 
Andrew Carnegie, or Coolidge’s Treasury sec-
retary, Andrew Mellon, shared. Business in-
volved the pursuit of gain, but it could minister 
to higher ends. “It rests squarely on the law of 
service,” Coolidge once said. “It has for its main 

was, “After all, the chief business of the Ameri-
can people is business. They are profoundly 
concerned with producing, buying, selling, 
investing and prospering in the world.” The 
chief business is not the only, nor the highest, 
business of the American people, though lib-
eral historians and journalists have deliberately 
misinterpreted Coolidge’s meaning, the better 
to tar his character and career. Thus Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr.: “But, for Coolidge, business 
was more than business; it was a religion; and 
to it he committed all the passion of his arid 
nature.” Or William Allen White: “Coolidge 
exalts the ideals of the peddler, the horse trader, 
the captain of industry…. [He has] a mystic 
faith in the righteousness of a swap.” Trump’s 
detractors have said worse about him. 

Schlesinger and other New Deal apolo-
gists invested heavily in the thesis that the 
1920s were an orgy of moneymaking, a one-
percenter’s delight, which brought an inevita-
ble correction and retribution in the 1930s—
bad economics, but bestselling history. In 
fact, Coolidge Prosperity was rapid and wide-

Trump’s
insistence on 

“America First” points
back to America’s

beginnings.
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reliance truth and faith and justice. In its larger 
sense it is one of the great contributing forces 
to the moral and spiritual advancement” of the 
nation. 

Then and Now

As the example of coolidge suggests, 
the similarities between Trump’s agen-
da and sensibility and those of the his-

toric Republican Party have to be balanced by 
the many differences. McKinley and Coolidge 
were deeply experienced political men; Trump, 
though a fast learner, is an amateur. Although 
Hoover’s first elected office was president, too, 
unlike Trump he had served as secretary of 
Commerce and as the “Napoleon of Mercy,” 
bringer of emergency relief to Europe, Russia, 
and the lower Mississippi River. The GOP in 
those days was a much stronger political force. 
The party was superior to the candidate then, 
and the Constitution was regarded as superior 
to both; nowadays a candidate like Trump, or 
Obama, can bring his party to heel, and nei-
ther major party, nor any major candidate, has 
to wonder very much about getting the Consti-
tution’s permission before setting out to trans-
form America. 

By contrast, in 1912 the Republicans 
waged a civil war between the supporters of 
William Howard Taft, the incumbent presi-
dent, and Teddy Roosevelt (who lost, and 
then bolted to run as a Bull Moose Progres-
sive), over what the Constitution required 
of modern Americans. T.R., borrowing a 
page from the late People’s Party (the origi-
nal populists), endorsed the spirit of direct 
democracy in state-level use of the initiative, 
referendum, and recall, extending even to the 
legislative override of state Supreme Court 
decisions. He did not have a good reason why 
something similar might not be tried at the 
national level. He already, as Taft’s predeces-
sor, had taken a very expansive view of presi-
dential power. This inclination alarmed Taft, 
Henry Cabot Lodge, and many of T.R.’s old 
party friends and allies, who denounced him 
as a threat to the Constitution. Though Taft 
lost the presidency to Wilson, he managed 
to preserve the Republican Party as the fu-
ture home for non-, and even anti-, Progres-
sive politics. 

Thus both the conservative movement of 
William F. Buckley and Ronald Reagan, and 
Trump’s insurgency against their successors, 
depend in a distant way on Taft’s achievement. 
But neither the movement nor its singular 
critic is as steeped in constitutionalism as the 
old, pre-Cold War Republicans were. Among 
other things, they founded the National As-
sociation for Constitutional Government, 

which published the Constitutional Review 
from 1917 to 1929, arguing against Progres-
sivism in the name of the old constitutional 
order. (There is now a good book on this 
subject, Toward an American Conservatism: 
Constitutional Conservatism during the Progres-
sive Era [2013], edited by Joseph Postell and 
Johnathan O’Neill.) Their efforts, and the 
GOP’s “return to normalcy” during the ’20s, 
were swept away by the Depression and the 
New Deal landslides of the ’30s. 

What’s interesting is why, when Buckley and 
company decided to found modern conserva-
tism in the 1950s, they didn’t recur to the his-
toric Republican formulas of McKinley, Taft, 
and Coolidge, not to mention Lincoln. Hoover 
was alive and played a role, mostly ceremonial, 
in the launching of National Review. But the 
new conservatives paid little attention to the 
pre-New Deal Republicans. They were far 
more interested in the Burkean cultural criti-
cism of Irving Babbitt, the sectionalism and 
communitarianism of the Southern Agrarians, 
the “philosophical anarchism” of Albert Jay 
Nock, and the Nietzschean anti-populism of 
H.L. Mencken. 

Perhaps Buckley thought that, as Trump 
might say, the old GOP formulas had proved 
such political losers that a revival was impos-
sible; or he suspected that their opposition 
to the New Deal revolution had been insuf-

ficiently anti-statist. Or maybe he concluded 
that a return to normalcy was simply inade-
quate to the problems of the Cold War world, 
which made any hint of a modest foreign pol-
icy, much less of America First-style isolation-
ism (always a slippery word), untenable. 

Whatever the reasons, the conservative 
movement spent decades debating tradition-
alism versus libertarianism, and neoconserva-
tism versus everybody, and not concentrating 
on the business before it, as it were: how to 
get back to the Constitution, to a responsible 
if hardly perfect form of popular self-govern-
ment based on American standards. Trump 
captured the resulting American way of life 
rather nicely in his Inaugural Address: “When 
you open your heart to patriotism, there is no 
room for prejudice.”

Bypassing most of the existing conservative 
interests, Donald Trump may be in a position, 
paradoxically, to reconnect conservatism and 
the GOP to their American roots, and to re-
new them for the next generation. Much de-
pends, therefore, on how he, his administra-
tion, and the people come to terms with his 
Republican patrimony. 

Charles R. Kesler is the editor of the Claremont 
Review of Books, and the author of I Am the 
Change: Barack Obama and the Future of 
Liberalism (Broadside Books).
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Book Review by Truman Anderson

French Resistance
Beyond Radical Secularism: How France and the Christian West Should Respond to the Islamic Challenge, by Pierre Manent.

St. Augustine’s Press, 160 pages, $24

Terreur dans l’Hexagone: Genèse du djihad français, by Gilles Kepel with Antoine Jardin.
Gallimard, 352 pages, 21€

The spectre haunting europe these 
days is terrorism, but not merely ter-
rorism; there is also the prospect that 

an ever-increasing proportion of its residents 
will be Muslims. Too many European Mus-
lim communities are alienated from their 
social surroundings, skeptical of secularism, 
and illiberal in their social attitudes, especial-
ly concerning women and gays. A minority of 
Muslims desires the restoration of a caliphate.

In response, leftists typically argue in ex-
tenuation that Muslims are excluded from the 
mainstream by bigotry and lack of opportunity, 
not by their own distinctive mores. The Right 
commonly replies that Muslims fit poorly into 
liberal societies because a fundamentalist, po-
liticized conception of their faith now prevails 
worldwide. Thanks to Saudi-financed prosely-
tizing and social media’s malign influence, this 
conception shapes the outlook not only of re-
cent and prospective immigrants, but of Mus-
lims born in Europe, even ones whose parents 
and grandparents were born there. Some right-

of-center observers, agreeing with Muslim fun-
damentalists that Sunni puritanism reflects Is-
lam’s essence, conclude that Muslim immigra-
tion is necessarily problematic, especially given 
the decay of Western institutions that formerly 
bound citizens together with a shared outlook 
and identity.

Implicitly, both Left and Right require 
the same thing of Western Muslims: surren-
der binding religious scruples in order to join 
societies dedicated to expanding individual 
freedom and material well-being. Each camp 
is therefore guilty of self-contradiction. De-
spite their fascination with diversity and hor-
ror of homegrown religious politics, relativist 
progressives refuse to take Muslim piety seri-
ously, assuming that no cultural grit, however 
coarse, can truly foul the gears of liberalism. 
Conservatives, for their part, require Muslim 
acceptance of the same, strict secularism that 
galls conservatives bitterly when it’s imposed 
on Christians, as in the battle over same-sex 
marriage. 

The past two years’ terror attacks sharpened 
this debate and compounded its dissonances, 
especially in France. Charlie Hebdo, the Bata-
clan, and then Nice provoked an intellectual 
state of crisis to match the security emergency. 
Though the debate involves the rehearsal of old 
grievances and modern political considerations 
peculiar to France, the crux applies to Western 
democracies struggling with both violent and 
non-violent Islamic extremism. Even in the 
United States, where conditions are so differ-
ent, the French case merits close scrutiny. Two 
books deserve special attention for thinking 
beyond familiar, shopworn positions.

Pierre manent’s beyond radical 
Secularism appeared in French in Octo-
ber 2015 under the title Situation de la 

France. It aroused controversy because Manent, 
a Catholic Straussian who teaches political 
philosophy at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en 
Sciences Sociales, recommends concessions to 
Muslim belief that few on the Right are will-
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ing to make, especially not in the wake of terror. 
But readers familiar with Manent’s An Intellec-
tual History of Liberalism (1995) and The City 
of Man (1998) will be less surprised. Beyond 
Radical Secularism accords with the skeptical 
account of modern liberalism Manent has pro-
vided in these and other works. 

The book’s chief concern is the inability of 
French democracy to offer a national iden-
tity sufficiently clear and compelling to win 
the loyalty of Muslim immigrants who cur-
rently ground their identity in Islamic struc-
tures. Yet he also asserts, more optimistically, 
that France’s Muslims are—by virtue of their 
alienation from civic life—in a reactive or 

“passive” condition, their ultimate allegiance 
not yet wholly determined. 

Manent’s central analytical concept is, then, 
the nation. He thinks it indispensable to po-
litical freedom because of the impossibility—
at this point in history—to act meaningfully 
as a citizen within a supra-national structure 
lacking any shared sense of the good. The na-
tion is the highest level at which the responsi-
ble citizenship born in the ancient polis can be 
experienced. This will be a difficult argument 
for many readers, one made more difficult by 
Manent’s depiction of the European nation-
state as the means whereby diverse societies 
once accommodated the tension between 
Christian obligation and citizens’ temporal 
loyalties. We are more accustomed to think-
ing of nationalism as having torn Europe to 
pieces.

Manent counters that the continent’s slide 
into the abyss became possible only when the 
obligation to God was forgotten and secular 
duty was carried to an extreme by Germany, a 
state riven by a confessional divide. Auschwitz, 
in his view, disproves neither God nor the na-
tion but underscores their interdependence. 
In France, Gaullism repaired the damage to 
that bond after 1945, but it was ruptured 
anew from another direction by 1968’s up-
heavals, which ushered in a “great withdrawal 
of loyalty from the community.” Subsequent-
ly, France steadily dismantled its collective 
identity in favor of an increasingly absolute 
individualism, gradually ending conscription 
and devaluing study of the French language, 
literature, and history in the schools. Manent, 
a strong Euroskeptic, laments that dilution of 
French identity coincided with the deliberate 
transfer of sovereignty and, hence, active citi-
zenship to the European Union.

Though one need not agree with 
each point of this analysis to arrive at 
a similar sense of the problem, Manent 

often describes the untenable status quo with 
real eloquence. It is plain enough that Euro-

pean governments have trouble explaining to 
their Muslim minorities just what it is they 
want them to “buy into.” In Britain, the Cam-
eron government sought to cut state funding 
of Islamist-tainted charities by insisting upon 
support for “British values,” only to find it dif-
ficult to define them. In France, bland insis-
tence upon the blessings of France’s hard secu-
larism—laïcité—amounts to the same sort of 
failure. Laïcité is too often a buzzword that 
defies efforts to embellish the concept with 
shared “republican” values. People of real sub-
stance, Manent writes, cannot simply drop 
their convictions when elite opinion shifts:

The “Republic of values” is an indefinite-
ly elastic human grouping, in which we 
do not know with whom or with what 
one might ask us…to “identify” our-
selves tomorrow.

This is not the kind of society in 
which Muslims will find their place. 
Citizenship cannot mean detachment, 
much less tearing away, from the reli-
gious community, either for them or for 
the other members of the civic body.

So…what to do? Manent writes sympa-
thetically of Islam much of the time. He 
nevertheless regrets that Muslim immigra-
tion to France has taken place without con-
ditions—without a promise of loyalty. Yet he 
sees a way forward in compromise. France’s 
Muslims must disavow foreign funding of 
their mosques and associations, slackening 
the tie with the umma, the worldwide Mus-
lim community. Also, they must accept a ban 
on the burka and polygamy, each an affront to 
individual dignity that France cannot tolerate. 
Finally, they must concede that they have cho-
sen to live in a society that even today bears a 
distinctively Christian stamp, one in which a 
Jewish minority plays a vital role. In exchange, 
Muslims would be welcomed in France and 
encouraged to develop—in a communitar-
ian spirit—a distinctively French Islamic life. 
Manent does not propose specific policies for 
these ends, and it is not easy to see how a gov-
ernment bound by strict secularism can read-
ily enact them. Instead, the book closes with 
an overtly Christian conceptualization of the 
task’s broader, civilizational importance.

In terreur dans l’hexagone (“hexagon” 
refers to the geographic outline of metro-
politan France), Gilles Kepel, in contrast 

to Manent’s philosophical approach, situates 
the development of French Islamic extrem-
ism in both its global and domestic contexts. 
Two stories are told in tandem: the failure of 
successive French governments to deal with a 
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growing Arab minority’s social isolation, and 
the development of jihadist ideology in the 
direction of the decentralized terrorism Abu 
Musab al-Suri advocated in his 2004 treatise, 
The Call to Global Islamic Resistance. Kepel 
touches upon the watershed of 1983, when 
demonstrations by disaffected Arabs and 
French supporters—the so-called “March of 
the Beurs”—revealed for the first time that 
Arab exclusion would have political conse-
quences for France, but he concentrates on the 
period between the Clichy riots of 2005 and 
the Charlie Hebdo massacre of 2015. As in his 
prior scholarship, including Jihad: The Trail of 
Political Islam (2002) and The War for Mus-
lim Minds: Islam and the West (2004), Kepel, 
a professor at the Paris Institute of Political 
Studies and member of the Institut Univer-
sitaire de France, offers a fluid, authoritative 
analysis of the interdependent domestic and 
international scenes, insisting upon the full 
complexity of France’s difficulties. He reveals 
the history of French Salafism and the sad 
lives of France’s most notorious and despicable 
jihadist killers. None was a “lone wolf.” Many 
were radicalized in prison, others abroad, in 
mosques, or on social media—an accelerant of 
radicalism perfectly suited to al-Suri’s vision. 
All, however, are representative of the times.

Since france controls neither the 
Middle East nor the internet, Kepel’s 
analysis stresses France’s domestic er-

rors. For one thing, no government has dealt 
effectively with Arab social and economic isola-
tion. The problem, kicked down the road when 
it might have been managed, is now a crisis, 
particularly where education and high unem-
ployment are concerned. Furthermore, France’s 
parties, insular and locked in rusted ideological 
armor, cannot understand the problem on its 
own terms. Conservatives—he draws special 
attention to former prime minister Nicholas 
Sarkozy—pander to voters attracted to the 
National Front, taking an ever-harder line that 

actually serves jihadist ends by increasing Mus-
lim alienation. Leftist parties cast Muslims 
anachronistically as the new proletariat.

Kepel’s own call to action in his epilogue 
responds directly to Manent. Refusing to 
share Manent’s disappointment with post-
national France, he thinks French society re-
silient. He allows that the Muslim Brother-
hood and Salafists are influential but criticiz-
es Manent for inferring that French Muslims 
are broadly anti-secular. Kepel nevertheless 
commends Manent for breaking with other 
conservatives to insist that Islam is now a part 
of France’s future, and he agrees that mindless 
calls for laïcité from an exhausted leadership 
accomplish nothing. His doubts about reli-
gious communitarianism lead to the opinion 
that religion cannot be a secular government’s 
primary response, and the fear that Manent’s 
project could reinforce Salafi separatism. 
Instead, Kepel calls for the reinvention of 
French public education, but disappointingly, 
he leaves this agenda unexplained. 

Superficially, some new data seem to favor 
Kepel’s more hopeful view. A recent study 
by Hakim El Karoui of the independent 
Institut Montaigne maintains that France’s 
Muslims, at 5.6% of the population, are less 
numerous than previously thought. They do 
not constitute a political bloc, and are more 
devout than the French generally but not 
overwhelmingly. Moreover, they form so-
cial strata like those of the mainstream, and 
some are upwardly mobile. Many are still 
concentrated in the working class, however, 
where unemployment is high. A substantial 
fraction—28%, mostly young and underedu-
cated—embrace an atavistic notion of Islam 
that sets them in opposition to the rest of 
French society. A further 25% are religiously 
conservative but not alienated from French 
society.

El Karoui’s proposals are more similar 
than dissimilar to Manent’s. He favors the de-
velopment of an Islam suited to French soci-

ety, and calls for an end to foreign support for 
Islamic institutions and the development of 
homegrown Muslim civic and religious lead-
ership. He wants the government to discour-
age fundamentalism officially while altering 
laws to account for Muslims’ sensibilities—
permitting gender-segregated bathing in pub-
lic pools, for example.

Ultimately, kepel’s focus on better 
education looks thin—like a renewed 
wager on the attractive force of secu-

larism. His close analysis of the relevant histo-
ry is less persuasive than Manent’s philosoph-
ical argument that today’s secular France has 
too little to offer to Muslims. Though many 
Europeans, left and right, will object, there 
may be no better option for countries that 
already have large Muslim minorities than 
to grant them wider scope for the exercise of 
their faith in hopes of gaining their loyal citi-
zenship and preserving the most central lib-
eral commitments. But this wager, too, can go 
badly by legitimizing and fortifying Islamists. 
And even its success would mean that Islam 
puts its stamp on postmodern, post-Christian 
European culture. The constraint of blasphe-
my is no remote prospect: an active Muslim 
citizenry will certainly challenge the permis-
sive mores Europeans have come to prize as 
the new hallmark of their freedom.

While the experiments play out, European 
countries that wish to preserve the cultural 
status quo will need to think hard about im-
migration policy as they face new waves of 
migration that no one seems able to arrest. 
Inevitably, this will entail a defense of demo-
cratic principle at the national level, and reas-
sertion of the sovereignty surrendered to the 
European Union. In this sense, too, Manent’s 
analysis seems trenchant and—in the wake of 
the Brexit referendum—prescient.

Truman Anderson is the executive director of 
the Stuart Family Foundation.
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Book Review by Helen Andrews

Lessons of Algeria
The Centurions, by Jean Lartéguy, translated by Xan Fielding.

Penguin Classics, 544 pages, $18 
 

The Praetorians, by Jean Lartéguy, translated by Xan Fielding.
Penguin Classics, 384 pages, $17

Is it possible that islamic terror-
ism is France’s new normal? In July 2016, 
after a Tunisian living in France used a 

truck to kill 86 people in Nice, then-Prime 
Minister Manuel Valls said, “this hyper-
terrorism is here to stay” and “France is 
going to have to live with terrorism.” Last 
summer it seemed like every week brought 
news of another attack: a rabbi stabbed in 
Strasbourg, a policeman and his wife killed 
in their apartment in the suburbs of Paris, a 
priest martyred in Normandy. It seems un-
likely that the attacks will stop, unless some-
one comes up with a plan no one has thought 
of yet, so Valls must be correct. There is no 
third option. Is there?

They thought terrorism was the new nor-
mal in Algiers in 1957, too. The Algerian war 
is usually lumped in with other first-genera-
tion anti-colonial wars like Kenya and Viet-
nam, but Algeria was an exception to the rule. 
Those other classic counterinsurgencies were 
unwinnable because the occupying power al-
ways had the option of leaving and the guer-

rillas, whose country it was, were going to stay. 
For the white “pieds noirs,” Algeria was their 
country. They had been there longer than 
Americans have lived west of the Rockies, and 
had no other home. Coincidentally, they were 
a minority roughly the same size as Muslims 
in France today—between 5 and 10% of the 
population—and they said of themselves 
what we say of the latter: too many to kick 
out. Yet in the end they were kicked out, all 
1.4 million of them.

The lesson, then, of jean larté-
guy’s two novels of the Algerian war, 
The Centurions (1960) and The Praeto-

rians (1961) is the same as that of a more re-
cent import from the world of French fiction, 
Michel Houellebecq’s Submission (2015). 
Each book describes a clash between France 
and Islam that looks at first like a problem to 
be managed indefinitely, but turns out to be 
a conflict that can be lost conclusively. The 
drama lies in the protagonists’ dawning re-
alization that losing will have worse conse-

quences than they had ever imagined before 
defeat was imminent.

The point, however, of re-releasing The Cen-
turions and The Praetorians was not to teach 
us how to lose in France. They were supposed 
to teach us how to win in Iraq.

General David Petraeus is almost single-
handedly responsible for the deluxe reissue 
of The Centurions by Penguin Classics. In 
the decades the book languished out of print, 
he hyped it as a classic of counterinsurgency 
(COIN) theory, driving up the price of a used 
copy on Amazon, sometimes into four digits. 
By his own admission, aspects of his leader-
ship style were taken directly from its pages. 
Making his men fasten the dorky-looking top 

“battle button” on their fatigues was an idea 
inspired by the deliberately hideous double-
flapped “lizard caps” Lartéguy’s Colonel Ras-
péguy has specially designed to foster esprit de 
corps. When Penguin needed an introduction 
for The Praetorians they commissioned one 
from General Stanley McChrystal, another 
of its admirers in the U.S. military. 

´
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The books follow a group of french 
paratroopers from the battle of Dien 
Bien Phu to the fall of Algeria. The 

great historical events of those years flicker 
at the books’ periphery—in The Centurions, 
the 1956 crisis over whether Egypt or the 
West would control the Suez Canal; in The 
Praetorians, the attempted coup d’etat in May 
1958 that ended the Fourth Republic and re-
turned Charles de Gaulle to power—but the 
primary focus is on the soldiers themselves. 
At the regimental level, the early Cold War 
produced a dawning realization that the 
Communist foe demanded an entirely new, 
more overtly political approach to warfare. 
The first book describes how this new doc-
trine—which came to be known by the term 
la guerre révolutionnaire—was developed in 
Vietnam and then employed in Algeria. It 
ends on a note of hope, as befits a book writ-
ten in the wake of the September 1958 refer-
endum that saw more than 75% of registered 
voters, white and Arab, vote for Algeria to 
remain French. Not so the sequel. By the 
time The Praetorians was published in Eng-
lish in 1963, the war was over, and the point 
of writing about it was to try to figure out 
why the counterinsurgency tactics described 
in the first book had failed.

Petraeus and his COINdinistas have a 
great deal in common with the guerre révo-
lutionnaire school. Both started out as young 
upstarts of relatively low rank hashing out 
their new theories in obscure military jour-
nals against a hidebound establishment’s re-
sistance. The French older generation was put 
off for at least two reasons. First, they were 
burned out on anything that smacked of poli-
tics after the trauma of Vichy and Pétain. Sec-
ond, most of the high-ranking generals used 
their seniority to steer well clear of the distant, 
unpromising war in Indochina, so they had 
no first-hand experience with ideologically 
driven conflicts where winning civilian loyalty 
mattered more than winning territory. As the 
rare forward-looking general Jacques Massu 
put it, revolutionary war was “peu connue aux 
échelons supérieurs”—little known within the 
upper ranks.

Lartéguy excels in depicting how the doc-
trines of la guerre revolutionnaire came out of 
a particular generation of French officers’ ex-
periences. It began in the Vietminh prison 
camps where tens of thousands of detainees 
were subjected not only to privations but to 
indoctrination. When these men returned 
home, it seemed to many of them that their 
captors had been right about the decadence 
of France, whose politicians and intellectu-
als rivaled twilight Rome for corruption, with 
Communists in the part of the barbarians. 

When men like Lartéguy’s aristocratic Cap-
tain de Glatigny tried to tell their superiors 
that the Communists’ zeal for their ideology 
would have to be met by equal zeal for West-
ern civilization, they were regarded with sus-
picion. “The army’s one thing, politics are an-
other, and the expression ‘revolutionary war-
fare’ is the absolute negation of our traditions,” 
his colonel warns him.

To the guerre revolutionnaire 
school, Algeria seemed like a gift 
from heaven, if only they could be left 

to put their theories into practice. In Part II 
of The Centurions, the charismatic Colonel 
Raspéguy gathers a hand-picked regiment 
from the Vietnam POWs who dispersed to 
their homes at the end of Part I, telling them, 

“In Algeria we’re going to wage that revolu-
tionary war which you kept dinning into my 
ears, and put to use what we learnt from the 
Viets.” While the Cold War superpowers 
played with their nuclear warheads, France 
would pioneer a new kind of army that might 
actually get some use in the 20th century 
outside of war games: an anti-guerrilla force 
of modern crusaders, half Maoist, half Jesuit. 
(“Nothing resembles the Vietminh world 
as closely as the Jesuits,” says one of Larté-
guy’s captains.) There was also an element of 
redemption to it. In addition to the gener-
alized humiliation the French military felt 
after years, going on decades, of consecutive 
defeat after 1940, the veterans of Indochina 
felt individually dishonored by having be-
trayed their allies after swearing that France 
would never abandon them. The vow that 
they broke in the paddy, they would keep in 
the casbah.

We know that Lartéguy’s picture is accu-
rate, because he lived in Algeria throughout 
the war and was close friends with many para-
troopers. Indeed, he might have been one of 
them if shrapnel taken at the Battle of Heart-
break Ridge in 1951 had not put an end to his 
military career. He became a foreign corre-
spondent instead, first in Hanoi and then in 
Algiers. Many of his characters can be traced 
back to real people. The enigmatic intelligence 
officer Boisfeuras is clearly based on Jean Le-
roy, the half-Vietnamese colonel who attained 
some fame in the West for having conducted 
the war’s most successful counterinsurgency 
campaign in his mother’s home province of 
Ben Tre, turning Catholic villagers into a 
crack militia he called Mobile Units for the 
Defense of Christian Communities.

The inspiration for Raspéguy was Marcel 
“Bruno” Bigeard (“Bruno” was his Resistance 
code name), the officer whose reputation 
brought The Centurions to Petraeus’s atten-
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tion in the first place. In the mid-1970s dur-
ing a posting in Europe, Petraeus noticed that 
every French officers’ club featured a portrait 
of the same eagle-nosed general in a red be-
ret. When he asked his French colleagues for 
more information about this man, The Centu-
rions was the book they gave him.

The algeria parallel was never 
an easy sell back in Washington. The 
most that the American brass were 

willing to do was to use Algeria as a case study 
in how not to fight an insurgency—they once 
screened the Italian film (and literal Commu-
nist propaganda) The Battle of Algiers to illus-
trate that lesson. During editorial revisions of 
Petraeus’s pioneering Counterinsurgency Field 
Manual in 2006, a West Point professor was 
driven to shout after one Algeria reference 
too many, “This was a colonial war to impose 
foreign authority. Do we want to cast our 
doctrine in that kind of situation?” He added, 

“We have to get over The Centurions.”
If Bigeard could have heard that remark, 

he would probably have resented it. A con-
stant theme of The Praetorians is that the pa-
ras did not think of themselves as fighting for 
the wealthy grands colons. “We haven’t come 
here to defend colonial privileges, or Bla-
chette’s alfa plantations or Bourgeaud’s vine-
yards,” one character says, “but to defend one 
of the last footholds of the West on the soil 
of Africa.” One real-life para interviewed by 
French journalist Jules Roy said something 
very similar: 

If M. Sartre throws in my face, “You 
are bastards because you have waged 
war against a friendly people,” I would 
object…. We have risen instead against 
that enemy that is ours and yours, the 
one who, tomorrow, will stop you from 
being allowed to read and write. You are 
in peril of death and you don’t know it.

He was referring to the Communists, but 
from the perspective of 2016 his remarks have 
a different, unintended prescience.

It is a fair criticism to say that Lartéguy 
does not have much to say about counter-
insurgency proper, as opposed to military 
leadership. His soldiers interact with the 
native population far less than the real paras 
did. To his credit, his Algerian characters 
are three-dimensional and ref lect the diver-
sity of motives behind terrorism—the intel-
lectual who craves power in a post-colonial 
regime, the ambitious young peasant who 
returns from a Czech training camp full of 
ideological fervor, the bandit happy to give 
his crimes a nationalist veneer—but none 

of these portraits is very helpful in showing 
how these motives could have been hacked 
to win over their allegiance. Not one of his 
French characters ever builds a hospital or 
a school. 

But perhaps that side of counter-
insurgency has been overrated. The 
French had quite a good record of out-

reach to Algerians in the postwar years, operat-
ing schools for Arab children and giving parcels 
of land to native farmers. The programs failed 
not from lack of effort but because the Front 
de Libération Nationale (FLN) killed the civil-
ians who tried to take advantage of them. Back 
in France, most big cities had entire bureaus 
devoted to helping North African immigrants 
claim welfare benefits, renew identity cards, 
and even make burial and inheritance arrange-
ments for relatives who died back home. These 
programs, too, were attacked by the FLN and 
their Communist allies as pretexts for surveil-
lance. Those who claim that today’s Muslim 
immigrants are only vulnerable to radicaliza-
tion because France has not done enough to 
integrate them should reflect on this very long 
record. Indeed, the first outreach programs 
began in the 1920s, when France had a higher 
foreign-born population than any Western 
country, even the United States. 

Such conflicts are not determined by wel-
fare budgets. They are not even determined by 
the insurgents’ capacity for ruthlessness, which 
can be neutralized by effective soldiering, as it 
was in Algeria—not that anyone remembers. 
People forget that the military racked up vic-
tory after tactical victory, from the Battle of 
Algiers to the arms blockade to the Morice 
Line, before politicians imposed defeat.

The real determinants of victory are the very 
factors Jean Lartéguy emphasizes: national 
morale, the home country’s commitment to 
winning, its conviction that its civilization de-
serves to prevail. France had lost this self-con-
fidence by 1960, and that more than anything 
was what brought an end to its empire. Europe 
would do well to study Lartéguy’s lessons in 
how to conjure these vital sentiments, or else 
discover the declension proposed by the pied 
noir leader Pierre Lagaillarde:

The Third Republic was born at Sedan 
and died at Sedan. The Fourth was 
born in Algiers and died in Algiers. The 
Fifth is born in Algiers.

Only now there is an Algiers in the banlieues 
of Paris.

Helen Andrews is a writer living in Washington, 
D.C.
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Book Review by Paul A. Rahe

The Return of the Caliph
Caliphate: The History of an Idea, by Hugh Kennedy.

Basic Books, 336 pages, $27.99

Towards the end of this entertain-
ing, informative volume, its author re-
marks that, in the wake of World War 

II, there was “much uncertainty and division 
in the Muslim Middle East,” and that this 
gave rise to “discussions about the future and 
the revival and development of the area.” At 
the time, however, few, if any, of the region’s 
leaders gave any thought to the restoration of 
the Muslim caliphate. Most were nationalists 
and modernizers, and many were outright 
socialists.

Egyptian President Abdel Nasser’s 
nationalization of the Suez Canal in 
1956, and the subsequent humiliation 
of British and French attempts to take 
it back, led to the forging of close links 
between Egypt and the Soviet Union. 
For most politically active people in 
the Arab Middle East, communism 
rather than the revival of the ancient 
caliphate pointed the way to the future. 

When I first started travelling in the 
area in 1964 it was generally assumed 
this was where the future lay. Most 
people would have accepted that they 
were Muslims as well as socialists and 
nationalists, but the mosques were for 
old men, relics of a vanished world, 
and the caliphate as distant and as ir-
relevant as the Holy Roman Empire in 
post-war western Europe.

In the interim, Hugh Kennedy ruefully 
acknowledges in Caliphate: The History of an 
Idea, things have changed—a lot. Commu-
nism ended up in the ash heap of history, and, 
although he does not say so, Arab nationalism 
is today—to an ever increasing degree—the 
faith of old men, a relic of a rapidly vanishing 
world.

This was already clear 20 years after Ken-
nedy first arrived in the Middle East, when 
I set off for Istanbul to spend two years in 
Turkey, Greece, and Cyprus as a fellow of 

the Institute of Current World Affairs. In 
Turkey, the disciples of Kemal Atatürk, the 
country’s modern founder, were still firmly 
ensconced in power. But in Anatolia and 
in the poorer districts of Istanbul, Ankara, 
and Izmir, where the newly arrived country 
folk resided, Islam was enjoying a resurgence, 
and people dreamed that the caliphate might 
be restored. For the most part, I hobnobbed 
with the same sorts of people that Kennedy 
met in the Arab world. My acquaintances 
harbored nothing but contempt for the Is-
lamists from the market towns and for the 
village folk who supported them; but, even 
then, they were afraid.

A professor of arabic at the school 
of Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS) at the University of Lon-

don, Kennedy knows a great deal about the 
contemporary Middle East, and has written 
a slew of books on early Islam and its devel-
opment in its first millennium in the Middle 
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East and in Spain and Portugal. In his new 
book, he draws on what he knows well to tell 
us about the origins of the caliphate: about its 
articulation under the Umayyads of Damas-
cus and the Abbasids of Baghdad, and about 
its subsequent history in Fatimid Egypt, in 
Umayyad and Almohad Iberia, and under the 
Mamluks of Cairo and the Ottomans of Con-
stantinople. This he does to a considerable 
degree by quoting extensively from contem-
porary or near-contemporary reports. The 
upshot is that he allows us to see what it is 
that inspires nostalgia for the caliphate with-
in the Muslim Brotherhood, the adherents of 
the Hizb al-Tahrir and of al-Qaeda, and the 
supporters of ISIS.

Kennedy’s book is not the first on the 
subject. In 1924—the year in which Atatürk 
and the Grand National Assembly in Tur-
key abolished the caliphate—Sir Thomas 
W. Arnold, perhaps the most distinguished 
of Kennedy’s predecessors at SOAS, pub-
lished an accessible monograph on the sub-
ject. Kennedy profits from Arnold’s pioneer-
ing work, from the extensive scholarship that 
has been done in the interim, and from the 
documents that have more recently become 
available. He is especially good on the four 
orthodox caliphs, on the Umayyad dynasty, 
and on the Abassids who held the office and 

presided over much of the Middle East (if 
they did not always rule it) for nearly 800 
years.

In arabic, the word khalifa has two 
meanings. It can be used to refer to a dep-
uty, and it appears to have been employed 

by Muhammad himself to refer to those left 
in charge at Medina when he was abroad. It 
can also be used to refer to a successor. The 
death of Muhammad was in one respect simi-
lar to the death of Jesus Christ. It left his fol-
lowers nonplussed, and the movement he had 
founded could easily have melted away. That it 
did not do so was the work of his companions, 
who did for Islam what Peter, Paul, and the 
apostles did for Christianity: they took the 
following of a charismatic leader and turned it 
into a revolutionary movement intent on con-
verting the entire human race.

When Muhammad died, his companions 
moved quickly to form a shura or council and 
install Abu Bakr as the caliph. It was during 
his brief reign (632-34) and the longer reign 
of his immediate successor, Umar (634-44), 
that the Arabian Muslims surged forth 
from the Hijaz and conquered Iraq, Syria, 
and Egypt. And it was during the reign of 
their successor, Uthman (644-56), another 
of Muhammad’s companions, that they 

consolidated control. It was in these years, 
moreover, that the Koran was compiled and 
edited; that the terms governing relations 
between the Muslims and the Jews, Chris-
tians, and Zoroastrians they ruled were ar-
ticulated; that the conquerors were settled 
in garrison towns in Syria, Iraq, and Egypt; 
that the bureaucracy and the system of taxa-
tion were established; and that the minting 
of the coins necessary for the support of 
Muslim rule began.

Historians have long known that the early 
caliphs served as the leaders of the umma, or 
united community of the world’s Muslims. 
But whether they exercised authority as depu-
ties of Allah or as successors of Muhammad 
has long been a subject of scholarly debate. 
They did not claim to be prophets, for Mu-
hammad had made it clear that he was the last 
in that long line. But they were anything but 
figureheads, and, as Kennedy points out, the 
surviving evidence from the period (most of it 
poetry) suggests that they were thought to be 
stand-ins for Allah and not (like the Abbasids 
in and after the middle of the 9th century) 
mere successors.

In one very important regard, the 
religious movement founded by Muham-
mad’s companions was very different from 
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early Christianity. To ask whether the early 
caliphs were political or spiritual leaders is 
to draw a distinction alien to their under-
standing. Islam is less a religion of faith than 
a religion of Holy Law and of observance. 
Maintaining Muslim armies, conducting the 
jihad, protecting the hajj, taxing the dhimmis, 
articulating the sharia and enforcing it—acts 
that we might take to be military and politi-
cal—were for these men first and foremost 
works of piety. If the Islamic revival of the last 
few decades has been politically disruptive, if 
the Muslim minorities in the liberal democ-
racies of Europe are ripe for revolutionary in-
citement, it is because classical Islam brooks 
no distinction between what we think of as 
religion and political rule.

In one particular, what the early caliphs did 
was ad hoc. Muhammad seems not to have 
anticipated his own demise, and he did not in-
dicate who was to lead his followers after his 
death. Nor did any of the early caliphs estab-
lish a mechanism for selection. Sometimes, a 
shura was summoned. Generally, the existing 
caliph designated a successor. Sometimes he 
named not only his successor but his succes-
sor’s successor; and there were times when he 
died without designating any sort of successor 
at all. When quarrels arose—over questions of 
doctrine and political practice, or over miscon-
duct (real or imagined) on the part of a caliph—
assassinations took place. Civil wars were com-
mon, and eligibility for the office was disputed.

Did the caliph have to come from Mu-
hammad’s family? His son-in-law Ali did, 
but the three men who preceded him as ca-
liph did not. Did he have to come from Mu-
hammad’s clan, the Quraysh? The first four 
caliphs did, as did the Umayyads in Damas-
cus and Cordoba, the Abbasids in Baghdad 
and Cairo, and the Fatimids in Egypt (or so 

they claimed). But there were those who ar-
gued that all Muslims should be eligible and 
that the most pious of the lot should be cho-
sen. Others thought that military prowess 
(shawkat) was not only necessary but, when 
supplemented by a semblance of piety, suf-
ficient. It was even disputed by those who 
insisted that the caliph be drawn from the 
family of the prophet whether the descen-
dants of his uncle and guardian—the Abba-
sids—actually fit the bill. And some insisted 
that there needn’t be one caliph, but could 
be many—one in Baghdad, another in Egypt, 
and a third in Cordoba.

These disputes gave rise to sectari-
an divisions—the distinction between 
Sunni Islam and the various and op-

posed Shiite sects—and, even within a par-
ticular sect, the absence of clarity about the 
grounds for legitimacy frequently gave rise 
to war and instability. Among the Sunnis, 
there were Abbasid caliphs, lodged in Bagh-
dad and, later, Cairo, from 750 to 1517. But 
they were generally not without rivals and, 
after 945, they were little more than pawns, 
supported in comfort and, sometimes, splen-
dor on condition that they legitimized the 
Buyid, Seljuq, or Mamluk thugs who actu-
ally ran the show.

Kennedy does a splendid job in surveying 
the vagaries of Muslim practice in all these 
regards, and he touches from time to time on 
theoretical and legal works dedicated to expli-
cating the foundations, rights, and duties of 
the office. Here, though, his account has its 
defects. He does allude to the flourishing of 
philosophy in 9th- and 10th-century Bagh-
dad, and he touches on its brief efflorescence 
in Cordoba in the time of Islamic philoso-
phers Ibn Tufayl and Averroës. He mentions 

neither Alfarabi nor Avicenna, however, and 
he takes it for granted that the falasifa were 
pious Muslims, illustrations of “fides quaerens 
intellectum” (faith seeking understanding). 
Had he attended to their treatment of reli-
gion under the rubric of political science and 
their refusal to subordinate political prudence 
to the dictates of religious faith, he might not 
have given such short shrift to the charges of 
impiety lodged by al-Ghazali in The Incoher-
ence of the Philosophers.

Moreover, when Kennedy discusses the 
14th-century historian and political scientist 
Ibn Khaldun, he fails to address his discussion 
of whether the caliphate—in his day, tooth-
less—should be abolished. (No, he answered.) 
Although Kennedy mentions the abolition of 
the caliphate in 1924, he doesn’t tell us why 
Atatürk did so. He says very little about the 
role assigned (or denied) the caliphate by 
Turkish nationalist thinkers in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries, and he does not do full 
justice to the arguments advanced by those in 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Hizb al-Tahrir, 
al-Qaeda, and ISIS who favor its restoration. 
Caliphate: The History of an Idea provides us 
with a context within which to understand 
the debates on this subject conducted within 
the last century-and-a-half within Islam, but 
Hugh Kennedy does not bring his learning to 
bear on a systematic analysis of these debates, 
and he does not explain to us what is going 
on today, why and how it is important, and 
in what manner the disputes are likely to be 
resolved. That important task still needs to be 
undertaken.

Paul A. Rahe is a professor of history at Hillsdale 
College, and the author, most recently, of The 
Spartan Regime: Its Character, Origins, and 
Grand Strategy (Yale University Press).
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Essay by Christopher Caldwell

Sanctimony Cities

In the days leading up to the inaugu-
ration of Donald Trump, the streets in one 
wealthy corner of northwest Washington, 

D.C., were draped with flags almost from one 
end to the other. They recalled Monet’s paint-
ing of the Rue Montorgueil that hangs in the 
Musée d’Orsay, or the oils that the Ameri-
can impressionist Childe Hassam painted of 
street parades towards the end of World War 
I. These, however, were not national flags but 
the rainbow-striped banners of the gay rights 
movement. They were directed, in embit-
terment rather than celebration, at an audi-
ence of one: Indiana Governor Mike Pence, 
the vice president-elect. Pence had done two 
things to offend the flag-wavers. As Indiana 
governor in the days after gay marriage be-
came law in 2015, he had signed a bill defend-
ing freedom of religion. Worse, after Novem-
ber 8 he had rented a house on nearby Ten-
nyson Street for the presidential transition. 
Now up and down his street the yard signs 
jostled, some reading “I Stand With Planned 
Parenthood,” others “This Neighborhood 
Respects Women.” Particularly popular was 
a peacock-blue sign reading “Hate Has No 
Home Here” and “El odio no tiene hogar aquí,” 
which must be Spanish for “Stay out of our 
neighborhood, Hoosier.”

Regrettable though it may be that politi-
cal passions would lead a whole neighbor-
hood to act inhospitably, it is only human. It 
was a bitter contest, after all. Trump’s win 
was a shock. What is more worrisome is the 
estrangement of ruling-class neighborhoods 
like this one from the part of the country 
that voted for Trump, their near-unani-
mous incomprehension of, and contempt 
for, the democracy movement that just said 

“Enough!” to the politics of recent decades. In 
an election that Democrats lost at virtually 
every level, the capital city gave Hillary Clin-
ton 93% of its votes, and Trump 4%. All the 
country’s grand, modern, and cultured places 
followed suit. Pence’s neighbors seemed to as-
sume he did not realize there was any such 
thing as homosexuality or abortion or the 
Spanish language. Merely alerting him that 
such things existed might therefore be a 
satisfying way to wound him. And why not 
wound him? It was impossible that Trump 
and Pence could be legitimate occupants of 
the White House because it was impossible 
to believe that 60 million people would vote 
for such boobs. 

A robust enthusiasm for American democ-
racy is unlikely to survive where such senti-
ments prevail. Michael Tomasky of the New 

York Review of Books described Trump as la-
boring under “suspicions about his legitimacy 
far greater than those faced by any modern 
president,” partly because he lost the popular 
vote by more than two million votes. On the 
other hand, President Trump arrives in power 
with more of the country behind him than ei-
ther Richard Nixon or Bill Clinton had. His 
victory was, of course, a close-run thing. But 
looked at closely, it leaves a political situation 
resembling those that have followed some 
of the great landslides in American history. 
Conflict awaits.

The Democratic Archipelago

Here is a trivia question for you: 
Ohio has only one city with more than 
400,000 people. Name it. 

Strangers to the Buckeye State might well 
tick through Cleveland (388,000), Cincinnati 
(299,000), Toledo (280,000), and even Akron 
and Dayton before they get the answer. It is 
Columbus, the capital, which, at 850,000, is 
more than twice as populous as any other city 
in the state. It is the 15th-largest city in the 
country. It grew, in part, because energies that 
used to go into building and selling now go 
into managing and administering. Fortunes 
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and family lives now depend on how regula-
tions get drawn up and how problems get de-
fined. It is only natural that political “polar-
ization” should be on the rise: The stakes of 
governing are rising. 

Any place that has political power becomes 
a choke-point through which global money 
streams must pass. Such places are sheltered 
from globalization’s storms. They tend to 
grow. Austin, Texas, adds tens of thousands 
of residents a year, and is now the country’s 
11th-largest city. The four richest counties 
in the United States are all in the suburbs of 
Washington, D.C. Resources are sucked from 
almost everywhere into political capitals and a 
few high-tech centers and university towns al-
lied with them, where ambitious people settle 
and constitute a class. The Democratic Party 
is the party of that class, the class of the win-
ners of globalization.

There are now just three regions of the coun-
try in which Democrats dominate—New Eng-
land, California, and the Pacific Northwest. 
Otherwise, the party’s support comes from the 
archipelago of powerful New Economy cities 
it controls. Washington, D.C., with its 93-
to-4 partisan breakdown, is not that unusual. 
Hillary Clinton won Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, by 89 to 6 and San Francisco by 86 to 
9. Here, where the future of the country is 

mapped out, the “rest” of the country has be-
come invisible, indecipherable, foreign.

And the rest of the country belongs to 
Trump. Pretty much all of it. Trump took 
85% of America’s counties; Hillary Clinton 
took 15%. Trump even won a third of the 
counties that voted for Barack Obama twice. 
In November the New York Times had the 
idea of drawing up a topographical map for 
each candidate that showed won counties 
as land and lost counties as water. Trump’s 
America looks almost exactly like the actual 
United States, diminished a bit on the coasts 
and with a couple of new “lakes” opened up 
in urban areas. Hillary’s looks like the Lesser 
Antilles. It is possible to travel coast to coast—
from, say, Coos Bay, Oregon, to Wilmington, 
North Carolina—without passing through a 
single county that Hillary Clinton won. In-
deed there are several such routes. This is the 
heart of the country and it is experiencing a 
kind of social decline for which American his-
tory offers no precedent. (The economic cri-
ses of the 1870s and 1930s were something 
different.) Here people fall over, overdosed 
on heroin, in the aisles of dollar stores, and 
residential neighborhoods are pocked with 
foreclosures. This country, largely invisible to 
policymakers until the 2016 election, is be-
ginning—only just beginning—to come into 

view. Trump was the first candidate to speak 
directly to the invisible country as something 
other than the “everyplace else” left over when 
you drive away from the places that are pow-
erful, scenic, or sophisticated. 

We have no idea what forces Trump has 
unleashed. They look mighty in some lights 
and meager in others. It was a very unfashion-
able thing to vote for Trump, and Americans 
are, as Alexis de Tocqueville noted, an emu-
lative people. Even a person who desperately 
wants to change his society would never ex-
pose himself to the scorn and retribution of 
his shift manager or his fiancée’s parents, if 
he thought the chances of change were zero. 
When pundits spoke during the campaign of 
the two candidates having the lowest approval 
ratings of any pair in history, they were com-
paring different things. Hillary Clinton was 
the candidate of the culture. She represented 
what people were supposed to believe. When 
she rose in the polls, the newspapers filled up 
with speculation about her cabinet. Donald 
Trump stood against what people were sup-
posed to believe. When he rose in the polls, 
the papers were full of anxious reflections on 
how ignorant and hateful Americans had be-
come. Once Trump had won, and it was no 
longer embarrassing or socially dangerous 
to declare one’s support, his approval began 

“Barnes brings to life an important but 
largely forgotten world: the ‘Christian black 

Atlantic’ of the early twentieth century.”

“Wiebe explains how the sort of moral imagination 
cultivated by Wendell Berry matters for everyone 
thinking about community, land, and identity.”
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to drift towards its natural level—from 38% 
on Election Day to 47% in mid-December. It 
may drift higher still. Voters can dissemble 
a long time before they show their hand. On 
November 8, 2016, they showed their hand. 

Tribalism, Not Ideology

Trump understood something no 
Republican had understood in decades. 
The partisan division in the United 

States was less about ideology than about so-
ciology. Ideology was there, of course, but it 
arose from the sociology: you look at life dif-
ferently when you write the rules than when 
you have to submit to them. 

Republican consultants thought exclu-
sively in ideological terms. After their defeat 
in 2012, they assumed they just needed nicer 

“messaging.” Led by RNC chairman Reince 
Priebus, now President Trump’s chief of staff, 
they composed a 100-page “Growth and Op-
portunity” report, which urged the party to 
be less “scary” by taking more liberal posi-
tions on gay marriage and immigration. This 
was an insult to Republicans, Democrats, 
and interest groups of all sorts, and a mis-
understanding of how politics works. Politi-
cians need to do considerably more than be 
nice to win a following, ethnic or not. Vot-
ers rally to a politician who delivers rights, 
privileges, and services. Over decades, Dem-
ocrats had earned the allegiance of minori-
ties by fighting for real gains—affirmative 
action, funding for women’s athletics, gay 
marriage, delayed deportation. Democrats 
occasionally pursued these rights at a cost to 
their careers, and often at a cost to democ-
racy. They had gone so far as to devise new 
categories of minority to whom rights, privi-
leges, and services could be promised and de-
livered—“transgender” people, most recently. 
If you appreciated the new rights, as most 
minorities came to, you would have to be 
crazy to vote for a Republican just because 
your opinions overlapped on this or that is-
sue. Republicans were auditioning for a role 
as the second-best civil rights party, which 
they planned to add to their portfolio as the 
second-best (because too far from power to 
deliver favors) capitalist party. Every Repub-
lican candidate for president in 2016, except 
Trump, swallowed this strategy whole.

Trump intuited that the difference be-
tween Republicans and Democrats was a trib-
al one. Feminism and anti-racism had become 
successful policies not because they convinced 
voters logically or struck them as sensible, al-
though in many cases they did, but because 
they conveyed loyalty viscerally. “Breaking the 
glass ceiling,” for instance, was supposed to be 

the theme of Hillary Clinton’s victory party 
on election night at New York’s Javits Center. 
Her staff chose that venue because it literally 
has the largest glass ceiling surface in New 
York. Glass-ceiling rhetoric was not an ethi-
cal argument but a war-cry. It was not about 
women but about our women. When, shortly 
after the election, Trump named his cam-
paign manager Kellyanne Conway a White 
House counselor, his press release announced 
she was “the first female campaign manager of 
either major party to win a presidential gen-
eral election,”—which indeed she was! Had 
ideological feminism rather than tribal loyalty 
been at issue, this would have been considered 
an achievement worthy of extensive coverage. 
It was not.

The Democrats appeared to be over-
whelming old Republican redoubts through 
sheer force of demographics. Almost all the 
networks had begun hiring young, hip, met-
ropolitan quipsters to explain the “America 
of Tomorrow” or the “Next America” that 
residents of the Democratic Archipelago 
had charted out for everyone else. CNN had 

was rising. At three o’clock in the morning 
on Election Night, as Donald Trump was 
making his way through the crowd to deliver 
his victory speech to the sound of the Roll-
ing Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What 
You Want,” a shocked Granderson, com-
menting on a show called “Your Voice, Your 
Vote,” implied that the white death rate had 
been the bedrock of Democratic Party strat-
egizing all along:

For quite some time now Democrats 
have been hemorrhaging white male 
votes. And the assumption was that, 
because of the changing demograph-
ics of the nation, that that would not 
hurt them in a general election…. This 
is a huge slap in the face in terms of all 
the people who thought that this white 
part of the population was dying off 
and that all you had to do was appeal 
to minorities.

Culture of Corruption

The archipelago of constituen-
cies loyal to Democrats is small geo-
graphically. But it has lately set close 

to 100% of the agenda, and did so even in 
the 2016 election. Even Trump dared offer 
only minor dissents from it. The important 
cultural innovations of the Obama Admin-
istration can fairly be said to have been in-
troduced without debate, or at least in disre-
gard of what debate had been going on. Gay 
marriage was this way, as was the complex of 
issues surrounding transgender bathrooms. 
Where did the anti-police movement Black 
Lives Matter come from, with its mix of 
street violence and campus political correct-
ness? Who was funding it? Why didn’t it halt 
its protests when five police were massacred 
at one of them in Dallas? Why was no one 
in authority talking about the heroin and 
opioid epidemic, even as it was killing more 
Americans than any drug wave in American 
history, more even than car accidents? Per-
haps the main thing voters were trying to do 
in 2016 was to restore democratic scrutiny 
to actors who had long managed to evade it. 
We will never know, because for many years 
Americans have felt unable to talk about such 
things in public at all. The morning after the 
election, President Obama said to Rolling 
Stone editor Jann Wenner, “The most im-
portant thing that I’m focused on is how we 
create a common set of facts.” That was the 
problem of his whole presidency. Political 
rhetoric doesn’t create facts. There was some-
thing Soviet about this whole approach—a 
tendency to mistake dissent for psychosis or 

L.Z. Granderson, whom the website Queerty 
described as “breaking barriers for black gay 
men in journalism.” In 2014, Granderson had 
surely spoken for many progressives when he 
gave his idea of what he would like to see tra-
ditional American culture do in this increas-
ingly diverse age: 

We often talk openly about the differ-
ent generational views when it comes to 
same-sex marriages and how we cavalier-
ly say, as the older generation die off, so 
does that hatred and perspective die off 
in our country as well. And it needs to be 
said, the same thing about race. When 
it comes to certain aspects of talking 
about people of different races, certain 
ideas and perspectives, it’s time to die off. 
I’m not saying people need to die off, but 
those attitudes need to die off.

Unfortunately actual white people, par-
ticularly in rural areas, did happen to be 
dying off. Their life expectancy was falling 
sharply, even as those of other ethnic groups 

Those who couldn’t 
understand Trump
were even less likely

to understand
Trump’s people.
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or indifference to, how life is lived outside of 
the urban archipelago. A moment that defined 
Trump to the country, cleaving his potential 
supporters from sworn enemies, came on Feb-
ruary 23 as he was trying to brag about how 
broad-based was the victory he had just won in 
the Nevada Republican caucuses:

We won with young. We won with old. 
We won with highly educated. We won 
with poorly educated. I love the poorly 
educated.

It is hard to recall a single journalist in 
any major venue who thought that last senti-
ment was anything but a disgrace. Who the 
heck loves the poorly educated? Being poorly 
educated was a culpability. It was not a com-
pensable status, like being tempest-tost or 
lacking health insurance. No one thought 
to say that Jesus loved the poorly educated, 
or that the poorly educated were no less citi-
zens of the republic than the tenured faculty 
at Oberlin. No, Trump’s remark was con-
sidered not just awkward but appalling. He 
seemed to have forgotten who America was 
for.

We now know he was the only candidate 
who hadn’t. The key to Trump’s victory was 
his interpretation of the cultural elite as a 
class in the strongest sense of the word, a set 
of people who used government as a means of 
expanding their privileges and imposing their 
values. Democrats, again, were the party of 
this class. 

As his campaign had been, his presidency 
was thus a standing insult to his opponents. 
He treated them as if they were propping up 
some kind of racket. He didn’t even do them 
the honor of disagreeing with them. Most of 
the people who flew the rainbow flag against 
Mike Pence in northwest Washington are not 
gay, and most of the people who displayed 
the signs reading “El odio no tiene hogar aquí” 
do not speak enough Spanish to order a bur-
rito. They simply have, as they see it, a more 
highly elaborated sense of the public good 
than Trump and Pence do. Trump answered 
their orotund earnestness with Tweets. He 
hit practitioners of identity politics at the 
core of their identity, implying they said these 
things not because they were more virtuous 
but because they were, like him, members of 
the One Percent. 

Back to Jackson 

The victory that trump won was 
about more than applying the epithet 

“Crooked” to the Democratic opposi-
tion. It was also an acknowledgment that es-

sential parts of so-called “movement conser-
vatism”—not just George W. Bush’s wars but 
also Ronald Reagan’s economic philosophy—
had failed. The 1980s was a time of many 
Republican successes. It was also the decade 
when the Right broke the Left’s monopoly on 
making stupid generalizations about capital-
ism. Over the past generation, while Republi-
cans have been dreaming their dreams of pure 
free markets, more and more of the American 
economy has been regulated into conformity 
with government administrators’ wishes. A 
lot of this process has been driven by the very 
corporations Republicans champion. It is ex-
traordinary how much liberty has been extin-
guished since Republicans brought the liber-
tarians to Washington.

Trump saw Republicans not as Demo-
crats’ foes but as their sidekicks and enablers. 
The system needed, as Trump saw it, to be 
reformed in a much deeper way than Repub-
licans had ever thought necessary. Ronald 
Reagan, however vivid and appealing his di-
agnosis of government inefficiency, had un-
derestimated the wiliness and tenacity that 
an administrative ruling class would bring 
to the defense of its prerogatives. Running 
in 2012, Mitt Romney could not conceive of 
such a thing. In speeches and in debates with 
Barack Obama over favoritism towards the 
Obama-connected green energy firm Solyn-
dra, Romney had said he didn’t think gov-
ernment should be “chasing fads and picking 
winners and losers.” But his differences with 
the Obama Administration were purely a 
matter of efficiency, never of fairness or self-
government. Cronyism was not the problem 
at Solyndra: 

Programs like NASA develop technolo-
gies that ultimately can be commercial-
ized. But for the government to say “oh, 
we think the world should make this 
kind of car” or “that kind of solar panel,” 
that’s almost certain to fail. Now and 
then there will be a winner, but over-
whelmingly they’re going to be losers. 
Let the private market work.

Republicans like Romney have traditionally 
warned that the government was being run by 
incompetents. Trump did something differ-
ent. He implied the government is being run 
by crooks. The New York Times was puzzled 
by Trump’s cabinet picks, looking at them in 
terms of policy subtleties, and finding that “a 
picture is emerging of an administration with 
little ideological cohesion and no single ani-
mating purpose.” In fact there has never been 
a cabinet picked on simpler or more coherent 
grounds. Namely, that the agencies as they 

hallucination. In a 93-to-4 world, no other 
grounds for dissent could be imagined. 

Never in American history had a ruling 
class been more poorly equipped to take the 
moral high ground against a candidate who 
played fast and loose with the facts. One need 
not have supported Trump to see that he did 
not do an extraordinary number of the things 
he was alleged to have done. It is not true, as 
New Yorker editor David Remnick alleged, that 
“Trump began his campaign declaring Mexican 
immigrants to be ‘rapists.’” What he said was:

When Mexico sends its people, they’re 
not sending their best. They’re not send-
ing you. They’re not sending you. They’re 
sending people that have lots of prob-
lems, and they’re bringing those prob-
lems with us. They’re bringing drugs. 
They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. 
And some, I assume, are good people.

It is not true, as PBS alleged, that Trump 
was “urging a foreign government to meddle 
in American politics.” Any human being with 
a sense of humor could see that Trump was 
joking when he tweeted, in response to an al-
legation that files had been stolen from DNC 
servers, “If Russia or any other country or 
person has Hillary Clinton’s 33,000 illegally 
deleted emails, perhaps they should share 
them with the FBI!”

Those who couldn’t understand Trump were 
even less likely to understand Trump’s people. 
Hillary Clinton’s remark, at a gay-rights fund-
raiser, that half of Trump voters were a “basket 
of deplorables” has been understood as one of 
the major blunders of the campaign. That is 
clear only in retrospect. It is not as if Clinton 
was appearing on Candid Camera. She herself 
had opened the event to the press. It is likely 
she was trying to shame a public that was prov-
ing reluctant to vote for her, to show them that 
if they persisted in backing Trump they would 
be laughed at by their social betters. Why not 
try such a strategy? It had worked in Toc-
queville’s time, and for as long as Clinton had 
been in politics. The whole press embraced it. A 
headline from Dana Milbank of the Washing-
ton Post in late October read: “Trump can’t just 
be defeated. He must be humiliated.” Another, 
ten days later, over an article by Dean Obeidal-
lah of the Daily Beast, read: “Donald Trump 
Can’t Merely Be Defeated—He and His De-
plorables Must Be Crushed.” After the election, 
Jamelle Bouie of Slate was undaunted: “There’s 
No Such Thing as a Good Trump Voter,” the 
headline ran.

This harmony of views was the result not of 
co-ordination, at least not in most cases, but of 
a common culture that rested on naïveté about, 
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are now constituted are terminally corrupt. 
“Drain the swamp,” as much as any policy sug-
gestion about trade or immigration, appears to 
be the message at the core of the early Trump 
presidency. Almost all his nominees are skep-
tics or opponents of the agencies they have 
been brought in to run. He has nominated 
Andy Puzder, a fast-food entrepreneur skep-
tical about union rights, as Labor secretary. 
Georgia congressman Tom Price, who wants 
an end to Obamacare, has been nominated to 
run Health and Human Services. Oklahoma 
Attorney General Scott Pruitt, a skeptic about 
climate change, was tapped for EPA. Lawyer 
Robert Lighthizer, a free trade skeptic, is his 
pick for U.S. trade representative.

Certain parallels are emerging between 
President Trump and Andrew Jackson, an-
other wealthy and capable conservative (of a 
sort) who was nonetheless thought a barbar-
ian by many of his peers, and who overturned 
a good deal of what in his time was considered 
conservatism. Daniel Webster alleged that 
Thomas Jefferson had said of Jackson: “He is 
one of the most unfit men I know of for such 
a place…. [H]e is a dangerous man.” Jackson, 
too, came to power a decade after a major 
banking panic, from which the malefactors 
appeared to have escaped with impunity. In 
fact, what had happened over that decade was 
that the broad public undertook a slow, au-
todidactic reassessment of the economic and 
social system they had been living under. 

Much the same process made the election 
of Trump possible. Americans like capital-
ism a lot less than they did at the end of the 
George W. Bush Administration. It can be not 
just an antidote to, but a variety of, cronyism. 
Just as Jackson found his symbol of corrup-
tion in the Second Bank of the United States, 
so has Trump in NAFTA and other free trade 
agreements. Just as defenders of the status quo 
in the 1830s warned that not rechartering the 
National Bank would lead to local abuses, to-
day’s argue that scrapping the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, as Trump has done, will allow 
China to strengthen its trade position in the 
Western Pacific. Triumphant pundits prove 
that Trump “can’t bring back” the jobs that fled 
the country 40 years ago. Of course he can’t. In 
the same way he can’t un-fight the Vietnam or 
Iraq wars or un-inflate the credit bubble of the 
2000s. But that doesn’t mean that citizens of 
the Republic are not entitled to hold account-

able those who have blundered them into such 
predicaments.

Reassessment and Renewal

In our time, as in jackson’s, the ruling 
classes claim a monopoly not just on the 
economy and society but also on the le-

gitimate authority to regulate and restrain it, 
and even on the language in which such mat-
ters are discussed. Elites have full-spectrum 
dominance of a whole semiotic system. What 
has just happened in American politics is 
outside of the system of meanings elites usu-
ally rely upon. Mike Pence’s neighbors on 
Tennyson Street not only cannot accept their 
election loss; they cannot fathom it. They are 
reaching for their old prerogatives in much 
the way that recent amputees are said to feel 
an urge to scratch itches on limbs that are 
no longer there. Their instincts tell them to 
disbelieve what they rationally know. Their 
arguments have focused not on the new ad-
ministration’s policies or its competence but 
on its very legitimacy.

Thus, activists called for recounts in three 
states—Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michi-
gan—where there was no cause for a recount 
beyond the fact that losing those states cost 
Clinton the election. Hollywood hipsters tried 
to suborn the Electoral College with a video 
promising Republican loyalists that history 
would remember them as great heroes if they 
would only undermine the country’s democrat-
ic verdict. Progressives in the high-tech states 
introduced the concept of “fake news”—false 
stories, usually generated in obscure corners 
of the internet, which, whether connected to 
Trump or not, were supposed to have led well-
meaning citizens astray in illegitimate ways. 
The New York Times even devoted a front-page 
story to an Englishman named James Dowson, 

“a far-right political activist who advocated Brit-
ain’s exit from the European Union and is a fan 
of President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia,” and 
whose postings had been shared “tens of thou-
sands of times in the United States.” Some in-
ternet surfers, it turned out, were even insult-
ing Hillary Clinton on social media.

January saw the extraordinary turn to 
blaming Putin himself for having tried to in-
fluence the election by hacking the computers 
of the Democratic National Committee. As of 
mid-January, these allegations were backed up 

by assurances—but no hard evidence—from 
senior intelligence sources in the Obama Ad-
ministration. The hack having taken place at 
the DNC, the sources cited included Crowd-
Strike, the cybersecurity firm hired by the 
Democrats, along with those who served on a 
secret anti-hacking committee the party con-
vened, including former party chairwoman 
Debbie Wasserman Schultz and party law-
yer Michael Sussmann of the Washington 
firm Perkins Coie. Increasingly dire warnings 
appeared of a “rift” between Trump and his 
intelligence agencies. “Donald Trump Fuels 
Rift With CIA Over Russian Hack,” head-
lined the Wall Street Journal. The strange and 
erroneous implication was that there is some-
thing improper about such a rift, some loom-
ing constitutional crisis, as if the administra-
tive state were a fourth co-equal branch of gov-
ernment, rather than a part of the executive. 

More need for reform has accumulated 
in the American system than almost anyone 
seemed to realize a year ago. Barack Obama 
was first nominated by his party in the boom 
days before the financial crash—he is a figure 
of the old regime. In a similar way, the Repub-
lican majorities that have just arrived in both 
houses of Congress were nominated under 
their own old regime of New Economy glad-
handers, which Republican voters repudiated 
in the presidential primaries. President Trump 
is the only new element in a system crying out 
for renewal. Government itself has been ren-
dered vulnerable by various irregularities of 
the Obama years—in particular the adminis-
tration’s overreliance on judicial manipulation, 
executive orders, and ad hoc rule-writing. The 
new president arrives, alas, well-armed with oc-
casions for saying, “Well, you did it too!” His 
scope for action will depend on just what reas-
sessments Americans have made in their own 
minds over eight years of dashed economic 
dreams, lost global influence, and wobbling 
social stability. Since the people who elected 
Trump have gone unheard for a long time, we 
don’t know what these reassessments are. But 
we are about to find out. It may take years be-
fore we can tell whether Trump’s election has-
tened America’s decline or provided the last 
possible means of escaping it.

Christopher Caldwell, a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard, is at work on a book about 
the rise and fall of the post-1960s political order.
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Essay by William Voegeli

The Democratic Party’s Identity Crisis

It turns out that the emerging 
Democratic Majority (2002), by Ruy Teix-
eira and John B. Judis, has a shrewdly un-

falsifiable title. The fact that the Democratic 
majority has not yet emerged neither does 
nor can disprove the book’s contention that 
it’s still in the process of emerging. It’s only a 
matter of time, albeit a good deal more time 
than we were led to believe when the book’s 
thesis first thrilled Democrats and dismayed 
Republicans.

Hillary Clinton’s loss in the 2016 election 
to the supposedly unelectable Donald Trump 
was bad enough. Democrats in politics and 
journalism quickly insisted that there was 
less to that contest’s outcome than met the 
eye, blaming Clinton’s defeat on the anti-
majoritarian Electoral College, FBI Director 
James Comey, Russian hackers, “fake news,” 
and her campaign’s blunder in taking wins in 
Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin for 
granted. 

These efforts to reconcile Trump’s victory 
with the idea that the Democrats are this 
century’s natural governing majority cannot, 
however, account for congressional and state 
results. Democrats held 257 seats in the U.S. 
House of Representatives during Barack 
Obama’s first year as president, 59.1% of the 
total, but now have only 194, 44.6%. Over 

the same eight years, the number of Demo-
cratic senators has fallen from 60 to 48. By 
the time the 2018 midterm elections take 
place, Republicans will have held a majority 
in the House for 20 of the preceding 24 years. 
In the Senate, where the GOP was defend-
ing 24 of the 34 seats up for election in 2016, 
including seven in states Barack Obama had 
carried twice, it was widely expected that 
Democrats would regain the majority they 
lost in 2014. Instead, they managed a net in-
crease of just two senators, three fewer than 
needed to take control. (And the Democrats’ 
immediate prospects are grim. Republicans 
currently hold only eight of the 33 Senate 
seats to be contested in 2018. Of the 25 seats 
Democrats must defend, five are in states—
Indiana, Missouri, Montana, North Dakota, 
and West Virginia—where Hillary Clinton 
received less than 40% of the popular vote.) 
There were 29 Democratic governors in of-
fice when Barack Obama was first inaugu-
rated, but only 16 today. In 2009, 56% of 
state legislators were Democrats; only 44% 
are now, a decline of nearly 1,000.

In short, with Democrats holding fewer 
offices and wielding less power than at any 
time since the 1920s, they do not look like 
a party on the verge of commanding an en-
during majority. Emerging’s co-authors are 

now…diverging. Ruy Teixeira still insists 
that the demographic trend is the Democrats’ 
friend. The book had argued that as America 
becomes less white and better-educated, the 
GOP’s weakness with every group other than 
white voters without a college degree would 
condemn it to decades of electoral defeat and 
governmental irrelevance. After Election Day 
Teixeira wrote, “Looking back from 2032, we 
are far more likely to view the 2016 election 
as the last stand of America’s white working 
class, dreaming of a past that no longer exists, 
than as a fundamental transformation of the 
political system.”

John Judis has become far more skeptical. 
When most Democratic analysts explained 
Republican gains in the 2014 midterm elec-
tions as the result of low turnout, a problem 
that would solve itself in a presidential elec-
tion year, Judis cautioned that 2014 may not 
have been “an isolated event but rather the 
latest manifestation of a resurgent Republi-
can coalition.” The problem was that Demo-
crats’ “coalition of the ascendant”—minorities 
and millennials—wasn’t ascending as fast as 
Democrats were losing votes from two large 
groups: whites without a college degree and 
whites with a four-year degree but no post-
graduate one. Based on gains with these 
working- and middle-class voters, who to-
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gether account for about 60% of the electorate, 
Judis discerned an “emerging Republican ad-
vantage” that is likely to make the GOP less 
than dominant but more than competitive in 
American politics.

The demography-is-destiny argument for 
an emerging Democratic majority has other 
problems. First, the fact that an ethnic group 
is growing does not guarantee that its parti-
san loyalties won’t evolve. Despite doing little 
to attract and much to antagonize Hispanic 
voters, Donald Trump still received 28% of 
their votes, according to the CNN exit poll, 
slightly better than Mitt Romney had done in 
2012. Second and more specifically, the long-
term political cohesion of the coalition of the 
ascendant is possible but by no means certain. 
The Democratic tent may or may not prove 
big enough to include advocates for increased 
immigration and activists seeking more eco-
nomic opportunities for the native-born poor; 
or Catholic Hispanic voters and crusaders 
against patriarchy, heteronormativity, and re-
strictions on abortion. At the very least, hold-
ing the party coalition together will be a con-
tinuing struggle.

Most fundamentally, sociologist Richard 
Alba has challenged the widespread belief that 
present demographic trends guarantee that 
by 2050 America will become a “majority-
minority” nation. Many children with just 
one white parent or even grandparent, he 
argues, will grow up to consider themselves 
white rather than members of a minority 
group. Furthermore, cultural assimilation 
will work in tandem with biological mixing to 
increase the number of Americans who think 
of themselves as part of the mainstream, and 
reduce the number who regard themselves as 
members of “marginalized minorities.”

Understandably, Democrats are fond of 
the Teixeira thesis: it assures them that no 
matter how many bad Election Days they 
suffer, they’re not doing anything wrong and 
don’t need to do anything different. Persuad-
ing people receptive to some things you ad-
vocate but dubious about others is ordinar-
ily considered essential to electoral politics. 
Teixeira’s argument, however, tells Demo-
crats that politics can be all about turnout, 
not persuasion. Since Democrats will win if 
they get enough of their voters to the polls, 
the only pressing demand is to motivate the 
party’s core constituencies, not to devise ap-
peals for other voters. Defeats are anomalies 
that call for staying the course rather than 
reconsidering it. After all, the groups that 
constitute the Democratic base will make up 
an even larger part of the electorate in the 
next election cycle, and a larger one still in 
the election after that.

Moral Panic

Democrats’ determination to tie 
their fortunes to the coalition of the 
ascendant rests, however, on some-

thing far stronger than inertia or risk-aversion. 
Democrats have come to regard the promo-
tion of diversity, multiculturalism, and inclu-
sion as their most urgent goal—indeed, the 
party’s reason for existence. As Sean Illing of 
Vox.com put it, “America was founded on a 
system of white supremacy, and contempo-
rary liberalism is a necessary corrective to 
this.” Or, in the words of feminist author 
Linda Hirshman:

The American project started with 
white men’s freedom and equality, and 
has been, for more than two centuries, 
all about expanding the circle to include 
more and more people in that blessed 
plot. It has almost always been the left 
that forces such expansions.

Thus, to seek the votes of minorities and 
the marginalized is a practical imperative, but 
to champion their cause is a moral one. Any 
attempt to expand the Democratic coalition 
by diluting the ascendant groups’ claims be-
trays the party’s core clientele, constituents, 
and purpose.

Columbia University historian Mark Lilla 
discovered just how fiercely his fellow Demo-
crats oppose any recalibration of their com-
mitment to diversity when, ten days after the 
election, the New York Times website pub-
lished his op-ed, “The End of Identity Lib-
eralism.” It called for Democrats to get past 
the “moral panic about racial, gender and 
sexual identity that has distorted liberalism’s 
message and prevented it from becoming a 
unifying force capable of governing.” Demo-
crats suffer avoidable electoral defeats, Lilla 
contended, because liberals’ “obsession with 
diversity has encouraged white, rural, reli-
gious Americans to think of themselves as a 
disadvantaged group whose identity is being 
threatened or ignored.” Identity liberalism’s 
electoral benefits cannot be detached from 
its costs. “Those who play the identity game 
should be prepared to lose it.”

Our nation’s politics, Lilla believes, “will be 
dominated by whoever best captures Ameri-
cans’ imaginations about our shared destiny.” 
Thus, we need a “post-identity liberalism” that 
addresses “Americans as Americans” and em-
phasizes issues “that affect a vast majority of 
them.”

It would speak to the nation as a nation 
of citizens who are in this together and 

must help one another. As for narrower 
issues that are highly charged symboli-
cally and can drive potential allies away, 
especially those touching on sexuality 
and religion, such a liberalism would 
work quietly, sensitively and with a 
proper sense of scale.

For all the good it did him, Lilla went out 
of his way to make clear that he wrote as a 
liberal Democrat enthused about making our 
national garden ever more splendidly varie-
gated. He called Donald Trump’s victory “re-
pugnant,” and hailed the “beautiful” process 
of America becoming more diverse as “an ex-
traordinary success story.”

Katherine Franke, his Columbia facul-
ty colleague, was not fooled. The day after 
Lilla’s essay appeared in print, she wrote that 
Lilla and David Duke were advancing the 
same cause: “the whitening of American na-
tionalism, and the re-centering of white lives 
as lives that matter most in the U.S.” Lilla’s 
contribution to this project was “nuanced,” 
which made his efforts even more “nefarious” 
than Duke’s. The liberalism Lilla endorsed 
was not worthy of the name, in Franke’s 
view, since it regards as a mere “distraction” 
the “efforts of people of color and women to 
call out forms of power that sustain white 
supremacy and patriarchy.” In urging Demo-
crats to appeal to as many Americans as pos-
sible in terms that resonate with all, Lilla 
erroneously and destructively imagines that 
what matters is “the idea of America as a 
‘shining city on a hill ’ that deserves our al-
legiance, not our protest.”

When asked by an interviewer about 
Franke’s attack, Lilla said simply, “I rest my 
case.” You get what he means. If the Demo-
cratic Party attempts to win elections by ac-
cusing people like Lilla, who support 99% of 
the diversity project, of being morally indis-
tinguishable from people like David Duke, 
who oppose 100% of it, then many otherwise 
persuadable people in the middle regions of 
that spectrum are going to dismiss and resent 
entreaties to vote, speak, think, and live ever 
more multiculturally. 

Franke’s inquisitorial approach is no id-
iosyncrasy, but the default mode for modern 
leftist discourse. Even before Election Day, 
some liberals were worrying that their history 
of rhetorical excesses had given rise to a “cry 
wolf ” problem. That is, no thesaurus provid-
ed terms of alarm and condemnation strong 
enough to denounce Donald Trump and his 
supporters’ racism, given that the message 
came from the same sources who insist that 
George W. Bush, John McCain, Mitt Rom-
ney, and, now, Mark Lilla are also racists.
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In 2012, for example, liberal columnist 
Michael Tomasky accused Romney of being a 

“race-baiter” and “race-mongering pyromani-
ac.” The entirety of the prosecution’s case was 
that in an address to the NAACP, Romney 
had used the word “Obamacare.” Even though 
by 2012 that term was a ubiquitous descrip-
tor, Tomasky still judged it to be, in context, 
a “loaded phrase” and “gratuitous broadside.” 
Little wonder that assertions of Trumpist big-
otry over the course of the 2016 campaign got 
ever less traction as they became ever more 
strident.

And that was before the ballots were count-
ed. After the astounding outcome—New 
Yorker editor David Remnick immediately 
declared Trump’s victory a “tragedy,” “sicken-
ing event,” and “crushing blow to the spirit”—
many Trump opponents apparently decided 
that their mistake had been too little stridency. 
The election results were, for Slate writer L.V. 
Anderson, bitterly clarifying, revealing to 
white liberals “our unjust, racist, sexist coun-
try for what it is.”

Whitelash

This assessment would appear to 
contradict the contention that “Amer-
ica is already great,” President Obama’s 

rejoinder at the Democratic convention to 
Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan. 
But not really. The liberals Anderson speaks 
for had, before November 8, imagined that 
America was “making meaningful progress” 
toward an era of “tolerance, justice, and re-
spect for the dignity and rights of all,” an illu-
sion shattered by the election.

The belief in progress, of course, defines 
progressivism. Its adherents are necessar-
ily, though usually implicitly, patriots of the 
reformed America of the future, and an-
tagonists of the benighted one of the past. A 
progressive can think that America is great if, 
and only if, it’s making progress toward being 
great.

Barack Obama applauded this prog-
ress over and over, apparently in the hope 
that hailing it as an irresistible force would 
help make it one. The Reverend Jeremiah 
Wright’s “profound mistake” in damning 
America was that “he spoke as if our society 
was static,” Obama said in his 2008 “More 
Perfect Union” campaign speech. As presi-
dent, at Selma, Alabama, in 2015, Obama 
lauded America as “a constant work in prog-
ress,” a nation “unencumbered by what is” 
because it’s always ready to “seize what ought 
to be.”

His supporters who chanted “Yes we 
can” throughout 2008 ended 2016 confront-

ing the grim possibility that maybe we can’t. 
From their perspective, the fact that so many 
Americans want to make America great again 
means that Trump voters cannot or will not 
understand that our nation’s heritage deserves 
protest, not allegiance. An America that sus-
pends, abandons, or reverses the project of 
becoming great, of atoning for the historical 
sins that define it, is not now great but, rather, 
reprehensible. The 2016 contest, according 
to the Washington Post’s Greg Sargent, pitted 

“an evolving America that embraces plural-
ism, tolerance, inclusion, and cultural change” 
against a reactionary one that demands “in-
tolerance, bigotry, ethno-nationalism, and 
white identity politics.” This is the “whitelash” 
theory of Trump’s victory, put forward on 
Election Night by CNN commentator and 
former Obama Administration official Van 
Jones.

Thus, the refusal to make the first woman 
president the first black president’s succes-
sor was a victory for the forces of oppres-
sion over those of liberation. Another Slate 

est because “[w]e as a society react poorly to 
women seeking positions of power.”

And the exit polls showing that white wom-
en voted for Trump by 52% to 43%, even though 

“feminism…makes everybody feel good about 
themselves all the time,” as one journalist ar-
gued? Racism, Amanda Marcotte explained 
in Salon: “Given the choice between improv-
ing their own lives and screwing over someone 
else’s life so they can feel superior, large num-
bers of Americans will choose the latter.”

But, again, wait. Basically, Donald Trump 
won by holding the Romney states and then 
carrying six others, with a total of 99 electoral 
votes, that Obama had won twice—Florida, 
Iowa, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and 
Wisconsin. If white racism is so politically 
powerful, shouldn’t it have prevented the 
election or re-election of America’s first black 
president, rather than manifesting itself deci-
sively only after he was off the ballot?

Nope. Indeed, to ask that hateful ques-
tion not only fails to cast doubt on the per-
vasiveness of white racism, but strengthens 
the case for it by revealing the asker’s bigot-
ry. “Pointing to citizens who voted for both 
Obama and Trump does not disprove rac-
ism,” pronounced the Atlantic’s Ta-Nehisi 
Coates, “it evinces it.” In the words of Slate’s 
Jamelle Bouie, “Trump forged a politics of 
white tribalism, and white people embraced 
it.” Which is why, he contends, there is no 
such thing as a good Trump voter. What-
ever their motives or thinking, every last one 
of them voted for “state repression of disfa-
vored minorities.”

Well, is it possible that some part of the 
explanation for November’s result, other 
than malevolent racism and sexism, is that 
Hillary Clinton really wasn’t—despite fer-
vent claims on her behalf—the most quali-
fied candidate for high office in the history of 
carbon-based life forms? That she was better 
described as a mediocre politician who had 
been a national figure for a quarter-century 
without ever providing a persuasive rationale 
for being made president? (“I’m not going 
away until you give it to me,” doesn’t qualify, 
as Harold Stassen proved.) Coates allows 
that this may have been a problem. “Clinton 
was a candidate who’d won one competitive 
political race in her life,” he correctly ob-
serves, “whose political instincts were ques-
tioned by her own advisers, who took more 
than half a million dollars in speaking fees 
from an investment bank because it was 
‘what they offered,’ who proposed to bring 
back to the White House a former president 
dogged by allegations of rape and sexual ha-
rassment.” So, then, maybe bigotry was not 
the sole or decisive factor?

writer, Michelle Goldberg, declared, “In the 
defining drama of our time, a woman who 
was the most qualified person ever to run for 
president lost to a man who was the least.” 
The election that was supposed to signal the 
collapse of the historical “gender hierarchy,” 
Goldberg lamented, turned out to demon-
strate that men still run things, and may well 
forever.

Identity-politics polemicists dismiss any 
consideration that might modify these harsh 
accusations. Didn’t 41% of all women vote for 
Trump, for example, only three points less 
than Romney’s showing in 2012? That result 
suggests that neither electing a woman presi-
dent nor defeating her opponent—accused 
throughout the campaign of contempt for, 
and abuse of, women—was all that big a deal 
for many female voters.

Not so. Millions of women voted for 
Trump due to their “internalized misogyny,” 
as one Clinton campaign aide, Jess McIntosh, 
explained on MSNBC. They voted against 
what McIntosh considered their self-inter-

Democrats have come to 
regard the promotion of 

diversity, multiculturalism, 
and inclusion as the 

party’s reason for 
existence.
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You should know better by now. “Imag-
ine an African American facsimile of Hillary 
Clinton,” says Coates. “She would never be the 
nominee of a major political party and likely 
would not be in national politics at all.” In 
other words, the fact that Clinton won a pres-
idential nomination despite being uninspiring, 
secretive, deceptive, and too entitled to follow 
rules applicable to others, is also a function of 
white America’s racism.

To put it mildly, then, Mark Lilla has taken 
up a forbidding task. His article provoked a “civ-
il war” within the Democratic Party, according 
to New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, 
and every indication is that the correlation of 
forces favors Lilla’s opponents. Though most 
of his critics were less spiteful than Kath-
erine Franke, the dominant impulse within 
the Democratic Party is to say everything 
in 2017 they said in 2016, only louder. But 
since sweeping, scathing accusations of rac-
ism and sexism couldn’t prevent the election 
of a Republican president and Congress, it’s 
unclear how even more sweeping and scath-
ing accusations will rally the citizenry to 
thwart the GOP’s governing agenda. Such 
an approach holds promise only in a world 
in which “The beatings will continue until 
morale improves” is a time-tested maxim of 
industrial psychology.

Diversity, Tolerance, and Inclusion

When you lose the electoral 
contest, the ensuing challenge is to 
win the post-electoral interpretive 

contest. Ascribing the 2016 election to your 
opponents’ bigotry makes clear that the prob-
lem was not that Democrats didn’t do enough 
to deserve people’s votes, but that the people 
weren’t good enough to deserve Democrats’ 
governance. This posture is obviously satisfy-
ing—and obviously suicidal. As Lilla wrote in 
the Times, the whitelash thesis “is convenient 
because it sanctions a conviction of moral su-
periority and allows liberals to ignore what 
[Trump] voters said were their overriding 
concerns.”

One imagines that, sooner rather than lat-
er, even Democrats will come to suspect that 
denigrating people until they vote for you 
lacks a certain strategic plausibility. When 
joined, the debate over Lilla’s critique of iden-
tity will be contentious but also important. 
Speaking to National Public Radio about his 
essay, Lilla elaborated his position in formally 
provocative but substantively conciliatory lan-
guage. Identity liberals “are in love with noble 
defeats,” he said, “and I’m sick and tired of no-
ble defeats. I prefer a dirty victory to a noble 
defeat…. Get over yourself.”

If identity liberalism is noble, Lilla’s case 
against it rests entirely on the claim that as a 
practical matter it’s very ill-advised, given the 
political realities of early 21st-century Ameri-
ca. The “core aim of political action in a liberal 
democracy,” Lilla told another interviewer, “is 
not to speak truth to power but to acquire 
power.” Elections are neither seminars nor 
therapy sessions, he added pointedly.

The fact that a smart man believes it neces-
sary to explain such elementary concepts, as 
if to children, indicates how difficult it will 
be to loosen identity liberalism’s grip on the 
Democratic Party, even on pain of an electoral 
losing streak. Getting over yourself is exactly 
contrary to the whole point of identity politics, 
which is excessively preoccupied with identity, 
Lilla complains, and insufficiently concerned 
with politics. He calls it “a kind of pseudo-
politics” that focuses “on questions of per-
sonal identity or social recognition.”

Lilla’s critics help to demonstrate his point. 
He identifies two examples of identity liberal-
ism’s failure to “work quietly, sensitively and 
with a proper sense of scale.” First, some col-
leges’ policies now give students who feel their 
gender identities are ignored or disparaged 
by pronouns like “he” and “she” the right to 
be addressed by ones they consider more ap-
propriate and respectful, including “they” (as 
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a singular),” “ve,” and “ze.” Second, the fight 
over who gets to use which public restrooms 
culminated in the Department of Justice and 
the Department of Education telling public 
schools that asking students to prove or docu-
ment their gender identities before using the 
restroom of their choice could result in the 
loss of federal funding. (That 2016 letter of 
guidance was later blocked by a federal dis-
trict court in Texas.)

Lilla’s dismissive argument, insists ACLU 
attorney Chase Strangio, a transgender man, 

“suggests marginalized communities should 
wait until white, straight men are comfortable 
before demanding their right to exist.” Lilla 
says, “America is sick and tired of hearing 
about liberals’ damn bathrooms.” Strangio, 
however, contends that such mainstream-
ing public policies are the difference between 
fighting “the impulse within myself ” that “I 
should not exist,” and finding “my way to a 
sense of beauty and pride in who I am.”

In a similar vein, Ta-Nehisi Coates wrote 
in 2008 of “the rage that lives in all African 
Americans, a collective feeling of disgrace that 
borders on self-hatred.” He further observed 
that, “Liberalism, with its pat logic and focus 
on structural inequities, offers no balm for 
this sort of raw pain.”

The problem is even more fundamental 
than Coates’s remark suggests. For one thing, 
asking public policy to make everybody feel 
good about themselves all the time is futile 
and dangerous. Liberalism, in the oldest and 
most basic sense of that term, obligates gov-
ernment to secure rights to liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. But a right to the at-
tainment of happiness, encompassing a sense 
of beauty and pride that banishes any sort of 
self-hatred, will require severe restrictions on 
liberty. If by criticizing or even withholding 
encouragement, you impair my self-esteem, 
then not only does my right to feel good about 
myself all the time circumscribe your words 
and conduct, but my subjective determination 
of whether I do feel proud or ashamed is the 
final arbiter of what you can’t and must say or 
do. Thanks to the rise of identity politics, the 
old Revolutionary rallying cry “Don’t Tread 
on Me” has been replaced with the 2016 
Trump bumper sticker “F--k Your Feelings.”

Identity politics proceeds in the compla-
cent assumption that diversity, tolerance, and 
inclusion mean pretty much the same thing. 
The reality is far messier. The etymology of 
“tolerance,” for example, rests on the Latin 
word for bearing or enduring, a notion mark-
edly different from encouraging or affirming. 
The modest demand to put up with people, 
ideas, or customs you don’t like but which do 
you no harm lubricates greater diversity. By 

contrast, the idea that true tolerance man-
dates applauding and welcoming any and all 
that are alien or disagreeable stokes resent-
ments, which inevitably make getting along 
more rather than less difficult.

Inclusion is no less tricky. Being inside 
a group or entity is meaningless unless it’s 
possible to be outside. If everyone belongs, 
no one belongs. In 2010 the U.S. Supreme 
Court, divided 5-4, ruled that the University 
of California Hastings College of Law was 
right to demand, as a condition of being an 
official student organization, that every stu-
dent be eligible to join the school’s Christian 
Legal Society. The decision means, in the 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Educa-
tion’s summary, that a public university can 

“require its student organizations to accept 
any student as a voting member or leader, re-
gardless of whether the student openly dis-
agrees with or is even hostile to the group’s 
fundamental beliefs.” The nebulous though 
powerful right to be included supersedes the 
freedom of association. Because the Chris-
tian Legal Society was not utterly inclusive, 
Hastings College excluded it from the roster 

exactly the kind of person I’ve defined 
myself to be. And on the other hand, 
you must recognize me and feel for me. 
Well, if you’re so different that I’m not 
able to get into your head and I’m not 
able to experience or sympathize with 
what you experience, why should I 
care?

Rather than betting liberalism’s political 
fortunes on voters’ limitless capacity to walk 
in others’ shoes and see through others’ eyes, 
Lilla argues the cause would be better served 
by appealing to principles applicable to all 
citizens. So, for example, invoking equal pro-
tection under the law is more likely to get a 
white voter to care about restraining police 
departments’ treatment of blacks than ex-
pecting him to comprehend and emotionally 
engage the black experience. The less sweep-
ing but more comprehensible and powerful 
argument, says Lilla, is that blacks as citizens 
deserve protection. It’s worth remembering 
in this connection that the civil rights move-
ment’s self-designation was not about identity 
or group rights, but about making categorical 
political commitments and principles uni-
versally applicable. This universality was lost 
when “civil rights” was challenged by “Black 
Power” in the 1960s.

Economist Glenn Loury, who is black, 
arrives at the same conclusion as Lilla. In 
a paraphrase of his thinking by the New 
Yorker’s George Packer, he warns against 
“race [becoming] an irreducible category in 
politics, rather than being incorporated into 
universal claims of justice.” We must not, 
says Loury, “lose sight of the goal of racially 
transcendent humanism being the American 
bedrock.”

Many, inside and outside academia, have 
already lost sight of it. The whole point of what 
some of theoreticians call “identitarianism” is 
that achieving identity-transcending human-
ism is impossible, and seeking it pernicious. 
According to Retrieving Experience: Subjectiv-
ity and Recognition in Feminist Politics (2001), 
by Sonia Kruks, the core identitarian claim is 
the “demand for recognition on the basis of 
the very grounds on which recognition has 
previously been denied: it is qua women, qua 
blacks, qua lesbians that groups demand rec-
ognition.” This demand means categorically 
rejecting “inclusion within the fold of ‘uni-
versal humankind’ on the basis of shared hu-
man attributes.” The scare quotes scoff at the 
idea of universal humankind. Shared human 
attributes are irrelevant, and un-shared ones 
decisive. This formulation precludes respect-
ing black citizens’ rights qua citizens, as Lilla 
urges. 

of student organizations. Diversity did not 
encompass tolerating diverse opinions on 
this question.

Universal Principles

In its obsession with self-validation, 
identity politics not only diminishes lib-
erty but thwarts democracy. Its thor-

oughgoing subjectivity imposes what phi-
losophy professor Cressida Heyes calls “an 
epistemology of provenance,” wherein “po-
litical perspectives gain legitimacy by virtue 
of their articulation by subjects of particular 
experiences.” The danger is that this frame-
work “closes off the possibility of critique of 
these perspectives by those who don’t share 
the experience, which in turn inhibits politi-
cal dialogue and coalition-building.”

Lilla’s less abstract explanation to NPR 
made clear how identity liberalism, “narcissis-
tic” and “isolating,” is politically self-defeating:

It says, on the one hand, you can never 
understand me because you are not 

Denigrating people
until they vote for you 
lacks a certain strategic 

plausibility.
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If universal principles are jettisoned, what 
are straight, white males’ political rights and 
obligations qua straight, white males? “I really 
don’t know how you ask white people not to be 
white in the world we’re creating,” Loury cau-
tions. “How are there not white interests in a 
world where there are these other interests?”

Here’s how. The Trump voters’ anger was 
real, writes Amanda Marcotte, but it just 
wasn’t valid. Identitarianism is valid only for 
those seeking recognition on the grounds on 
which it was previously denied them. Those 
not so denied, or who were doing the denying, 
or who benefit from past denials, cannot avail 
themselves of the leverage and latitude iden-
tity politics affords. Trump voters’ interests 
and grievances have no legitimate place in the 
political arena, says Marcotte, because they 
are animated by the refusal to relinquish “un-
earned privilege,” which is sustained by social 
structures that enable whites to think they’re 
better and more important than non-whites, 
and men to think they’re smarter and more 
authoritative than women.

Identitarianism assigns the unprivileged a 
politics of recognition, and the privileged a pol-
itics of renunciation. Last year saw the creation 
of a new political action committee, “Can You 
Not,” that exists to “dis/empower and dis/in-
cline people in positions of privilege, specifically 
straight white men, from ambitions of running 
for office in progressive urban districts.” “There 
is not space here to list all the ways in which 
white privilege plays out,” wrote University of 
Texas journalism professor Robert Jensen, “but 
it is clear that I will carry this privilege with me 
until the day white supremacy is erased.” 

For all the fervor and rending of gar-
ments, however, there is an awkward fact 
that Loury pointed out to Packer: “the new 
racial politics actually asks little of sympa-
thetic whites: a confession, a reading assign-
ment.” It’s been 12 years since Jensen wrote 
The Heart of Whiteness: Confronting Race, 
Racism and White Privilege, but his zeal to 
erase white supremacy has not entailed go-
ing to work for a community college, giving 
up his U.T. professorship so that it could be 
filled by a paraplegic black lesbian. In the 
same way, the colleges that devote the most 
anguished attention to inclusion are usually 
the most “selective”—exclusive, that is—re-
jecting twice to 20 times as many applicants 
as they accept.

Insufferables versus Deplorables

Identity politics may, however, de-
mand more of unsympathetic whites. 
Those who do not require so much space 

to list all the ways white privilege has played 

out for them needn’t renounce their privilege; 
others stand ready to renounce it for them. 
New York Times numbers-cruncher Nate 
Cohn says that compared to either of Barack 
Obama’s presidential campaigns, Hillary 
Clinton ran especially well among whites 
making more than $250,000, winning “huge 
margins in the most well-educated and pros-
perous liberal bastions.” She won landslides 
in such “old-money Republican enclave[s]” as 
Scarsdale, New York; Greenwich, Connecti-
cut; and Glencoe and Winnetka, Illinois. 

By contrast, Donald Trump won Dubuque 
County, Iowa, by 1.3%. I mention Dubuque 
because when President Obama’s Department 
of Housing and Urban Development threat-
ened a city for taking too few Section 8 hous-
ing voucher applicants from Chicago, which 
had torn down its massive public housing 
projects without creating enough homes for 
the displaced low-income residents, it chose to 
play hardball with Dubuque. Not Winnetka, 
which is 20 miles from the Loop, or Glencoe, 
25 miles away, but a small, struggling city in a 
different state, 180 miles distant. Winnetka, 
Glencoe, and Dubuque all have populations 
that are more than 90% white and less than 
5% black. The difference is that in Winnetka 
the median household income is $212,000 
and the median home value is $958,000. 
In Glencoe, the corresponding figures are 
$180,000 and $880,000. Dubuque’s median 
income is $47,000, below Iowa’s overall figure, 
and the median home value is $133,000. Hav-
ing voted for her overwhelmingly, the enlight-
ened citizens of Winnetka and Glencoe could 
watch Hillary Clinton’s concession speech 
with dismay, indignant at the prospect that 
the new Republican administration would 
enable Dubuque’s oppressors to reassert their 
privilege.

A significant portion of the Clinton coali-
tion appears to be blessed with the special 
combination of a social conscience, determi-
nation, and resourcefulness that allows them 
to expiate their guilt by devising penances 
to be imposed on other people. A significant 
portion of the Trump coalition believes that 
they are the other people conscripted for these 
atonements, a division of labor they deeply re-
sent. The 2016 main event between these two 
groups will someday be remembered as the 
Insufferables versus the Deplorables.

Hillary Clinton’s famous accusation about 
the latter was that a large portion of Trump 
supporters—she subsequently walked back 
the claim that it was half—were “irredeem-
able” and “not America” by virtue of their be-
ing “racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, 
Islamophobic—you name it.” It’s gratifying 
for identity liberals to hold as self-evident 
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the truth that the identitarian project’s oppo-
nents have no motives apart from hate, irratio-
nal fears, and demographic revanchism. This 
analysis helps convince those who were on the 
wrong side of an election outcome that they 
are still, always, on the right side of history. 

Democrats might, however, help their 
cause by considering Lilla’s suggestion and 
entertaining the possibility that many anti-
identitarian Trump voters understood them-
selves to be acting in self-defense. Harvard law 
professor Mark Tushnet, for example, made 
clear the modus operandi of the anticipated 
Democratic president and Senate in a May 
2016 blog post. Expecting that the Obama 
presidency would conclude, or the Hillary 
Clinton presidency begin, by filling the Anto-
nin Scalia Supreme Court vacancy, followed 
by President Clinton appointing several addi-
tional liberal justices, Tushnet called on lib-
eral jurists to be maximally aggressive in over-
turning old precedents and establishing new 
ones. He looked forward, for starters, to the 
courts validating and facilitating the aggres-
sive expansion of affirmative action, campaign 
finance reform, access to abortion, and use of 
the disparate-impact test to reduce all kinds 
of inequalities. “The culture wars are over,” he 
said. “They lost; we won.”

For liberals, the question now is how 
to deal with the losers in the culture 
wars. That’s mostly a question of tactics. 
My own judgment is that taking a hard 
line (“You lost, live with it”) is better 
than trying to accommodate the los-
ers, who—remember—defended, and 
are defending, positions that liberals 
regard as having no normative pull at 
all. Trying to be nice to the losers didn’t 
work well after the Civil War, nor after 
Brown. (And taking a hard line seemed 
to work reasonably well in Germany 
and Japan after 1945.)

“Of course,” he allowed, “all bets are off if 
Donald Trump becomes president.” Many 
Americans realized, with Tushnet’s help, that 
the stakes were so high as to merit compari-
sons to a conquered people living in an occu-
pied country. Not surprisingly, such threats 
ended up helping Trump with voters who may 
have had deep misgivings about him.

One begins to understand that The Emerg-
ing Democratic Majority’s argument was so 
popular because Democrats were committed 
to becoming a party that could win elections 
in majority-minority America. The danger is 
of becoming a party that cannot be confident 
about winning until and unless majority-
minority America comes to pass. Democrats 

need an in-the-meantime strategy, especially 
if the meantime turns out to be a very long 
time. Replicating Barack Obama’s coalition 
and victories may prove impossible without 
nominees who replicate his campaign skills—
talents that cannot be summoned just because 
they’re indispensable.

Democrats would hedge their bets and 
improve their chances by doing better with 
white voters who live outside the liberal archi-
pelago of college towns, gentry suburbs, and 
big-city hipster neighborhoods. Hillary Clin-
ton’s strategists, however, thought campaign-
ing among white working-class voters, as Bill 
Clinton repeatedly urged, was a waste of time. 
No Democratic presidential nominee has 
won West Virginia since he carried it twice in 
the 1990s. And, one of her advisors told the 
former president, no Democrat would do so 
again.

Post-2016 Democrats, chastened, are likely 
to rediscover a basic political reality: victory 
requires winning by as much as you can where 
you win, but also losing by as little as you can 
where you lose. Winning West Virginia may 
be out of the question for Democrats, but los-
ing by smaller margins in portions of swing 
states whose voters have concerns and out-
looks similar to West Virginia’s could make a 
decisive difference.

Through such calculations, Democrats 
might be led to engage Mark Lilla’s critique of 
identity liberalism in order to avoid repeating 
noble defeats like 2016. Doing so will be very 
difficult, however, while remaining convinced 
of identitarianism’s nobility. Even a politician 
more adept than Hillary Clinton will be chal-
lenged to anathametize and attract the same 
voters simultaneously.

The result Lilla seeks, a more competi-
tive Democratic Party, will require taking up 
and then going beyond his argument. Iden-
titarianism is not just imprudent but mor-
ally wrong in reducing identity to subjective 
reactions to victimhood, and rejecting equal 
treatment under the law in favor of “sliding 
scales” that are subject to infinite adjust-
ments and flagrant manipulations. Under-
standing that the defeats caused by this 
identity illiberalism are deserved, not noble, 
is necessary before going on to address pro-
ductively the Democratic and American 
challenge of refining and clarifying the basis 
on which a heterogeneous nation can cohere 
and sustain its republic.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, and the author, most 
recently, of The Pity Party: A Mean-Spirited 
Diatribe Against Liberal Compassion (Broad-
side Books).
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Book Review by Roger Scruton

Song of Myself
At the Existentialist Café: Freedom, Being and Apricot Cocktails, by Sarah Bakewell.

Other Press, 449 pages, $25

In 1960, at age 16, i purchased my first 
book. It was Hazel Barnes’s translation of 
Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness 

(1943), whose 500 pages I turned uncompre-
hendingly. Though I could hardly afford the 
book, I did not regret the expense, because I 
had learned from Walter Kaufmann’s collec-
tion of existentialist extracts, Existentialism 
from Dostoevsky to Sartre (1956), that Sar-
tre’s philosophy was a life-changing guide to 
an emerging and liberating world. He had 
proved that radical choice would sweep away 
the old attachments and set the individual 
free. Henceforth, thanks to this learned sur-
vey of I knew not what, I would be me, the 
pure individual me, in a world illuminated by 
a single consciousness, namely mine. All our 
gang at school were self-declared existential-
ists, each committed to proving himself with 
an act of radical commitment: Denzil’s was 
to seduce a Nigerian princess who had been 
installed in a posh local boarding school for 
girls, mine was to blow up the school cadet 
corps’ glider with a homemade bomb. We 
all claimed intimate knowledge of this book 
that few of us had read and none of us had 
understood. And we all rejoiced in the mes-
sage that we read into it: the message of self. 
As William Wordsworth wrote of another 

French radical movement: “Bliss was it in 
that dawn to be alive.”

By 1968, when the aftershocks of the ex-
istentialist earthquake were being felt in the 
streets of Paris, I was as disillusioned as the ag-
ing Wordsworth. I could not believe that any-
one would take this stuff seriously, certainly 
not so seriously as to do what Sartre at the time 
was recommending, which was to pull down 
the fabric of French society and install a “total-
izing” system in its stead. By then, however, I 
had read the early Sartre properly—the Sartre 
of La Nausée [Nausea], of the plays and novels, 
of Being and Nothingness, and the two studies 
of imagination. With a deep admiration for his 
gifts, I envied his ability to bring philosophy, 
fiction, and essay writing together, in prose that 
is both argumentative and full of imagined life. 
I wondered whether this synthesis of literary 
talents might be available to someone like my-
self, who believed the opposite of what Sartre 
believed, and who was convinced that life is not 
about self but about others. Thus did I set out 
on my own peculiar journey.

Sarah bakewell, too, had an exis-
tentialist awakening, which occurred 
20 years after mine, when she was 

swept off her feet at age 16 by La Nausée. 

This, if nothing else, is a proof that existen-
tialism was not merely a fashion, but a liter-
ary experience that touches something deep 
in many of us, something that comes to the 
surface in those teenage years, when it is so 
clear that the world is governed by a conspir-
acy to exclude us, even though it is no fault of 
our own that we are here. Bakewell is a gifted 
writer and a serious thinker, whose previous 
book is How to Live: Or a Life of Montaigne 
in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an 
Answer (2010). She is able to explain engag-
ingly the ideas of Sartre, Simone de Beau-
voir, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Martin 
Heidegger while relating them to the lives 
from which they sprang. And in this she 
clarifies the essential point, which is that ex-
istentialism was both a genuine philosophy, 
rooted in speculations that are of permanent 
significance, and also a way of life, in which 
ideas, feelings, and actions grew organically 
together in response to the peculiar condi-
tion of a self-destroying Europe.

The heroes of At the Existentialist Café are 
Sartre and de Beauvoir, for both of whom 
Bakewell has a soft spot. She is able to pass 
quickly over glaring and often inexcusable 
moral faults, such as de Beauvoir’s habit of 
grooming her female students to have sex first 
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with her and then with Sartre, or Sartre’s ex-
cuses for the Communist genocides. Like so 
many commentators, Bakewell cannot find it 
in herself to be similarly lenient towards Hei-
degger, whose support for the Nazis—loath-
some though it was—fell well short of the 
support offered by Sartre and de Beauvoir 
to the various revolutionary murderers who 
from time to time enjoyed their commitment. 
(Bakewell does not even mention Sartre’s 
public endorsement of the murder by Pales-
tinian terrorists of the Israeli Olympic team 
at Munich in 1972.) I guess this is something 
we have to accept, now, as part of the culture—
that crimes attributed to the “Right” are inex-
cusable, while crimes attributed to the “Left” 
are for the most part simply mistakes. Sartre 
and de Beauvoir made many such mistakes. 
But Sartre’s philosophy of absolute freedom 
and de Beauvoir’s radical feminism offered a 
lifeline to the adolescent Bakewell, and she 
clings to it still. 

Bakewell brings across heidegger’s 
gloomy and shut-in character, and al-
though she repeats the now accepted 

platitude that he was a great philosopher—
perhaps the greatest philosopher of modern 

times—she doesn’t hesitate to quote the orac-
ular utterances that show him to have been 
no such thing. Many people whom I respect 
endorse the orthodox view of Heidegger, and 
I hesitate to say that he was a portentous old 
windbag who had nothing to say. The problem 
is that he had a way of saying nothing with a 
capital “N,” at a time when Nothing was on 
the march across our continent, and when 
people would prick up their ears on hearing 
that “Nothing noths,” or “The Meaning of 
Being is Time.” In emergencies we listen out 
for those capital letters, and forget that the 
mantras of the metaphysician and the slogans 
of the demagogue are both in the business of 
silencing our questions.

Bakewell gives a lively evocation of the 
Parisian café culture of those days. The café 
was a home for the metaphysically homeless, 
where self and other could enjoy the apri-
cot cocktails of her title, and exchange looks 
across a smoke-filled room, while wondering 
whether any such thing is really possible. Af-
ter all it is not the pour-soi (for itself) but the 
en-soi (in itself) that meets the eye, so how 
can I meet I when eye meets eye? Yet some-
how it happens, and the various studies of le 
regard—from Emmanuel Levinas, Merleau-

Ponty, Sartre, and others—have changed, for 
me as much as for Bakewell, what philosophy 
can tell us about the human condition. 

Bakewell expounds the arguments 
in a way that is, by and large, true to 
their inspiration, as well as imbued 

with her own sense of why they matter. Rare 
among commentators she traces the existen-
tialist moment to the phenomenology of Ed-
mund Husserl, and does her best to give an 
account of the crucial concept that he took 
from his teacher Franz Brentano and brought 
into the center of modern philosophy: the 
concept of intentionality. Husserl’s phenom-
enology begins from the recognition that the 
I knows itself as subject only because it tar-
gets something else: the object of attention; as 
Husserl put it, “all consciousness is conscious-
ness of something.” I cannot think without 
thinking of something; I cannot love or fear 
without loving or fearing something; I can-
not see, hear, or imagine without representing 
the world in thought. Our mental states have 
aboutness, presenting us with objects and col-
oring those objects according to the way they 
are given to consciousness. But the subject, 
the pure awareness that defines the horizon 
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where I stand, can never be an object to itself: 
the subject flits from its own attention, to oc-
cupy always the position of the knower, and 
never of the thing that is known. Philosophy 
is possible, therefore, only as a study of the 

“transcendental self,” the observer on the edge 
of the world, who cannot be found within its 
boundaries. 

“Understood in this way,” Bakewell writes, 
“the mind hardly is anything at all: it is its 
aboutness…. Nothing else can be as thor-
oughly about or of things as the mind is: even a 
book only reveals what it’s ‘about’ to someone 
who picks it up and peruses it, and is otherwise 
merely a storage device.” Husserl developed a 
technical language with which to isolate and 
explore this aboutness, believing that he could, 
from a study in depth of the first-person case, 
arrive at the essence not only of our states of 
mind, but also of the world as it is represent-
ed in thought. He wrote down his unending 
dialogue with himself in a peculiar shorthand, 
creating trunk-loads of notes that survived 
many adventures in war-torn central Europe 
before ending up at the Catholic University of 
Leuven in Belgium, where the Husserl archive 
still exists, as a school within the university. 
(This is one of the many stories that Bakewell 
tells with style and sympathy, bringing Hus-
serl to life for me for the first time.)

Sartre rightly ignored husserl’s 
technical language, and the accom-
panying theories about the structure 

of consciousness. Beginning from the same 
premise of self-consciousness he embarked 
on an extended and wonderfully imaginative 
exploration of “what it is like” to exist as a 
subject, a pour-soi, conscious of a freedom that 
no object can exhibit, and hungry for a relat-
edness that can never be assured. Bakewell 
quotes from an essay on Husserl, published 
in 1939, describing what it is to be conscious, 
namely:

to wrest oneself from moist, gastric in-
timacy and fly out over there, beyond 
oneself, to what is not oneself. To fly 
over there, to the tree, and yet outside 
the tree, because it eludes and repels me 
and I can no more lose myself in it than 
it can dissolve itself into me: outside 
it, outside myself…. And, in this same 
process, consciousness is purified and 
becomes clear as a great gust of wind. 
There is nothing in it any more, except 
an impulse to flee itself, a sliding out-
side itself.

And so on, in emotionally laden and poetic 
metaphors that really do seem to tell us some-
thing about our condition, without ever giving 
a single reason that would carry weight with 
the literal-minded. Why do we have recourse 
to metaphor, in our attempt to say what our 
states of mind are like? This question—not 
asked, I think, by any of the existentialists, 
and certainly not by Husserl or Heidegger—
lies at the heart of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
beautiful discussion of the first-person case 
in Philosophical Investigations, a work that 
Bakewell, alas, does not mention. 

Phenomenology of sartre’s kind 
lies behind all his most powerful in-
vocations and arguments, including 

the incomparable description of sexual desire 
and its paradoxes in Being and Nothingness. 
But there is another input too, and one that 
Bakewell mentions only in passing, and in 
the course of describing de Beauvoir’s discus-
sion of the alterité (otherness) of the “second 
sex.” The other input is G.W.F. Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology of Spirit. This great work, which 
introduced the term “phenomenology” to 
philosophy, though not quite in its subse-
quent sense, was the topic of influential lec-
tures delivered by Alexandre Kojève at the 
Institut des Hautes Études between 1933 and 
1939. Those lectures, attended by de Beauvoir, 
Merleau-Ponty, Raymond Aron, Georges Ba-
taille, Jaqcques Lacan—in short by anybody 
who was anybody in the French intellectual 
élite—implanted in all of them a common 
language with which to shape their response 
to the postwar reality. Self-consciousness 
and freedom are, in Kojève’s interpretation of 
Hegel, synonymous, and come into being not 
through reflection on the self but through en-
counter with the other, and through the “life 
and death struggle” that leads first to slavery, 
and then to the moment of mutual emanci-
pation, when my freedom is realized through 
acknowledging the freedom in you. The ar-
gument, in all its many details, underlies 
the little that is true in Karl Marx, and the 
much that is true in Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, 
and Levinas, and would have benefited from 
Bakewell’s candid, engaging way of presenting 
abstract ideas through the attempt to live by 
them.

That lacuna aside, Bakewell admirably 
shows the legacy of phenomenology, not 
only in the writings of the major existential-
ists, but also in central European thinkers 
who have in their own way affected the self-
understanding of our continent in modern 

times—notably in Jan Patočka and his disci-
ple Václav Havel. Her wide and adventurous 
reading inspired me to follow her into some 
unusual corners of intellectual history, and 
almost persuaded me to forget the great fact 
that she veers constantly away from, which 
is that her two favorite thinkers, who were 
such a positive inspiration to her, were also 
vast negative forces in the France of their 
day. Their advocacy of liberation went hand 
in hand with a contempt for those who lived 
by the old middle-class values—the only 
values that held the French together in the 
postwar trauma. Their writings did much 
to bring about the great fissure in French 
society between the law-abiding “bourgeoi-
sie” and the intellectuals who despise the 
bourgeois decencies. Les salauds [bastards], 
as Sartre called them, emerged in the cen-
tury after Gustave Flaubert as the enemy, 
the thing to lampoon and destroy, and this 
enterprise, which is responsible for what is 
most feeble in Sartre’s writing, notably the 
patchwork Marxism of the Critique de la rai-
son dialectique (Critique of Dialectical Reason, 
1960), was adopted by all those who took 
part in the 1968 revolution, from Louis Al-
thusser to Alain Badiou to Gilles Deleuze 
and Lacan, who imagined that they were so 
much the more glamorous for the contempt 
with which they greeted those who subsi-
dized their narcissistic lifestyle.

It is in these terms that i would re-
spond, now, to both the radical freedom 
of Sartre and the radical feminism of de 

Beauvoir. Their philosophy was, primarily, 
one of rejection, a refusal to emulate or be 
bound by the sacrifices on which social order 
depends. They lived in a world of self-esteem, 
and because they did nothing to deserve this 
esteem, they postulated “bonne foi” or authen-
ticity as sufficient grounds for it. If everyone 
lived and thought as they did, society would 
come to an end, and there would never again 
be children. But they needed those children—
how else is the stock of lovers to be renewed? 
Like the effete English intellectuals of the 
Bloomsbury Set, the existentialists depended 
on what Lytton Strachey called “the marrying 
classes” to bear the burden of society, so that 
they could flit from flower to flower, enjoying a 
freedom that could never be allowed to those 
whom they despised for making it possible. 

Roger Scruton is a writer and philosopher, and 
the author, most recently, of On Human Na-
ture (Princeton University Press).
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Book Review by Keith Whitaker

The True Miracle
Political Philosophy and the Challenge of Revealed Religion, by Heinrich Meier, translated by Robert Berman.

University of Chicago Press, 224 pages, $40

In his published works leo strauss 
repeatedly depicts himself as a mere stu-
dent or interpreter of the true philoso-

phers. He did the same in comments to stu-
dents, whom he prohibited from writing on 
his own works. In a lecture on Plato’s Gorgias 
he went so far as to refer to himself and his 
fellows as “essentially mediocre men.”

It is hard to imagine thinkers such as Mar-
tin Heidegger or Jean-Paul Sartre or, in our 
own day, Jacques Derrida or Martha Nuss-
baum evincing similar humility. That said, 
Strauss was famous for irony. On this point, 
his restraint recalls Socrates’ observation at 
the beginning of Plato’s Sophist that philoso-
phers appear sometimes as sophists, some-
times as statesmen, and sometimes as com-
pletely mad. Strauss’s student Seth Benardete 
comments on this passage, “It would be very 
easy to discern the false philosopher if only he 
proclaimed himself to be a philosopher.”

Heinrich Meier, director of the Carl 
Friedrich von Siemens Foundation and pro-
fessor of philosophy at the University of Mu-
nich, holds that Strauss is a philosopher who 

deserves and rewards the same pondering, 
“day and night,” as other philosophers. Meier, 
the world’s foremost Strauss scholar, came 
to Strauss’s work through his own reading 
rather than as a member of Strauss’s “school,” 
making his perspective unique. As such, he 
is well positioned to say of Strauss what the 
man would not say of himself. And Meier’s 
calling out of Strauss as a philosopher is not 
merely a correction of the historical ledger. It 
contains an understanding of what it means 
to be a philosopher, an understanding that 
Political Philosophy and the Challenge of Re-
vealed Religion shares and explores with great 
subtly and daring.

This exploration begins for meier 
with political philosophy. The first 
chapter of three in this book asks, 

“Why Political Philosophy?” (In almost ex-
actly the same form it serves as the concluding 
chapter in Meier’s 2006 book, Leo Strauss and 
the Theologico-Political Problem.) Meier takes 
his orientation from what he sees as Aristo-
phanes’ friendly critique of the pre-Socratic 

Socrates: he 1) lacks self-knowledge; 2) can-
not defend philosophy politically; 3) cannot 
defend philosophy rationally; and 4) lacks 
knowledge of political things. Meier argues 
that Socrates responds by his “turn,” which 
leads him to question not just the political 
things but more specifically the things that 
human beings believe “noble and good,” or 
morality.

This questioning produces a political de-
fense of philosophy, as in Socrates’ jocular 
self-portrayal as the gadfly stinging the sleepy 
horse of Athens with the query, “What is 
virtue?” It also requires relentless examina-
tion of morality’s relation to revelation or 

“theologico-political claims,” the refutation of 
which justifies, nay, makes necessary philoso-
phy. Meier calls this moment “the decisive in-
sight inherent in the Socratic turn.” Together 
these moments in Socrates’ response origi-
nate “political” philosophy and make it “the 
part of philosophy in which the whole of phi-
losophy is in question” and, thereby, the lo-
cus of the philosopher’s self-knowledge. The 

“political” in political philosophy indicates the 
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inquiry’s context rather than its content. The 
aim is less to understand political matters, 
though this is a beneficial byproduct, than to 
comprehend and effect the grounding of phi-
losophy itself.

Different political situations will require 
that different philosophers give unequal 
weight to these moments in political phi-
losophy. But the core structure or dynamic, 
according to Meier, remains consistent. The 
remaining two chapters seek to demonstrate 
this claim. Through a close reading of Strauss’s 
Thoughts on Machiavelli, Chapter Two offers a 
dense and careful argument befitting Strauss’s 
dense, careful book. Implicitly seconding the 
judgment of others (such as Steven Lenzner 
in these pages; see “Guide for the Perplexed,” 
Spring 2007), Meier shows that its title and 
epistle dedicatory are among the character-
istics indicating that Thoughts on Machiavelli 
holds a uniquely high place in Strauss’s work. 
Significantly, it is the only book of Strauss’s 
maturity that is neither a commentary nor a 
collection of lectures or articles.

One of strauss’s great contribu-
tions to understanding Machiavelli 
and other thinkers is his attentive-

ness to how great writers allow themselves to 
be misunderstood. Meier shows that Strauss 
does the same thing. Strauss allows readers 
to conclude that we must sharply distinguish 

“modern” from “classical” political philosophy, 
with Machiavelli as the pivot point, the found-
er of the modern enterprise. Machiavelli, it 
would seem, almost single-handedly “lowered 
the bar” not just of expectations for politics 
but also of understanding human things. 
Above all, he demanded that man be under-
stood not in the light of his “high” capacities 
but from the perspective of his “low” origins, 
thereby paving the way for Thomas Hobbes 
and John Locke’s “state of nature” teachings, 
as well as the reductionism of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and others. Machiavelli was the in-
stigator of a movement, the first “youth move-
ment,” of aspiring princes who would conquer 
nature, reclaim the Garden of Eden on earth, 
and make revealed religion irrelevant.

As powerful as this teaching is, Meier ar-
gues that it does not represent Strauss’s true 
thought. Instead, Meier claims, Strauss read 
Machiavelli’s calls for “good arms” as a call 
for “the young,” who wish to know, to provide 
themselves with good reasons to defend their 
life, i.e., the life of philosophy. The antagonist 
is revelation but the fight is on behalf of the 
elite, not the masses. The battle is private, not 
public. 

Accordingly, the “culmination” of Machia-
velli and Strauss’s insights concern the status 

of the Biblical God and the supposed virtue of 
humility. Christian humility seems most op-
posed to the classical virtue of magnanimity 
or greatness of soul. Our world is heir to two 
conflicting traditions. Yet rather than appeal 
directly to the classical alternative, Machia-
velli extols “humanity.” He thereby publicly 
allies philosophy with politics for the relief of 
man’s estate. And by seeming to exclude any 
virtue that extends beyond the human, he 
precludes religion from ever recapturing our 
aspirations.

Strauss implies, however, that even while 
praising humanity Machiavelli himself dem-
onstrates magnanimity in this act of re-
founding philosophy. In the world shaped by 
Machiavelli’s public teaching, Strauss does 
the same thing in a different way, by encour-
aging his students to reengage the “tradition” 
of “classical political philosophy” from which 
Machiavelli supposedly broke. Philosophy 
must renew itself by recovering revelation, 
the antagonist whose challenge Machiavelli’s 
public success has so muted.

In short, through his reading of 
Strauss’s reading of Machiavelli, Meier 
presents Strauss as both a discoverer and 

an innovator. Strauss reveals and then con-
ceals a Machiavelli who stands in continu-
ity rather than conflict with the past. And 
Strauss follows Machiavelli’s example by 
proposing a major change in the way we ap-
proach this past that Machiavelli has seem-
ingly superseded. Whereas Machiavelli’s 

“new modes and orders” cloak the continu-
ity of his intention, Strauss’s conservatism 
cloaks his innovation.

The magnanimity of the founder looms 
large as well in Chapter Three, which relies 
on Meier’s interpretation of Rousseau’s Social 
Contract, a work that looks ahead to modern 
liberalism and back to Machiavelli. Meier 
argues that by revealing the principles of po-
litical right, Rousseau also shows the limits 
of politics. The Social Contract, then, is not 
only or primarily an inquiry into the political 
things but rather a political defense of philoso-
phy. The most revealing actor in this defense is 
the “grand legislator,” whom Rousseau treats 
as necessary to politics but outside of politics, 
the need for and status of the legislator under-
scoring the insuperable tension between poli-
tics and philosophy. Likewise, in Rousseau’s 
famous “civil religion,” wisdom and omnipo-
tence are pointedly omitted from the account 
of the deity’s attributes. Rousseau’s work, too, 
creates space for philosophy, for his turn later 
in life to reveries on nature and himself.

This chapter on Rousseau provides a help-
ful corrective to the temptation to understand 
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Strauss, Machiavelli, or any other philoso-
pher as, at his highest, a legislator. We can see 
in Meier’s account three ascending levels of 
the activity of the philosopher as philosopher. 
First, the philosopher as legislator defends a 
place for philosophy in the political commu-
nity by demonstrating its goodness to those 
who rule. Second, the philosopher as educa-
tor edifies, but does more than edify, the most 
promising young people within the commu-
nity. Finally, the philosopher as inquirer, ob-
server, and “theoretician” renews the dialogue 
about the highest things—with himself and 
others like himself. The first two activities are 
exoteric and political (in the term’s traditional 
sense), the subject of the philosopher’s “teach-
ing” broadly understood. The third is trans-
political, the subject of the philosopher’s 

“thoughts.” As the lead character observes 
even in the most political of Plato’s dialogues, 
human things are of little seriousness com-
pared to the God.

Meier’s is one of the most 
thoughtful voices in the ongoing 
debate over the focus of Strauss’s 

thought, which he clearly locates in the po-
larity of “Athens and Jerusalem.” His efforts 
also point forward to enduring questions. 
What is the difference between refuting cer-
tain believers who claim to hear the call of 
revelation, and dismissing revelation itself? 
Can philosophy ever bridge that gap? If not, 
does it not always lie open to a new revela-
tion by the God whose very name is “I will 

be what I will be”? If so, then is philosophy 
justified in its claim that the one thing need-
ful is knowledge, not obedience? While phi-
losophers’ eros keeps them from bowing in 
awe, they may also need to keep their thumos 
from persuading them that they have over-
come the challenge. There appears to be great 
prudence in Strauss’s repeated emphasis on 
the endurance of questions rather than an-
swers, and his repeated description of philos-
ophy itself as the attempt to replace opinions 
about the whole of things with knowledge of 
the whole.

The situation Strauss faced, and which we 
face today, is not that which faced Machiavelli 
or even Rousseau. They confronted a revealed 
faith that could potentially extend its call 
for obedience to all lands and into the deep-
est recesses of the heart, leaving no room for 
philosophical inquiry. Thanks in part to their 
efforts, the threat to philosophy today (at least 
in the West) does not come from “the priests.” 
Indeed, insofar as faith remains directed to-
wards a more-than-worldly end, it is poten-
tially philosophy’s ally. 

Our challenge now comes from “the soph-
ists,” who penetrate the recesses of the heart 
with the belief that the human things are com-
pletely sufficient. Man, not God, is the mea-
sure—a position held not just by Protagoras 
but by Heidegger, Richard Rorty, and many 
others. Meier’s continuation of Strauss’s work 
is valuable for showing that such antagonists 
also leave no room for philosophy. Indeed, by 
making religion, morality, and with them the 

claim that a certain way of life is “best” seem 
absolutely unbelievable, modern sophistry 
places even more obstacles in the way of the 
ascent to philosophy.

A work as carefully written as 
Political Philosophy and the Challenge 
of Revealed Religion deserves far more 

attention than a short review can bestow. I 
offer just one more observation, in the spirit 
of Meier’s approach. By organizing the body 
of his book into three chapters—the first of 
which has one part, the second three parts 
and an “epilogue,” and the third chapter 
four parts—Meier places his “Epilogue” on 
Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli at the cen-
ter. This epilogue briefly considers the chapter 
that Strauss contributed in 1972 to the second 
edition of the History of Political Philosophy. In 
this restatement on Machiavelli, Strauss em-
phasizes that Machiavelli and Socrates stand 
united, against the “sophists” in particular, as 
rejecting any sort of claim of “omnipotence.” 
(The sophists, ancient and modern, revere the 
supposed “omnipotence” of human speech.) 
To return to where we began, with Plato’s 
Sophist, Strauss seems to have meditated on 
Socrates’ bold definition there of the philoso-
pher as “a certain refutative god.” As a “god” 
he puts into question the imagined deities. 
But as refutative he never does himself the in-
justice of worship.

Keith Whitaker is president of Wise Counsel 
Research.
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Book Review by Scott Yenor

Making Christianity Safe for Democracy
Democratic Religion from Locke to Obama: Faith and the Civic Life of Democracy, by Giorgi Areshidze.

University Press of Kansas, 224 pages, $29.95

Existing for two millennia, christi-
anity has survived Roman persecution, 
Islamic competition, and profound 

schism. Whether it can survive modern de-
mocracy remains to be seen, however. In re-
cent centuries it has been tolerated almost to 
death, and so diluted to accommodate mod-
ern scientific discoveries or the promise of hu-
man liberation that little revelation, doctrine, 
or ritual may be left to sustain the faithful. 

The latest twist in modern democracy’s ap-
proach to Christianity is the so-called public 
reason test, devised by the late Harvard pro-
fessor of philosophy John Rawls. Treated by 
many of Rawls’s followers as self-evidently 
true, public reason allows believers in “com-
prehensive doctrines,” like Christianity, to 
enter the political sphere if they “translate” 
their advocacy into terms acceptable to other 
citizens. Thus, in theory, believers could hold 
private religious beliefs, but would have to put 
those beliefs on a secular basis when entering 
the political arena. One may support univer-
sal health care privately because one thinks it 
required by Christian charity; as a matter of 
public reason, one must defend this view in 
terms of saving costs or equal citizenship so 
non-believers could endorse it.

Giorgi areshidze’s democratic 
Religion from Locke to Obama treats 
Rawls’s approach as historically naïve, 

as it underestimates the power of comprehen-
sive doctrines to insist on their own worldview. 
A Claremont McKenna College political sci-
entist, Areshidze dissects the public reason 
doctrine by examining the philosophers and 
statesmen who helped make Christianity safe 
for modern democracy in the first place. John 
Locke, Abraham Lincoln, and Martin Luther 
King, Jr., articulated an earlier “democratic 
transformation of religion” that Rawls’s doc-
trine now challenges. 

The Christianity with which Locke had 
to contend, according to Areshidze, treated 
persecution and doctrinal intolerance as 
natural, necessary expressions of Christian 
love and charity. For example, Anglican cler-
ic Jonas Proast, one of Locke’s interlocutors 
in defining Christianity, feared that a pub-
lic teaching of toleration would foster reli-
gious skepticism and doubt. Proast thought 
Locke’s teaching on toleration would lead to 
a dangerous pluralism that would unmoor 
the religious conscience from true doctrines, 
forcing believers to rely on their private fac-
ulties to pose and answer the biggest ques-

tions. So successful was Locke’s redefinition 
that, three centuries later, we cannot compre-
hend the Christianity that defended intoler-
ance because it was loving and salvific. Locke, 
Areshidze shows, reshaped Christianity to 
minimize religious dogmas and emphasize 
good works and charity. This new Christi-
anity would renounce shaping consciences 
through any non-consensual means, putting 
matters of the soul completely beyond civil 
government’s ambit. 

Lincoln continued this process. Against 
pro-slavery theologians, Lincoln’s “active 
and rationalist reinterpretation of the Bible” 
grafted onto “the revealed text the doctrine 
of an individual’s right to property to the 
fruits of his labor.” This new Christianity 
shaped the nation’s religious consciousness 
about slavery in accord with the demands of 
natural justice.

Martin Luther King’s efforts in America 
and elsewhere to re-interpret Christianity 
opposed quiescent, otherworldly Christians 
who counseled obedience to the laws as a 
matter of conscience. They liked to quote 
Romans 13 in support. The “powers that be 
are ordained of God,” according to scripture. 

“Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, 
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resisteth the ordinance of God.” This old 
submissiveness, King warned, robbed Chris-
tians of the opportunity to make prophetic 
witness and reinforce their religion’s health 
and vigor by affirming the truth that “God 
has created all human beings with equal 
rights and equal dignity.” King admitted 
that civil disobedience required a “departure 
from the original biblical message,” which he 
explained away as a reflection of a very dif-
ferent “historical setting.” Equipped with the 
higher criticism and progressive revelation 
of modern times, King possessed the “nec-
essary tools” for “social transformation” in 
the service of greater equality and liberation, 
Areshidze claims. The passing needs of poli-
tics drive his theological interpretation and 
Christian engagement. 

Areshidze extends this story of 
the democratic reconstruction of the 
Christian religion to the present day. 

Barack Obama’s contribution to American 
Christianity, argues the author, is his attempt 
to combine faith with doubt, diluting “fa-
naticism” to leave room for pragmatic delib-
erations about what works. Yet fanaticism has 
its uses. Obama worries that true believers 
such as Lincoln have made history, depriving 
him of “the certainty of uncertainty.” Obama 
would invite faith into the public square when 
it supports “the need to battle cruelty in all 
its forms” and when it values “love and charity, 
humility and grace”—in other words, when 
it advances liberal politics as he understands 
them. At other times, such as when they in-
sist life begins at conception, Obama sees 
Christians tracing beliefs to obscure Biblical 
passages and culture-bound doctrines that 
(echoing Rawls’s “public reason” test) have 
no place in a decent society. Obama is “abso-
lutely sure” about some parts of the Bible but 
not others. He seems certain that Islam is a 
religion of peace, which means that efforts 
to co-opt Islam for purposes of terrorism are 
unwarranted and spurious, almost as much as 
arguments are that hold Islam responsible for 
the terrorism committed in its name.

Locke, Lincoln, King, and Obama flex-
ibly reinterpret Christianity, insinuating their 
philosophical or ideological teachings into a 
pre-existing Christian framework. All liber-

alize and modernize Christianity by employ-
ing variants of the historical-critical method. 
Obama’s approach seems to be more narrowly 
partisan than Lincoln’s, but is it just as legiti-
mate? It’s not clear if Areshidze draws a line 
between Lincoln and Obama, or on what 
grounds he might. 

If Areshidize stops his analysis short, he 
also undersells its implications. Democratic 
Religion shows that the incompatibility be-
tween modern democracy and Christianity 
is deeper than even the advocates of public 
reason had thought. Only a bridle distinct 
from democracy could tame what Alexis de 
Tocqueville called its “savage instincts.” But 
as democracy radicalizes it shakes off all bri-
dles. Democracy directs our attention away 
from the eternal to the here and now, and 
erodes the authority on which any religious 
faith must rest.

Eberstadt’s recent formulation, Protestants 
secularize, and Catholics become Protes-
tants. But Tocqueville discerned that a har-
dier, more stubborn Catholicism could stand 
outside this democratic movement and tu-
tor democracy against its main deficiencies. 

“Religion must either embrace toleration by 
declaring itself indifferent to theology or 
be deemed an intolerant faith,” Areshidze 
writes. Only Catholicism, as a matter of long 
historical practice, dares stand apart from 
and even against the democratic regime, un-
daunted by the prospect of being branded 
intolerant. 

Democratic religion from locke 
to Obama concludes by discussing, 
too briefly, an inevitable trade-off. 

A robust, non-democratic religion can tem-
per individualism, ground community, and 
provide prophetic witness to injustices. But 
the more flexible the religion, theologically 
and morally, the less robust, tempering, and 
prophetic it will be. To reckon with this 
trade-off is to be disabused of the comfort-
ing illusion that we can enjoy the best of both 
worlds without having to choose. Those who 
disdain inflexible religion, which is nearly 
everyone in modern democracies, should be 
candid about what’s lost when religion be-
comes too flexible. 

The tendency to subordinate religion to 
democracy, however, may not prove irresist-
ible. The soul always presses against the barbed 
wire of a particular political community, to 
modify Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s formulation. 
Christianity exists in a conventional setting 
that shapes its practice, so modern democracy 
may make Christianity an excessively civil reli-
gion. Yet religious passions and instincts—the 
thirst for righteousness, hope for a better world, 
and shame and sorrow over the imperfections 
of this one—are sown in human nature, too. 
Areshidze’s fine study shows that a civil reli-
gion that points beyond itself to speak to these 
instincts is a great desideratum for any political 
community, especially a democratic one. 

Scott Yenor is professor of political science at Boise 
State University, and the author, most recently, of 
David Hume’s Humanity: The Philosophy of 
Common Life and Its Limits (Palgrave).

Areshidze canvasses the problem 
of an excessively domesticated Christi-
anity in his chapter on Jürgen Haber-

mas and Tocqueville. Habermas, a Marxist 
of the Frankfurt School variety, recognizes 
Christianity’s nondemocratic nature and its re-
sulting political value. The “pre-political” head-
waters that created and sustain modern liberal 
democracy, he specifies, are Christians’ beliefs 
in equality and responsibility, civic and familial 
notions modern secular thought can neither 
recreate nor sustain. Habermas would have de-
mocracy learn from Christianity but, like the 
others, he keeps democracy in charge. 

Only Tocqueville, according to Areshidze, 
genuinely values Christianity’s otherness. 
Tocqueville sees that in the modern West 
religious practices, forms, doctrines, and 
morality tend to become democratized and 
homogenized. Faith becomes less exclusive, 
morality becomes more permissive, and for-
mal religious ceremonies wither. In Mary 

The more
flexible the religion,
the less prophetic

it will be.
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Book Review by Gerard V. Bradley

One Nation, Under God?
It’s Dangerous to Believe: Religious Freedom and Its Enemies, by Mary Eberstadt.

Harper, 192 pages, $25.99

Americans have embraced many 
religions over the years, but religious 
liberty was part of almost all of them 

—and so too (naturally enough) was devotion 
to the First Amendment’s guarantees thereof. 
This enduring consensus could be illustrated 
by countless testimonials of mainstream po-
litical and religious figures, from John Adams 
and John Witherspoon to Bill Clinton and 
Billy Graham. A more cogent demonstration, 
however, might be to canvas the attitudes of 
America’s religious outsiders.

Catholics, for example, long suffered Prot-
estants’ suspicions of dual loyalty. Even so, 
one would search in vain among the Church’s 
bishops for a prelate who had any doubts 
about the First Amendment. New York’s an-
tebellum (and Irish-born) Archbishop John 
Hughes was a muscular opponent of Prot-
estants’ claims to possess the religious key 
to being truly American. But Hughes never 
wavered in his devotion to America’s religious 
freedom. He relished his public debates with 
leading Protestants about how Catholicism 
was a better fit with our institutions of reli-
gious liberty than, say, Presbyterianism. 

Or consider Mormons, harassed during 
the second quarter of the 19th century wher-

ever they settled. Yet Latter Day Saints found-
er Joseph Smith ran for president in 1844 as 
a champion of the Constitution. Mormons 
now embrace patriotism and law-abidingness 
as nearly sacred duties, and among religious 
groups may be unsurpassed in their devotion 
to the Constitution.

Notwithstanding their disparate ethnic 
identities and varied appropriations of Juda-
ism, America’s Jews have always embraced 
the First Amendment. Whereas in 1916 
President Woodrow Wilson’s nomination 
of the non-observant Louis Brandeis to the 
Supreme Court touched off a spasm of anti-
Semitism and a bruising four-month confir-
mation battle, by 1946 American Jews were 
a dominant force in the Court’s substantial 
renovation of Religion Clause doctrine along 
secularized lines. 

Examples of such “outsider” embraces 
could be multiplied. Indeed, when it comes 
to religious liberty, almost everyone has been 
an “insider.” Religious liberty was a strate-
gic linchpin of the whole experiment in free 
government. Americans believed that their 
experiment in liberty depended in some es-
sential way on the people’s virtue, especially 
on piety and the foundation given to morality 

by religion. But in a free society government 
could do little directly to inculcate those vir-
tues. Thus, Americans’ security and prosper-
ity depended heavily on the effects of religion 
and the exertions of religious institutions. 
The resulting joint ventures included govern-
ment-assisted religious schools, hospitals, and 
charities—all the mediating structures that 
populate civil society.

Religious freedom, then, was cen-
tral to American political discourse 
and law for more than two centuries. 

It attracted Pilgrims and the world’s “teem-
ing masses” to our shores, then cemented 
their allegiance once they arrived. From the 
moment they stepped off Ellis Island, im-
migrants could feel America’s gravitational 
pull through its promise of religious liberty. 
Though often imperfectly realized, religious 
liberty was a centripetal, defining force in the 
American polity, a salve especially for those 
whose rights were not fully secured.

Now? Not so much. Religious liberty is 
scare-quoted in mainstream media as rhetori-
cal cover for bigotry and hate. Huge swaths 
of the business community have soured on it. 
Academics deconstruct it, and our politicians 
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are mostly afraid to talk about it. Just 23 years 
ago a unanimous House and nearly unani-
mous Senate passed, and President Clinton 
signed, the Religious Freedom Restoration 
Act. After it was the basis of the Supreme 
Court’s Hobby Lobby decision in 2014, how-
ever, the American Civil Liberties Union was 
one of many voices demanding the law be nar-
rowed or even repealed.

This upending is the subject of 
Mary Eberstadt’s It’s Dangerous to Be-
lieve. Her previous books Adam and 

Eve after the Pill (2012) and How the West 
Really Lost God (2013)—on the sexual revo-
lution and secularism, respectively—showed 
Eberstadt to be one of America’s most dis-
cerning cultural critics. It’s Dangerous to Be-
lieve solidifies that ranking by showing that 

“the future of religious freedom…appears 
more clouded than at any time since the 
American founding.” The book is chiefly a 
chronicle of recent attacks upon the religious 
liberty of “traditionalist” believers, especially 
Christians. Eberstadt notes that just a “few 
years into the third millennium, in a trans-
formation that has taken almost everyone by 
surprise, these believers have gone from be-
ing mainstays of Western culture to existen-
tial question marks within it.”

Some of the events Eberstadt relates will 
be familiar. The Obama Administration’s 

“contraception” mandate, for example—at 
issue in Hobby Lobby—required the vowed-
to-chastity Little Sisters of the Poor to pro-
vide themselves and their employees with 
free birth control pills. Also featured is the 
Supreme Court’s 2015 same-sex marriage 
decision, Obergefell v. Hodges. Justice An-
thony Kennedy’s majority opinion included 
a glib paragraph telling those worried about 
its implications for religious liberty…not to. 
The four dissenting opinions each rebuked 
this empty assurance. According to Justice 
Samuel Alito, those who “cling to old beliefs 
will be able to whisper their thoughts in the 
recesses of their own homes, but if they repeat 
those views in public, they will risk being la-
beled as bigots and treated as such by govern-
ments, employers, and schools.”

It’s Dangerous to Believe is much more, 
however, than a chronicle of intolerance. Eb-
erstadt’s narrative provides shrewd analysis by 
offering historical perspective, from the Sa-
lem witch trials through and beyond McCar-
thyism. She drills beneath the surface turmoil 
to diagnose, prescribe, and even prophesy a 
bit. Her central questions are: “How can we 
get out of this punitive place?” and “Where 
will we go?”

One reply to the latter question Eberstadt 
mentions is the “Benedict Option.” Named 
for the founder of the Benedictine monas-
tic order and popularized by journalist Rod 
Dreher, it counsels the faithful remnant to 
withdraw from the corrosive larger world, the 
better to preserve an integral Christian life 
through our new dark ages. (The Amish and 
Hasidim come to mind as parallels.)

Eberstadt sets this option aside. Eber-
stadt’s “we” is not that of the Benedictines, 
who wonder how to keep their way of life in-
tact after concluding that the world is going 
to hell and there is really nothing they can do 
about it. Eberstadt retains hope; she means to 
resuscitate our country. The “we” of her book 
is neither traditionalists suffering under foot 
nor those stepping on them. It is all of us. The 
point is to call America home. It’s Dangerous 
to Believe is basically an open letter to the 
American people. 

She writes that our “time of moral 
panic” is unprecedented, “driven by 
secularist rather than religious irratio-

nalism.” We are in the grip of a fever induced 
by an overdose of gender theory and the el-
evation of sexual satisfaction to a moral right 
and duty. Panics, like fevers, are transitory 
and have cycles. Thus, we cannot indefinitely 
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the mischief of religion with fences and im-
provised political axioms. Theirs is not prin-
cipally a political doctrine at all. Instead, 
they profess an encompassing view of sexual 
experience and identity, a “religion” they 
hold to be true. Its precepts include: a meta-
physics about our bodies and our identity; 
an account of human flourishing to which 
regular sexual satisfaction is essential; and 
a set of moral norms about the subjectivity 
of sexual morality. They seek to make their 
version of the truth the operative principle 
of our law. To them, traditional sex ethics 
are not only false but they stunt and dehu-
manize their adherents. Traditionalism may 
have to be tolerated, but we are still saddled 
with yesterday’s vocabulary and rhetoric of 
neutrality, when in truth what Princeton’s 
Robert George calls a “clash of orthodoxies” 
rages about us.

Eberstadt’s key insight is that the lion shall 
have to lie down with the lamb. To tradition-
alists, she says:

[N]either the accused witches of Salem 
nor the objects of the Red Scare were 
able to end those moral panics on their 
own. Momentum for change had to 
come from the other side. The same is 
true of the present antagonism toward 
religious citizens.

Marginalized believers, in other words, need 
allies.

Eberstadt calls on progressives to ac-
knowledge “that things have gone too far.” 
They must find “a way to coexist with affronts 
to [their] own orthodoxy, not suppress them.” 
The practical reason for doing so is that pro-
gressivism “faces insurmountable obstacles 
to its desire to impose its orthodoxy on ev-
eryone else.” Not only is there “too much 
heterodoxy afoot,” too many dissenters, but 
the casualties of the sexual revolution are 
too numerous. And, in case the number of 
lives broken by our sexual libertinism is not 
sufficiently compelling evidence, then per-
haps their maldistribution might suffice. It’s 
Dangerous to Believe points to the inequality 
produced by this revolution, like so many be-
fore it. Extending the argument she made in 
Adam and Eve after the Pill, Eberstadt writes, 

deny the reality of our embodied selves by 
entertaining dozens of gender options, or by 
subordinating the interests of every kid in a 
grade school to whether one “transgendered” 
eleven-year-old reports feeling uncomfortable 
in the restroom. And so we will not. Some-
thing closer to moral sanity will ultimately 
return to our society.

Secondly, Eberstadt writes, “The path to 
a more magnanimous place begins” with rec-
ognizing that we are living through “a con-
test of competing creeds, and competing first 
principles.” The new religion, “secularist irra-
tionalism,” is not centered upon God. It is a 

“quasi-religious faith in the developing secular-
ist catechism about the sexual revolution.” At 
the root of this faith is raw subjectivity, em-
powerment, experience, emotion—in short, 
irrationalism.

These “secular progressives,” eber-
stadt’s term for the new sect, are oddly 
related to their apparent forebears, 

such as John Rawls in the academy and Jus-
tice William Brennan on the Supreme Court. 
These conventional liberals effectively pro-
tected sexual deviance by and through claims 
about the limits of the state’s coercive power, 
and the scope of tolerance and privacy in a 
pluralist society. Their approach to political 
life presumed a more or less traditional un-
derstanding of religion: that religions char-
acteristically present an encompassing world-
view, replete with what Rawls called “compre-
hensive doctrines” about the good. Central 
to these doctrines was an objective morality, 
which included moral norms held by believers 
to be true regarding sexual activity. 

Conventional liberals’ resulting strategy 
was to craft structures and defend principles 
that bracketed religion in political matters, 
thus blunting its alleged tendencies to im-
pose an overarching account of the cosmos 
on everyone. They tried to privatize religion, 
speaking habitually of government neutrali-
ty about moral norms. The late Richard John 
Neuhaus demonstrated the dangerous im-
plications of this project in The Naked Public 
Square (1984).

It is vitally important to recognize the 
truth of Eberstadt’s assertion that today’s 
postmodern progressives do not seek to limit 

“[T]he poor are the canaries in the coal mines 
of the sexual revolution.” 

If the reigning order is unsustain-
able and indefensible, what exactly will 
the new normal be? Time is of the essence: 

the fever could last long enough to turn an en-
tire generation of Americans against religious 
liberty. Quite possibly, a generation raised to 
disdain religious liberty will not know how to 
reconstitute it. 

Furthermore, any once-and-for-all judg-
ment about our prospects must attend to an-
other social revolution. It has roots in 19th-
century religious liberalism, Transcendental-
ism, and Romantic thought, all of which con-
verged to make religion a matter of the heart. 
Secularist progressive orthodoxy is jealous of 
false gods. The subjectivism that deconstruct-
ed our understanding of sex has colonized our 
understanding of religion, too. And as reli-
gion goes, so goes religious liberty.

In our age, the foundation of value when it 
comes to religion is the same as that for any 
other aspect of personal identity. Neither 
a religion’s affirmation of realities seen and 
unseen, nor its truths about obligations to a 
greater-than-human source of meaning and 
value are important. Rather, the measure of 
worth is “authenticity,” which in turn is one’s 
own interpretation and narrative about one’s 
experience, emotions, viewpoint, and desires. 

Vocabularies of self-definition and self-ful-
fillment stalk today’s believers. For many, reli-
gion is morphing into a gauzy spirituality, an 
aspect of the project encompassing individual 
self-invention and -presentation. That concep-
tion of religion already prevails in our law, in 
the academy, and in much of popular religion 
on the airwaves. It has found its way into our 
churches, even the more traditional ones. The 
cultural critic Philip Rieff wrote in 2005 that 

“the orthodox are in the miserable situation of 
being orthodox for therapeutic reasons.” 

If this religion—subjective, non-rational, 
an aspect of individual identity—is what we 
have, then maybe we also have the religious 
liberty we deserve.

Gerard V. Bradley is professor of law at the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame, and senior fellow at the 
Witherspoon Institute.
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Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney

Here the People Rule
Toward Democracy: The Struggle for Self-Rule in European and American Thought, by James T. Kloppenberg.

Oxford University Press, 912 pages, $34.95

Western liberal democracy has 
become attenuated by a culture 
of unlimited self-expression. Per-

sonal “autonomy” has eroded the moral foun-
dations of the free society. Few people still 
identify self-government with governance of 
the self, with self-restraint and self-command. 
Democracy is now understood as unlimited 
freedom, the unconstrained human will. We 
are living with all the consequences of what 
Roger Scruton has called the “culture of re-
pudiation.” And ordinary citizens, “mad as 
hell” at increasingly unaccountable elites, are 
drawn to a more volatile populism. We are a 
long way from dreams of the “end of History.”

In these circumstances, James T. Klop-
penberg’s thoughtful and ambitious intellec-
tual history of democracy is most welcome. 
Toward Democracy: The Struggle for Self-Rule 
in European and American Thought is learned, 
well-written, and jargon-free. Its scope is im-
mense—covering democratic theory and 
practice from the Greek polis and the birth 
of Christianity to Michel de Montaigne and 
modern humanism, the English Civil War and 
Glorious Revolution, Puritan self-government 
and communal life, the moderate and radical 
Enlightenments, the full range of American 
political thought, the excesses of the French 
Revolution, and the struggles against slavery 
and for women’s rights. The book culminates 
in fine treatments of the efforts by Alexis de 
Tocqueville, Abraham Lincoln, and John Stu-
art Mill to temper unfettered majoritarianism 

and moral nihilism with depth, elevation, and 
self-restraint. This is the most thoughtful part 
of the book, and the most free from progres-
sive assumptions. 

A harvard professor of american 
history, Kloppenberg’s emphasis is 
clearly on the need for ever more de-

mocracy and not on the republicanism and 
constitutionalism that prevent democracy 
from becoming a new kind of tyranny. For 
him, “inclusiveness” is an end in itself. There 
is nothing wrong with a book having a point 
of view and Kloppenberg’s becomes clear 
from nearly the beginning. He is committed 
to three great “values,” as he calls them: pop-
ular sovereignty; an ethic of reciprocity that 
he identifies as a democratic application of 
Christian love; and autonomy, which he iden-
tifies with individuals “internalizing limits 
on the freedom that democracy gives them.” 
(Kloppenberg is quite emphatic: “That is the 
meaning of autonomy.”) It is refreshing to see 
a liberal intellectual historian take religion 
and self-restraint seriously.

Kloppenberg’s idiosyncratic approach to 
autonomy never comes to terms with the 
emancipation of the human will from all 
natural and divine limits, which has become 
the norm in Western life over the past half-
century, although its roots run much deeper 
than that. And so, the Puritans, who subor-
dinated political and communal or “congre-
gational” life to the ultimate sovereignty of 

God, are said to have helped establish au-
tonomy and popular sovereignty as supreme 
democratic values. In many ways, the Puri-
tans were democrats who kept the “spirit of 
liberty” and “the spirit of religion” together, 
as Tocqueville famously insisted. But the 
greatest Puritan thinkers and writers never 
spoke of autonomy. And popular sovereignty 
for them was never self-sovereignty, a sov-
ereignty that usurped divine law or natural 
justice. Neither did Tocqueville or Lincoln 
speak of autonomy. Both insisted that lib-
erty was always liberty “under God.” Klop-
penberg’s definition of autonomy is simply 
assumed and is attributed to a wide range of 
thinkers (the American Founders included) 
who never used the word. He at least owes 
his readers an explanation of how his pecu-
liar understanding (clearly indebted to Im-
manuel Kant’s austere morality) relates to 
its corrupt contemporary use. Absent such 
an explanation, his promiscuous attribution 
of autonomy distorts more than it clarifies 
the intellectual and moral foundations of 
democracy.

Kloppenberg is occasionally un-
fair to thinkers who were not demo-
crats but who loved liberty and hu-

man dignity, and who opposed tyranny in all 
its forms. Edmund Burke defended perse-
cuted Catholics in Ireland, pleaded for con-
ciliation with America, prosecuted Warren 
Hastings for his crimes against the people of 
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India, and was the first to discern an incipi-
ent totalitarianism in revolutionary France. 
He is worthy of admiration by all friends of 
human liberty and human excellence. Yet 
Kloppenberg can only see an anti-democrat. 
He is clearly more sympathetic to partisans 
of the French Revolution such as Thomas 
Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft (whose fem-
inist views he also applauds). Though he ac-
knowledges that Burke admired certain an-
cient republics for balancing democracy, ar-
istocracy, and monarchy, Kloppenberg pres-
ents him as a determined enemy of the very 
idea of a republic. Burke certainly supported 
constitutional monarchy as the best regime 
for England—and for a reformed France. 
But Kloppenberg misses his deeper point. 
Burke is less against democracy than he is 
opposed to any political order that valorizes 
the unlimited sovereignty of the one, the 
few, or the many. He is opposed to ground-
ing legitimacy in the principle of the human 
will rather than transcendent justice. As he 
wrote in An Appeal From the New to the Old 
Whigs (1791), “neither the few nor the many 
have a right to act merely by their will, in any 
matter connected with duty, trust, engage-
ment, or obligation.”

Kloppenberg does say more than 
a few good things about the Puritans, 
crediting them for establishing local 

self-government in the colonies and for never 
forgetting the moral and religious precondi-
tions of democratic self-government. At the 
same time, he follows Jürgen Habermas in 
arguing that Christian charity, the idea of 
selfless love and self-sacrifice, paves the way 
for a more secular and democratic version of 

“the ethic of reciprocity,” or doing unto others 
as you would have them do unto you. Klop-
penberg exaggerates Christianity’s “revolu-
tionary” implications and ignores the fact 
that at its core it is a transpolitical and not a 

“democratic” religion. He has little time for 
the institutional Church which, in his view, 
betrayed the democratic promise of selfless 
love. He fails to appreciate that Augustine’s 
distinction between the “city of God” and 
the “city of Man,” and his emphasis on hu-
man sinfulness, provide powerful obstacles 
to totalitarian aspirations. Augustine did not 
betray primitive Christianity, but showed 
Christians how they could give decent and 
lawful politics their due without forgetting 
man’s ultimate supernatural destiny. In the 
end, Kloppenberg tends to conflate Chris-
tianity with democratic humanitarianism, 
which in our age has all the hallmarks of a 
secular religion dedicated almost exclusively 
to the amelioration of worldly ills.

Many of the architects of modern liberal-
ism (and, indirectly, of democracy), one will 
recall, were either ambivalent or hostile to 
religion. Kloppenberg sidesteps Hobbes’s 
materialism and barely concealed atheism by 
exaggerating John Locke’s piety. Although 
Locke does say in his Second Treatise that hu-
man beings are the product of God’s “work-
manship,” nevertheless he almost immedi-
ately claims that 9/10ths of what human 
beings have—nay, 999/1000ths, he adds—is 
a result of human labor. In Locke’s view, na-
ture and God are improvident, at best. Men 
must rely on their reason (one’s “only star 
and compass,” he calls it) and their indus-
try. Kloppenberg terribly overstates when 
he argues that Locke’s “reasonable” Christi-
anity is “an only slightly modified version of 
his father’s strict Puritan faith.” Locke, after 
all, had an immense influence on the French 
encyclopedists whose materialism and moral 
relativism helped pave the way for the French 
Revolution. 

Christianity did help shape modern de-
mocracy in decisive respects, but modern 
democracy was also shaped by important 
thinkers who were no friends of the Chris-
tian religion. Tocqueville beautifully ad-
dresses this conundrum in his “Author’s 
Preface” to Democracy in America: some of 
the loudest proponents of democracy, es-
pecially in Europe, hated the faith. These 
fanatical enemies of religion may have been 

“democrats,” but they were not true friends of 
democracy. Kloppenberg doesn’t recognize 
either that his “ethic of reciprocity,” freed 
from its transcendent foundation, leads to 
relativism in which we are obliged to respect 
every lifestyle, every choice, every “culture” 
no matter how estranged it is from common 
sense and the moral law. Humanitarianism 
perverts more than it perfects or actualizes 
Christian love. I would go further. Secular 
agape easily becomes an invitation to tyran-
ny—coerced “benevolence”—based in moral 
indifference.

One of the strengths of kloppen-
berg’s new book is its repeated em-
phasis on the deep impact of Scottish 

“common sense” philosophy on 18th-century 
American political thought. The founding gen-
eration was not driven by a narrow, reductive 
individualism, or by pernicious materialism. 
The founders knew that human beings were 
passionate and self-interested but almost all 
believed that benevolence, public-spiritedness, 
and a faculty called the “moral sense” were 
important components of human nature. The 
most traditional of the Scottish moral sense 
philosophers, Frances Hutcheson, had an im-Amherst & Boston  www.umass.edu/umpress  1-800-537-5487 
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religion in safeguarding democratic mores 
(Tocqueville was a friend of the Christian re-
ligion, while Mill applauded Auguste Comte’s 
positivism). In some important respects, these 
two great men do not belong to the same in-
tellectual family.

With Toward Democracy, James Klop-
penberg has written a strikingly thought-
ful work on the democratic experiment. He 
is an eloquent partisan who writes seriously 
about self-limitation and the moral founda-
tions of democracy. As Notre Dame historian 
John McGreevy pointed out in a generally 
sympathetic review of the book in Common-
weal, Kloppenberg is also an admirer of John 
Dewey who places too much emphasis on the 
role of “experimentation” in democracy. In 
a footnote, Kloppenberg claims that “in the 
natural sciences as well as the human sciences 
everything we know is perspectival, provi-
sional, and subject to revision in light of new 
evidence.” McGreevy is right: it’s hard to be-
lieve that Madison or Lincoln (or Tocqueville 
for that matter) would agree with this radical, 
and finally untenable, relativism. What, after 
all, is the grounding of the “ethic of reciproc-
ity” and the democratic ethic of self-restraint 
that Kloppenberg so admirably insists are at 
the heart of a democracy worthy of the name? 
His book, alas, provides no answers to that 
all-important question. 

Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair 
in Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption 
College, and is the author, most recently, of 
The Other Solzhenitsyn: Telling the Truth 
About a Misunderstood Writer and Thinker 
(St. Augustine’s Press). 

Yet in the end, he insists, Federalists and Re-
publicans alike belonged to the “moderate En-
lightenment,” and did not imitate the French 
Revolution’s increasingly savage attacks on 
Christianity.

One of the highlights of the book, 
as mentioned, is Kloppenberg’s gen-
erally fine treatments of Lincoln, 

Tocqueville, and Mill. He writes with grace 
and eloquence about Lincoln’s defense of true 
democracy against false appeals to “popular 
sovereignty.” Everything stood or fell with the 
recognition of the Negro’s humanity. His Lin-
coln shows the limits of mere majoritarianism 
shorn of a deeper principle. Kloppenberg’s 
treatment of the great 1854 Peoria speech is 
particularly impressive, and, to his credit, he 
does full justice to his hero. Kloppenberg’s 
treatment of Tocqueville is both admirably 
comprehensive and generally sympathetic. 
He notes that Tocqueville, like Lincoln, “de-
tested slavery.” But he faults him for not fa-
voring immediate abolition in the French ter-
ritories and falsely claims that Tocqueville’s 
passionate denunciation of American slavery 
appeared only after his death in 1859 (in fact, 
it was published in the abolitionist Liberty Bell 
in 1856). Kloppenberg admires Mill as a critic 
of democratic majoritarianism in the name of 
a more elevated conception of human nature 
and of representative democracy. He also ap-
proves of Mill and his wife Harriet Taylor 
for their struggles against “the subjugation 
of women” and for their feminism in general. 
Kloppenberg could have said more about the 
differences between Mill and Tocqueville, not 
only on feminism but on the essential role of 

mense influence on John Witherspoon and, 
thus, on James Madison, his student at the 
College of New Jersey. But Kloppenberg goes 
too far: Scottish common-sense philosophy 
was not the “deepest influence on Madison.” 
More generally, the author has a tendency to 
overstate “benevolence” as a human motive. He 
ignores fallen human nature, and leans toward 
a utopian, unreflective social gospel.

Nonetheless, Kloppenberg is very clear 
that during the French Revolution the Jaco-
bins, led by Robespierre, “misunderstood the 
meaning and mechanics of self-government…
identifying democracy with unanimity and 
enforcing it through violence.” But Kloppen-
berg wrongly claims that, faced by opposi-
tion at home and abroad, “the Jacobins had 
no choice,” and needed to resort to violence, 
even terror, to maintain control. As the great 
historian of the French Revolution François 
Furet has shown in A Critical Dictionary of 
the French Revolution (1989) and elsewhere, 
revolutionary violence predated significant 
internal opposition, and the intensification of 
revolutionary terror had little to do with op-
position from abroad. Kloppenberg’s empha-
sis on the “tragedy” of the Revolution risks 
justifying the unjustifiable. 

He does helpfully show how the French 
Revolution divided Americans in the 1790s. 
Federalists feared the importation of Jacobin 
radicalism, and many Democratic-Republicans 
cheered the Revolution, even during its most 
extreme phases. The Philadelphia Aurora even 
published a translation of Robespierre’s “Re-
port upon the Principles of Political Morality,” 
an incendiary pamphlet, Kloppenberg admits, 
identifying “virtue and justice with terror.” 
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Essay by Steven F. Hayward

The Threat to Liberty

Today the crisis of american gov-
ernment is expressed in an ungainly 
phrase that rarely appeared in conser-

vative vocabulary in the 1950s and 1960s—
the “administrative state,” by which is meant 
the independent “fourth branch of govern-
ment” that fits nowhere within the scheme 
of the Constitution as understood by its au-
thors. Conservatives were slow to perceive 
the full nature and origins of the adminis-
trative state. They saw Marxism and radical-
ism as wholly foreign in character, and the 
character of Progressive Era and New Deal 
bureaucracy as primarily economic and nar-
rowly constitutional in nature. They missed 
the benign-sounding homegrown versions of 
deeply radical political philosophy behind 
the administrative state, and especially the 
key role of Woodrow Wilson and similar 
Progressive Era intellectuals. If Wilson was 
mentioned at all, it was usually with a shrug 
or mild approval of his conventional expres-
sions of Christian faith. 

The urgency of the Cold War dominated 
the attention of conservative intellectuals and 
activists alike, and with the predations of the 
New Deal fresh in mind, it was understand-

able that the conservatism of that time would 
set the New Deal as the horizon line for their 
attack on current American politics. Only 
slowly did it come into focus that the New 
Deal was not the key turning point toward 
liberalism, and that socialism is not the chief 
threat to constitutional government and indi-
vidual liberty.

The “administrative state” is not a new or 
recent phrase; it has been around for several 
decades, but its nature and depth was only re-
cently more fully appreciated. Once confined 
chiefly to scholars and policy wonks, the term 
is now in widespread popular use. The admin-
istrative state is not the same thing as bureau-
cracy, with its connotations of wastefulness, 
inefficiency, red-tape, and rule-bound rigidity, 
nor it is limited to the post-New Deal welfare 
and entitlement state. Its character is best de-
scribed by Alexis de Tocqueville in his famous 
chapter on “What Sort of Despotism Demo-
cratic Nations Have to Fear.” After struggling 
over what to call it, he could do no better than 

“soft despotism.” 
The administrative state represents a new 

and pervasive form of rule, and a perversion 
of constitutional self-government. It has deep 

theoretical roots that were overlooked for a 
long time, roots inimical to the Constitution, 
thereby providing a lesson in the importance 
of understanding the principles of the Con-
stitution. A chief feature of the administra-
tive state is its relentless centralization, but 
with a reciprocal effect: its mandates, regu-
lations, distorting funding mechanisms, and 
elitist professionalism have corrupted our 
political culture all the way back down to 
local government. It is the chief reason why 
Americans increasingly have contempt for 
government. 

Unlike the attacks on the Constitution 
from Charles Beard, J. Allen Smith, Vernon 
Parrington, and other Progressive historians 
of the early 20th century that portrayed the 
Constitution as an anti-democratic fraud, the 
most potent part of Progressivism, and its 
chief legacy for today, was its theoretical attack 
on the American Founding. Progressivism 
reduced to the proposition that the principles 
of the founding were wrong for the 20th cen-
tury, and needed to be discarded. The swirling 
currents of Darwinism, Hegelian historicism, 
and scientific hubris all combined, in the 
summation of Harvey Mansfield, Jr., to make 
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Wilson “the most powerful intellect in the 
movement” and “the first American president 
to criticize the Constitution.” 

The Very Definition of Tyranny

What bothered wilson the 
most was one of the central fea-
tures of the logic of the Consti-

tution as explained especially in The Feder-
alist: the separation of powers. Wilson laid 
out his criticism of the separation of pow-
ers in his book Constitutional Government 
in the United States, in which he argued in 
favor of a “Darwinian” Constitution. Gov-
ernment, he argued, is not a machine, but a 
living, organic thing. And “No living thing 
can have its organs offset against each other 
as checks, and survive…. You cannot com-
pound a successful government out of an-
tagonisms.” Wilson thought the conditions 
of modern times demanded that government 
power be unified rather than fragmented 
and checked. His great confidence in the 
wisdom of science and benevolence of expert 
administrators led him to the view that the 
founders’ worries about concentrated power 
were obsolete. He exhibited the combination 
of love for power and unbounded paternal-

ism that is the hallmark of the administra-
tive state today. He wrote in Congressional 
Government that “I cannot imagine power as 
a thing negative and not positive,” and on an-
other occasion that “If I saw my way to it as 
a practical politician, I should be willing to 
go farther and superintend every man’s use 
of his chance.” Quite a contrast from James 
Madison’s views expressed in The Federal-
ist on the permanent reasons for suspicion 
of government power, as well as his specific 
understanding of the separation of powers: 

“The accumulation of all powers legislative, 
executive, and judiciary in the same hands, 
whether of one, a few or many, and whether 
hereditary, self appointed, or elective, may 
justly be pronounced the very definition of 
tyranny.” Wilson explained once that the 
increased role of the national government 
could be accomplished “only by wresting the 
Constitution to strange and as yet unimag-
ined uses…. As the life of the nation changes 
so must the interpretation of the document 
which contains it change, by a nice adjust-
ment, determined, not by the original inten-
tion of those who drew the paper, but by the 
exigencies and the new aspects of life itself.” 
The legal academy was happy to oblige. Har-
vard’s Roscoe Pound, for example, remarked 

that “No one will assert at present that the 
separation of powers is part of the legal order 
of nature or that it is essential to liberty.”

The main reason Progressives like Wilson 
no longer shared the older liberal suspicion 
of government power was the new view that 
politics and administration could be neatly 
and cleanly separated, with administration 
entrusted to scientifically trained and disin-
terested experts, who by their very expertise 
should be insulated from political pressure. 
Frank Goodnow, a prominent political scien-
tist of the Progressive Era and one of Wilson’s 
teachers, provides the best short summary of 
this view in his book Politics and Administra-
tion: A Study in Government:

The fact is, then, that there is a large 
part of administration which is un-
connected with politics, which should 
therefore be relieved very largely, if 
not altogether, from the control of po-
litical bodies. It is unconnected with 
politics because it embraces fields of 
semi-scientific, quasi-judicial and quasi-
business or commercial activity—work 
which has little if any influence on the 
expression of the true state will. For 
the most advantageous discharge of this 
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branch of the function of administra-
tion there should be organized a force 
of government agents absolutely free 
from the influence of politics. Such a 
force should be free from the influence 
of politics because of the fact that their 
mission is the exercise of foresight and 
discretion, the pursuit of truth, the gath-
ering of information, the maintenance 
of a strictly impartial attitude toward 
the individuals with whom they have 
dealings, and the provision of the most 
efficient possible administrative organi-
zation. The position assigned to such of-
ficers should be the same as that which 
has been by universal consent assigned 
to judges. Their work is no more political 
in character than is that of judges.

There is something almost charming as 
well as comic about this level of naïveté, except 
that so many people in the administrative ap-
paratus of government still believe it. 

Unconstitutional Government

Blasting apart the separation of 
powers is the single most important 
change that enabled the rise of the 

administrative state—much more important 
even than the income tax. In recent years 
a number of leading legal scholars, such as 
Richard Epstein and Philip Hamburger, have 
said openly what would once have been un-
thinkable and unsayable in serious company: 
the modern administrative state is unconsti-
tutional. Writing in the Harvard Law Review 
in the early 1990s, Gary Lawson of Boston 
University School of Law put the proposi-
tion with admirable directness and concision: 

“The modern administrative state is not mere-
ly unconstitutional; it is anti-constitutional. 
The Constitution was designed specifically to 
prevent the emergence of the kinds of insti-
tutions that characterize the modern admin-
istrative state.” And he says “the destruction 
of this principle of separation of powers is 
perhaps the crowning jewel of the modern ad-
ministrative revolution.” 

Lawson offers this illuminating one-para-
graph description of the administrative state 
in action:

Consider the typical enforcement ac-
tivities of a typical federal agency—for 
example, of the Federal Trade Com-
mission. The Commission promul-
gates substantive rules of conduct. The 

Commission then considers whether 
to authorize investigations into wheth-
er the Commission’s rules have been 
violated. If the Commission authoriz-
es an investigation, the investigation is 
conducted by the Commission, which 
reports its findings to the Commis-
sion. If the Commission thinks that 
the Commission’s findings warrant an 
enforcement action, the Commission 
issues a complaint. The Commission’s 
complaint that a Commission rule has 
been violated is then prosecuted by the 
Commission and adjudicated by the 
Commission. This Commission adju-
dication can either take place before 
the full Commission or before a semi-
autonomous Commission adminis-
trative law judge. If the Commission 
chooses to adjudicate before an admin-
istrative law judge rather than before 
the Commission and the decision is 
adverse to the Commission, the Com-
mission can appeal to the Commission. 
If the Commission ultimately finds a 
violation, then, and only then, the af-
fected private party can appeal to an 
Article III court. But the agency deci-
sion, even before the bona fide Article 
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III tribunal, possesses a very strong 
presumption of correctness on matters 
both of fact and of law.

While legal scholars and policy wonks are 
devoting increased attention to the structure 
and methods of the administrative state, the 
idea that its suspect constitutional founda-
tions will lead to any meaningful rollback 
has little or no purchase in contemporary ju-
risprudence. The main reason for this sorry 
state is that the roots of the problem go deep-
er than decades of bungled Supreme Court 
opinions, aggressive presidents, and a compla-
cent or negligent Congress. The problem of 
the administrative state goes beyond a failure 
to internalize the insights of public choice 
theory, the restraints of economic cost-benefit 
analysis, or the erosion of the non-delegation 
doctrine. It is another example of what hap-
pens when first principles are forgotten or ob-
scured. And the bitter irony of it is how con-
servatives unwittingly assisted this demolition 
job.

Follow the Leader

Wilson and most other leading 
Progressives hated the Declara-
tion of Independence for its prin-

ciple of individual rights rooted in “the laws 
of nature and nature’s God.” The central 
philosophical proposition of “Progressivism” 
is that History with a capital “H” or “Prog-
ress” with a capital “P” had replaced nature 
as the ground of political life. As implausible 
as it might seem today, the idea that science 
would unlock Newtonian “laws of motion” 
for history, thus making the course of the 
future as predictable as the acceleration of a 
falling object, was surprisingly widespread. 
And if history is scientifically predictable it 
is controllable. The world of chance and acci-
dent could be conquered. “Progress!” Wilson 
wrote; “No word comes more often or more 
naturally to the lips of modern man.”

The State, now with a capital “S” to go 
along with capital “H” History and capi-
tal “P” Progress, is the agent of purposeful 
change. Out of this progressive philoso-
phy the modern understanding of “political 
leadership” was born—the necessity of what 
George H.W. Bush unwittingly but correctly 
mocked as “the vision thing.” “Leadership” 
was a term almost wholly absent from the 
vocabulary of the founders. Modern “lead-
ership” is distinct from the older under-
standing of statesmanship. A progressive 
leader sees ahead, and thus forces the pace of 
change, whereas statesmanship is more an-
chored in the understanding of the limits of 

politics. In a remarkable 1890 essay entitled 
“Leaders of Men,” Wilson set out a bold and 
frequently shocking account of modern po-
litical leadership, such as this:

The competent leader of men cares 
little for the interior niceties of other 
people’s characters: he cares much—
everything for the external uses to 
which they may be put. His will seeks 
the lines of least resistance; but the 
whole question with him is a question 
of the application of force. There are men 
to be moved: how shall he move them? 
He supplies the power; others supply 
only the materials upon which that 
power operates. The power will fail if 
it be misapplied; it will be misapplied 
if it be not suitable both in kind and 
method to the nature of the materials 
upon which it is spent; but that nature 
is, after all, only its means. It is the 

cal democratic reforms such as the direct elec-
tion of senators, initiative and referendum, 
and so forth, were intended to give more voice 
to the people, while the doctrine of scientific 
administration sought to seal off a larger and 
larger portion of government from the people. 
It represented the American domesticated 
version of the phrase attributed to Friedrich 
Engels and Saint-Simon that “the government 
of men will be replaced by the administration 
of things.” The Progressive attempt to resolve 
this contradiction involved supercharging the 
distinction between means and ends—popu-
lar politics would allow the public to speak 
about the ends of government, while the 
means would be left to the expert adminis-
trators. But as the ends of Progressive politics 
were severed from the old liberal understand-
ing of protecting individual natural rights and 
were now open-ended, this distinction col-
lapses instantly. 

Between the ideology of Progress as un-
derstood by the visionary “leader” and the 
doctrine of scientific administration, a new 
understanding of the difference between the 
ruler and the ruled took hold—and it isn’t 
good news for the ruled. Despite his frequent 
obscurity and paeans to democracy and the 

“will of the people,” Wilson argues at one point 
in “Leaders of Men” that the “vision” of Prog-
ress is the new supreme force in politics: “Re-
sistance is left to the minority, and such as will 
not be convinced are crushed.”

Recall how often it is today that progres-
sives will criticize the minority who resist the 
latest progressive advance such as gay marriage 
or de-gendered bathrooms with the telltale 
phrase, “on the side of history.” It is the lead-
ing slogan of the soft despotism of our age, all 
the more confident and aggressive for its pre-
sumption that its goals need not be rationally 
justified through argument or persuasion.

Progressivism surely did not understand 
itself as tyrannical, and on the surface it es-
chewed utopian ideology, but its premises 
were metaphysically identical to utopian 
ideologies that invariably end up tyrannical 
in practice. There was sufficient ambigu-
ity in Progressive thought to muddy up the 
picture, and even Wilson’s strongest critics 
disagree about how to understand his brand 
of Progressivism. Not all Progressives joined 
Wilson in attacking or rejecting the Decla-
ration of Independence. (Historian Albert J. 
Beveridge, for example, frequently invoked 
the Declaration in its original meaning.) But 
overall the dominant Wilsonian variety of 
Progressivism amounted to a revolution, a 
re-founding of the country in which all of the 
old terms—liberty, equality, consent, rights, 
and freedom—were retained, but with whol-

power which dictates, dominates: the 
materials yield. Men are as clay in the 
hands of the consummate leader. 

There is much else of this ominous char-
acter throughout this long, confusing essay, 
including a studied disavowal that he is any 
kind of radical or socialist. At the heart of 
Progressivism is a confusion and contradic-
tion that has always made Progressivism a 
vague and tricky creed to sort out. Progres-
sivism saw itself as the moderate alternative 
to revolutionary socialism, but its economic 
inclinations certainly tended toward the kind 
of central authoritarian control of the econo-
my that is nearly indistinguishable from so-
cialism. It was not explicitly utopian, but its 
underlying philosophy ran in that direction. 
The Progressives were always imprecise about 
how much or how far human nature might be 
malleable. 

But by far the greatest contradiction was 
the idea that Progressivism would be more 
populist and elitist at the same time. Practi-

That bureaucratic 
government is the 

Democratic Party’s 
partisan instrument is 

the most obvious yet least 
remarked upon trait of 

our time.
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ly new meanings. (Wilson advocated for 
what he called “mature freedom,” which was 
very different from traditional understand-
ings of liberty.)

More and More about Less and Less

The first world war and its sequels 
put an end to the easygoing assumption 
of inevitable or irreversible progress, but 

the residue of Progressive theory—most espe-
cially the idea of the scientifically-managed 
administrative state—was firmly in place, to 
be picked up and expanded by the New Deal 
after the brief interregnum of the “return to 
normalcy” in the 1920s. It didn’t take long 
during the New Deal to recognize that the 
idea of “neutral” or “disinterested” expert ad-
ministrative government was a farce, that in 
practice independent bureaucratic entities 
would become the active agents for discrete 
interests and ideological impulses, the over-
whelming majority being client groups of one 
party. That bureaucratic government is the 
partisan instrument of the Democratic Party 
is the most obvious yet least remarked upon 
trait of our time (though this lack of public 
identification can be taken as additional evi-
dence of the incompetence of the Republican 
Party).

Economists tended to call this phenom-
enon “agency capture,” and while accurate, it 
goes nowhere near the heart of the matter. A 
central aspect of so-called “expert” admin-
istration beyond organizational self-interest 
and clientism is the deliberate gnosticism of 
its operation. Max Weber, the preeminent 
early theorist of bureaucratic government as 
well as a progenitor of modern social science, 
foresaw this in the 19th century. The tragedy 
of Weber was his inability to shake loose from 
his positivist fact-value distinction, despite 
signs that he recognized the inadequacy of 
a world without the ability to make rational, 
objective moral judgments and politics with-
out great statesmen. 

American Progressives had none of Weber’s 
honest doubts and anguish, chiefly because 
of their total absorption of historicism (and 
also because Weber’s works were mostly un-
known in America at the time). And if Prog-
ress and History soon waned as a dominant, 
driving foundation for Progressive politics, 
the positivist distinction between facts and 
values, which corresponds to the distinction 
between administrative questions and politi-
cal questions, endured. By mid-century the 
behaviorial revolution came to dominate po-
litical science just as much as the rest of so-
cial science, replacing History as the ground 
of mastery. Political philosophy was declared 

to be dead. Behaviorism was an even more 
explicitly deterministic outlook than Prog-
ress, but it shared with Progressive histori-
cism the same convenient but self-contradic-
tory trait that it preserves for the rulers alone 
freedom of choice and action. The “scientific” 
elites of the administrative state were still in 
business.

Although behaviorism provoked furious 
debates about methodology and the place of 
political philosophy in political science around 
mid-century, it soon waned too. It is embar-
rassing now to look back upon the cartoon-
ish rigidity of the fact-value distinction and 
the confidence that science was on its way to 
unlocking causation in humans and human 
affairs, while openly placing questions of “val-
ue”—or the ends of politics—beyond the reach 
of human reason. One of Leo Strauss’s signal 
contributions was explaining how Weber’s 
fact-value distinction was in the end indistin-
guishable from nihilism, despite the futile at-
tempt of Weber and his successors to preserve 
some sphere of objective reality for “values.” 

The behaviorism of mid-century has been 
replaced by regression modeling, which is 
scarcely better, though more modest in its 
pretensions. Edward Banfield asked: “Would 
anyone maintain that in the Convention of 
1787 the Founders would have reached a bet-
ter result with the staff of model builders?” 
Walter Berns thought the detachment from 
taking moral questions and human excellence 
seriously made behavioral political science di-
abolical: “It would be ironic if the science that 
once made man free, were now to become the 
instrument of his enslavement.” 

This wasn’t just a critique of narrow spe-
cialization, of “knowing more and more about 
less and less,” as Strauss put it. Lots of “main-
stream” and left-leaning political scientists 
also decried the fact-value distinction, pre-
cisely because of the moral relativism it im-
poses like a straightjacket, and the self-limit-
ing obscurity of increasingly technical special-
ization. In fact, it is hard to say whether the 
revolt against the fact-value distinction was 
stronger from the Right or the Left. On any 
college campus today there is no relativistic 
hesitation over the categorical moral wrong-
ness of racism, sexism, patriarchy, “hetero-
normativity,” genocide in Darfur, apartheid in 
South Africa, the historic treatment of indig-
enous peoples everywhere, and so forth. 

None of the current categorical impera-
tives of the Left can be traced back to a 
ground of fundamental principle beyond a 
vague, unlimited egalitarianism, always re-
quiring ever increasing political exertions 
to achieve. Instead, as noted previously, the 
moral ground is the “side of history.” In other 

words, what has happened is a revival of the 
earlier Progressive historicism of Woodrow 
Wilson, only with objectives borrowed chief-
ly from Marxism. The return of historicism 
along with the revival of the “progressive” la-
bel is not a coincidence. 

Going Deeper

One might wonder whether we 
weren’t better off in the bad old days 
of behaviorism and the fact-value 

distinction. In the new horizon of today’s his-
toricism not only is there no rational basis for 
values, but facts aren’t faring very well either. 
It is a hard call, as the progressive impulse of 
our time ends up being just as determinis-
tic as behaviorism. The “side of history” may 
be a gauzy, low-grade form of determinism, 
but like all determinisms it is the ground of 
despotism and preserves for the rulers alone 
freedom of choice and action. Today’s pro-
gressives evince the same attitude as Wilson: 

“Resistance is left to the minority, and such as 
will not be convinced are crushed.”

The impulse goes much deeper than the 
censorious castigation of “hate speech” and 
the open attacks against freedom of speech 
that have been steadily gaining ground. It is 
not a coincidence that the frontier of leftist 

“critical thinking” questions language itself, 
holding that language is a subjective and ar-
bitrary tool of power and control, rather than 
the tool of human reason and deliberation. 
This is an indirect way of saying that reason 
and objectivity are impossible, a view leftists 
tend to conceal or obscure if they can. (I have 
occasionally baited leftist “critical theorists” 
by asking, “If language is merely an arbitrary 
tool of power detached from any objective re-
ality, is it not only right to wonder why are we 
having this conversation, but how are we hav-
ing this conversation?”) 

Debunking language itself is to attack the 
very root of human freedom, because it is 
through speech that we reason together and 
form opinions on what is just and unjust, good 
and bad, high and low. It is reason expressed 
through speech that sets humans apart from 
the lower animals. Denying the metaphysi-
cal nature of speech derives from denying the 
idea of human nature. (Or if there is a human 
nature, progressives are intent on changing it.) 
If language and speech itself can be detached 
from reason, there is no reason to believe in 
individual liberty. 

The doctrine of power combined with the 
revived doctrine of History as Progress gives 
us the insatiable, unlimited administrative 
state we see today. The administrative state 
now is aimed less at correcting market fail-
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ures than moral failures. This is why the fed-
eral bureaucracy without hesitation extends 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to tell North 
Carolina that it cannot have single-sex bath-
rooms, and why Title IX is extended well 
beyond legislative intent to institutionalize 
the radical feminist ideology of “rape cul-
ture” heedless of either facts or due process 
of law. This is not just limited to government 
bureaus. As James Burnham argued, the 

“managerial society” would come to perme-
ate the world of “private” business as much 
as government. We can see this mentality 
in the case of Brendan Eich, hounded out 
as CEO of Mozilla for having once held the 
same position on gay marriage that Barack 
Obama and Hillary Clinton held at the same 
time, or the number of corporations that an-
nounced they would cut back business activ-
ity in North Carolina over the bathroom bill. 

“Resistance is left to the minority, and such 
as will not be convinced are crushed.” And 
this project is self-perpetuating. 

Today’s progressives do not think of 
themselves as tyrants any more than the Pro-
gressives of Wilson’s time, but the underly-
ing doctrines are metaphysically identical to 
totalitarianism. The earlier Progressivism was 
modest and relatively restrained compared to 
its successors today. At least Progressives 
like Theodore Roosevelt and Wilson were 
setting after genuine social ills—child labor, 
workers’ compensation, substandard hous-
ing, public health and safety, economic mo-
nopoly power (even if badly misunderstood). 
If there was a tendency toward utopianism, 
it was tempered by the perception that so-
cialism didn’t fit the American character. 
Today’s progressives are more fully utopian, 
though their utopianism is diffuse or ob-
scured by deliberately obscure theory, and 
above all any conception of American excep-
tionalism is hated. 

The point is: the problem of the admin-
istrative state is much more than a problem 
of economic illiteracy, decayed constitution-
alism, or modernization, which is why the 
numerous gimmicks to restrain or reform it, 
such as cost-benefit analysis, affirmative con-
gressional consent to new regulations, rolling 
back judicial deference, or other legal fixes 
will not do very much to change the direc-

tion of rule today. The problem is more seri-
ous than bad policy and bad law. If it is not 
stopped and reversed, it will result in the end 
of limited constitutional government.

Restoring the American Idea

As i suggested at the outset of 
this essay, the modern conservative 
movement was slow to recognize Pro-

gressivism in its fullness. It is clear in hind-
sight that everyone, especially conservatives, 
made a mistake 25 years ago in thinking 
that the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 
eclipse of Marxism meant that liberal democ-
racy, individual rights, and open markets had 
achieved an enduring triumph—the famous 

“end of history” thesis. The late Harry V. Jaffa 
was one of the few voices at the time who dis-
sented from the widespread triumphalism:

The defeat of communism in the USSR 
and its satellite empires by no means 
assures its defeat in the world. Indeed, 
the release of the West from its conflict 
with the East emancipates utopian com-
munism at home from the suspicion of 
its affinity with an external enemy. The 
struggle for the preservation of West-
ern civilization has entered a new—and 
perhaps far more deadly and danger-
ous—phase.

The combination of Progressivism’s em-
brace of historicist philosophy and positivist 
scientism is neither an exhaustive nor exclu-
sive account of what ails America. Fred Siegel 
and other historians rightly point to literary 
and social currents of the time that simply 
despise middle-class American life and con-
sciously seek its destruction for reasons un-
related to formal nihilism. It is also hard to 
disentangle from this story other imported 
and adapted ideologies, such as the Frankfurt 
School, French linguistics, deconstructionism, 
and so forth, which have done for American 
intellectual culture what the British invasion 
did for rock and roll. But it is hard to see the 
constitutional deformations succeeding to the 
extent they did over the last century, the crisis 
of the Great Depression notwithstanding, in 
the absence of the conscious Progressive as-

sault on the American Founding. It makes 
clear that restoring the American republic to 
something resembling the nation the found-
ers designed requires fighting back through 
Progressivism at the level of basic political 
philosophy.

That is a tall order, and not an easy case 
to make on the retail level. The ordinary or 
common sense understanding of change and 

“progress” provides today’s progressives with 
a superficial home field advantage rhetori-
cally. On the other hand, public confidence 
in American government is at an all-time low, 
in part because the administrative state is in-
competent at its increasingly ambitious ends, 
and as its increasingly arbitrary character be-
comes more evident. 

There is also the intellectual exhaustion 
of the Left. Though the Left still has its ce-
lebrity intellectuals, the deliberate obscurity 
of their thought limits their broader public 
appeal. The least that can be said of the Pro-
gressives and their immediate successors is 
that they had a number of prominent public 
intellectuals. Sociologist Robert Nisbet ob-
served: “Royce, James, Dewey, and Russell 
were household names. Who at this moment 
would have the slightest interest in what a liv-
ing philosopher had to say on any subject, cos-
mological, moral, political, or social?” 

Given that the Left today is explicitly ob-
sessed with power, perhaps it no longer needs 
a pseudo-rational foundation, or feels a need 
for serious philosophical engagement. But 
this is among the reasons for the decline of 
the humanities in higher education, of the evi-
dent and growing boredom among the dwin-
dling number of non-radicalized students 
who wander haplessly into classrooms in the 
humanities and social sciences, and sensibly 
come away with the impression that there 
is nothing important to learn. This provides 
hope that a return to the older way of study-
ing political things would find a large and ea-
ger audience.

Steven F. Hayward is a senior fellow of the Clare-
mont Institute. This essay is adapted from his 
new book, Patriotism Is Not Enough: Harry 
Jaffa, Walter Berns, and the Arguments that 
Redefined American Conservatism (Encoun-
ter Books).
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Book Review by Tod Lindberg

The Face of Tyranny
Tyrants: A History of Power, Injustice, and Terror, by Waller R. Newell.

Cambridge University Press, 264 pages, $29.99

George w. bush set an ambitious 
national task in his Second Inaugu-
ral: henceforth, America would “sup-

port the growth of democratic movements 
and institutions in every nation and culture, 
with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in 
our world.” He expressed no doubt about 
the outcome: “Eventually, the call of freedom 
comes to every mind and every soul. We do 
not accept the existence of permanent tyran-
ny because we do not accept the possibility of 
permanent slavery.” This rhetoric—the “call” 
coming to every “mind” and “soul”—captured 
the new millennium’s popular fusion of faith 
and reason, where Christ meets Kojève in the 
possibility of universal satisfaction in a liberal 
world. It’s a harmonious picture of humans 
peacefully at home with themselves. Today, it 
seems an almost absurd characterization of 
our world—a beautiful vision of an imaginary 
place.

Waller R. Newell, professor of political sci-
ence and philosophy at Carleton University in 
Ottawa, has devoted considerable attention in 
recent years to the problem of tyranny. His 
new book, Tyrants: A History of Power, Injus-

tice, and Terror, provides an accessible over-
view and survey of tyranny, ancient and mod-
ern. It is full of fascinating and often frighten-
ing historical characters vividly depicted, and 
contains a carefully considered account of the 
would-be tyrant’s motivations. For those like 
Bush who hope policy can end tyranny once 
and for all, the news is bad: the “temptation to 
tyrannize” is a permanent element of human 
nature. 

Newell identifies three types of 
tyrant—two with roots in antiquity, 
one distinctly modern. First are the 

“garden-variety” tyrants who treat their states 
as their private property. They rule solely for 
their own gain, luxuriating in opulence while 
their subjects fend for themselves, seeking 
military victories over weaker neighbors for 
their own greater glory. This type of tyrant 
has been known from the mists of prehistory 
through the present day.

Second are the “reformer” tyrants. Cyrus 
the Great, founder of the first Persian Empire 
in the 6th century B.C., and Kemal Atatürk, 
founder of modern Turkey 2,500 years later, 

exemplify the reformer. Likewise a figure 
both ancient and modern, the reformer ty-
rant’s vision of the good is broader than his 
own hedonic pleasure. These are the autocrat-
ic practitioners of “nation-building at home,” 
in Barack Obama’s memorable phrase. Some 
created empires; others overthrew empires 
and established new ways of living. Some built 
great cities or undertook vast public works 
programs or patronized the arts. Some aug-
mented their personal rule by creating new 
forms of public administration. The often 
impressive achievements of reformer tyrants 
make them more morally ambiguous than 
their garden-variety counterparts—almost a 
kind of good tyrant.

Newell claims his third category—
“millenarian” tyrants—is new to the modern 
age. Distinguished by the scale of their brutal-
ity and ambition, Hitler, Lenin, Mao, Pol Pot 
and the like believed in politics’ transforma-
tive power in a way that never occurred to the 
most ambitious ancient ruler. The millenar-
ian tyrant will discard any and all who don’t 
conform to his vision, excusing the slaughter 
of millions in pursuit of desired ends. 
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Newell traces this millenarian sensibility 
to the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who 
emerges as the biggest villain in a book with no 
shortage of claimants to the title. Rousseau’s 
view of man as naturally good but corrupted 
by society, argues Newell, made possible the 
Terror of the French Revolution. For mille-
narians, man’s rehabilitation is the urgent task 
of politics. Contrary to the American Found-
ers’ more moderate principles—but much in 
keeping with the Marxist revolutionaries who 
marred the 20th century—the French revolu-
tionaries sought a comprehensive transforma-
tion of French politics and society, and were 
prepared to do away with all actual and poten-
tial enemies of the new order. Robespierre and 
the Committee of Public Safety believed they 
spoke for the “general will” of the people—
and no individual could stand in their way.

Newell’s diagnosis of this tyran-
nical type allows him to connect it to 
the present-day phenomenon of Is-

lamist terror. He finds the fire of millenarian 
tyranny burning hot in the breasts of many 
young Islamists today. Though they don’t rule 
(apart from a swath of Syria and Iraq), they 
aspire to it, and they promise to impose a new 
and uncompromising order when they do. 
Those who won’t accept their rule will surely 
face death. Slaughter on a scale that would 
dwarf the Holocaust lacks only the means, 
not the will. 

The phenomenon of tyranny offers us a 
glimpse of politics at a greater extreme than 
we good (classical) liberals typically encoun-
ter in the developed world of the G-20 or the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development. Most of us know tyrannical 
politics only from the outside. This presents 
a challenge to scholars: in framing our as-
sessment of tyranny and particular tyrants, 
do we assess them solely through the prism 
of our modern-day liberalism, or do we try to 
set that aside and view them in the context in 
which they arose?

Newell is well aware of this problem, 
though Tyrants contains no solution. The 
problem is most acute in his discussion of re-
former tyrants. Classical liberals—and after 
the Cold War, that category includes almost 
all conservatives—can’t comfortably approve 
of despots, even if they do good works. Yet in 
the premodern world, judging an autocrat a 

great ruler without qualification on account of 
his wisdom, justice, statesmanship, and stew-
ardship presented no contradiction. “Tyrant,” 
as Newell notes, originally referred simply to 
someone who rose to absolute power without 
some prior claim of right to it, such as dynas-
tic succession. Pejorative connotations came 
later. Now we always use the term pejoratively. 
Newell clearly admires some of his reforming 
tyrants, but his liberalism stands—in many 
respects admirably—in the way of his ability 
to say so.

His treatment of Machiavelli is illustra-
tive. He writes: “The ancients had taught that 
we should live within the order of nature and 
rein in our impulses. Machiavelli now offers 
the heady prospect that man can master na-
ture, control his own destiny, ‘conquer For-
tuna’ through bold and cool-headed action.” 
He proceeds with an admiring discussion of 
Henry VIII’s Machiavellianism—“for good 
or ill, one of the first examples of how a re-

or feared, one should turn to Newell’s earlier 
book, Tyranny: A New Interpretation (2013). 
There, he sets out to prove what Tyrants asserts, 
namely, that there is a decisive difference be-
tween ancient and modern tyranny, based on 
the different worldviews underlying them. The 
ancient view saw tyranny as deriving from eros, 
undisciplined desire that was susceptible, per-
haps, to taming through education. The mod-
ern view sees in tyranny the godlike impulse to 
master and transform nature.

It’s a bold and provocative thesis. It also 
turns, to a remarkable degree, not on Machia-
velli but on one of the greatest literary take-
downs of all time, nearly 2,000 years earlier: 
Socrates’ demolition of Achilles as a heroic 
model in Plato’s Republic (a critique Newell 
accepts). In the guise of a discussion of the 
censorship necessary in the just city, Socrates 
paints Achilles as a petulant, spoiled brat un-
able to control his selfish impulses, starting 
with anger. Achilles is eros unchained—for 
Newell, a tyrannically-inclined soul.

Peter J. Ahrensdorf offers a very different 
view, one closer to my own, in his delightful 
book Homer on the Gods and Human Virtue 
(2014). Here we find a more reflective and 
truly great Achilles. In Ahrensdorf ’s telling, 
Achilles hungers for glory because he deserves 
glory on account of his effort to embody vir-
tue. If Achilles is not erotically disordered, 
as Dr. Socrates diagnosed, but legitimately 

“great in his greatness,” as Homer describes, 
erotic disorder may not be the whole story of 
the desire to assert one’s superiority over oth-
ers—or even over nature and the gods. That 
would give modern tyranny a foothold in the 
ancient world. It could also lead us to under-
estimate the danger tyrants pose: what if they 
aren’t sick?

Newell ends Tyrants on an optimistic note 
reminiscent of the 43rd president: “democracy 
is bound to defeat tyranny because it’s simply 
a better idea.” I agree that democracy—or put 
more precisely, our liberalism—is a better idea. 
But if this is true now, it was also true in 1934. 
There is no reason to despair for the liberal fu-
ture, but triumphalism must await a final tri-
umph that will never come. 

Tod Lindberg is a research fellow at the Hoover 
Institution, and the author, most recently, of The 
Heroic Heart: Greatness Ancient and Mod-
ern (Encounter Books).

forming tyrant could begin to achieve mod-
ernization from above.” Newell contrasts 
Machiavelli’s “call for the ‘outstanding prince’ 
to assert his will over nature” with the “god-
like mandate” of Rousseau’s “Legislator” to 

“chang[e] human nature” and “transform each 
individual…into part of a greater whole.” But 
Rousseau walked through a door Machia-
velli had already opened. Newell knows this; 
some pages before he writes that “no one be-
fore Machiavelli had suggested a ruler could 
actually and quite literally be God, recreating 
the world of man.” Because it’s either good to 
grant man a godlike mandate to overcome na-
ture or it isn’t, readers of Tyrants will have a 
hard time avoiding the conclusion that either 
Newell’s case against Rousseau is overstated 
or his case against Machiavelli is understated. 

This in turn suggests that tyrants 
is missing something. For a fuller ac-
count of the path to millenarian tyranny 

and whether Machiavelli is to be loved and/

For modern tyrants,
man’s rehabilitation is

the urgent task
of politics.
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Book Review by Charles Horner

Asia Whole and Free?
The End of the Asian Century: War, Stagnation, and the Risks to the World’s Most Dynamic Region, by Michael R. Auslin.

Yale University Press, 304 pages, $30

World war i was the beginning 
of the end for the European Cen-
tury in Asia. In China, foreign 

navies long dominated the coasts and, over 
time, the system of so-called treaty ports had 
spread from the coast deep into the interior. 
Foreign powers had wide-ranging rights in 
many ports hundreds of miles up the coun-
try’s great rivers. It was as if foreign navies 
could, by right, sail at will up the Mississippi 
from New Orleans to Minneapolis. China’s 
tariff revenues were also effectively controlled 
by foreign powers to ensure the servicing of 
foreign bank-originated loans. 

But at least China was still independent. 
China’s neighbors had become outright colo-
nies. The British Raj included seven of today’s 
countries, principally India and Pakistan. On 
mainland Southeast Asia, only Thailand had 
remained self-governing; the other countries 
were either British or French dependencies. 
Off shore, the Indonesian archipelago was 
owned by the Netherlands, and the Philip-
pines by the United States. To the north, 
Japan, a latecomer to the world’s imperial 
competition, owned Taiwan and Korea, and 
would acquire Manchuria de facto in 1931.

In this sense an Asian Century began in 
1919 as countries there began the recovery of 
their independence in the wake of Europe’s 
self-destruction. World War II was the coup 
de grace. By the late 1950s, many Asians had 
begun to feel that the balance between Asia 
and the West had not only been restored but 
was going to return to an earlier era of Asian 
ascendancy. In 1957, Mao Zedong announced 
that the East Wind was now prevailing over 
the West Wind. In 1965, Lin Biao, Chairman 
Mao’s closest comrade-in-arms, called for wag-
ing a Maoist-style People’s War throughout the 
Third World so that the World Countryside 
would overcome the World City. This particu-
lar recipe for a rise of Asia in general and for a 
rise of China in particular was taken very seri-
ously by the United States, which made great 
efforts in opposing so-called Wars of National 
Liberation, most famously in Vietnam. 

In the late 1970s, china changed 
course dramatically by emulating the 
high-growth economies of Japan, South 

Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong. 
This was a new recipe for China. It has thus 
far been a success for the ruling Chinese 

Communist Party, to the point that Martin 
Jacques’s When China Rules the World: The 
End of the Western World and the Birth of a 
New Global Order (2009) was a runaway inter-
national bestseller. Even more, the 21st cen-
tury has been imagined as an Asian Century, 
not merely because of China’s transformation 
but also because India has finally awakened 
from its economic slumber. In the summer of 
2016, the Asia Development Bank forecast 
that by 2050 Asia will be generating half of 
the world’s GDP. Even today, Japan’s economy 
is about equal to that of Germany’s and Brit-
ain’s combined. Against this, the European 
Union appears to be coming apart, while the 
annual economic growth rate in the United 
States is hovering at below 2%. 

Such statistics have helped fuel the idea 
of a Rising Asia. The notion worked its way 
through the world of politics and became a 
fixture of both Left and Right. The Left was 
made unhappy by the collapse of the Soviet 
Union because there were no longer any cred-
ible military or ideological challenges to Amer-
ican hegemony. Wouldn’t a resurgent Asia be-
come the next counter-America? And though 
the Right certainly wished for the collapse of 
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the last evil empire still standing—that of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC)—it worried 
that widely-bruited prognoses of China’s col-
lapse were premature and could beget compla-
cency in the face of the PRC’s power projection 
in the South China Sea and Central Asia. 

In the face of this twin-tined con-
ventional wisdom, Michael Auslin should 
be commended for taking on the daunt-

ing task of putting aside convenient slogans 
and wading into the here-and-now of Asia 
as it actually exists. His new book, The End 
of the Asian Century, is timely because a well-
grounded sense of the continent still lags be-
hind the breathless commentary about it. In 
part, this has to do with the simple fact that 
learning about Asia requires demanding aca-
demic study and energetic exploration on the 
ground. Indeed, the idea of Asia as a single 
thing is hard to reconcile with the astonish-
ing diversity of a place with many millions of 
Hindus, Buddhists, Confucians, Christians, 
and, especially, Muslims. The world’s most 
populous Muslim country is Indonesia, with 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh close behind. 
Political origins also matter. The continent 
has three major nuclear-armed powers: the 
People’s Republic of China, a Leninist police 
state founded by Mao; the Republic of In-
dia, a parliamentary democracy founded by 
Mahatma Gandhi; and the Islamic Republic 
of Pakistan, a state which describes itself as 

“based on Islamic principles of social justice,” 
founded by Mohammad Ali Jinnah. Japan, 
Malaysia, Thailand, and Cambodia are, for-
mally, constitutional monarchies. 

A resident scholar at the American En-
terprise Institute, Auslin is not on a mission 
to find some deeper underlying unity be-
neath this great variety. Others have tried, of 
course, not least spokesmen for “Asian Val-
ues” or “Eastern Spirituality,” as such. Still, a 
shared history of once having been European 
colonies or, at the least, objects of Western 
imperialism and—let us not be afraid to say 
it—racial condescension, has created shared 
resentments. But it has also created hundreds 
of millions of European language speak-
ers, even more purchasers of iconic Western 
brand-name products, and an aspiration to be 
modern in a world where the West, not the 
East, decides what it means to be up-to-date. 

After his data analysis and accounts of his 
visits to countries in the region, Auslin lays 
out the five problems that, in his view “are 
contributing to a level of risk that the world 
has ignored while celebrating Asia’s successes”: 

“the failure of economic reform, demographic 
pressure, unfinished political revolutions, the 

lack of regional political community, and the 
threat of conflict.” As his on-site inspections 
from one end of the continent to the other 
show, each of these problems manifests itself 
in a different way in different countries. Japan, 
for example, has for more than 20 years tried 
to reignite economic and population growth 
but without success. Similarly, China, for all 
its vaunted advances, is growing old before 
it is growing rich, and the police state feels 
threatened by its inability to contain the re-
gime-threatening consequences of a genera-
tion of what it calls “reform and opening up.” 
In Indonesia, the economy struggles to keep 
pace with an explosion of young people. In 
India, the country’s sheer mass and what In-
dians themselves call “fissiparous tendencies” 
generate both inertia and chaos at the same 
time.

And yet, as auslin observes, press-
ing domestic problems don’t yet compel 
common approaches. An Asian Union 

is not in the offing. Instead, the continent’s ma-
jor powers are power-obsessed realists and their 
rivalries are becoming more intense. A massive 
intra-Asia arms race is under way and will ac-
celerate. There are operational nuclear arsenals 
in China, India, and Pakistan, and maybe even 
in North Korea. Japan is more than capable 
of producing a nuclear weapon in short order. 
This is no longer a regional problem because 
intra-Asia rivalries continue to expand. India 
and China are competing for influence in Cen-
tral Asia, China and Japan are competing for 
influence in Southeast Asia, and all three are 
competing in the Middle East. Europe used 
to export its rivalries to the ends of the earth 
and now its former wards are doing the same. 
Intra-Asia wars could well become the driver of 
world history in the 21st century as Europe’s 
wars drove history during the last four.

As Auslin reminds us, the United States, 
by far the most consequential extra-regional 
power, has a large role in this, but what is 
it? Its political leaders may tout Asia’s im-
portance but America’s political system is 
unresponsive to an increasingly dangerous 
situation. Among those who do pay attention, 
there are some who think that the United 
States can somehow, at low cost, manipulate 
intra-Asia rivalry to its own advantage. Mean-
while, Americans perennially obsessed with 
an Israel-Palestine “peace process” seem not to 
notice the breakdown of peace in, say, South 
Asia, which might beget not just an upsurge 
in suicide bombings but an India-Pakistan 
nuclear war. 

All talk about someone-or-other’s century 
derives from the essay, “The American Centu-

ry,” written in February 1941 by Henry Luce, 
the then-enormously influential publisher of 
the mass-circulation magazines Time and Life. 
Why fight, Luce asked. After all,

if the entire rest of the world came under 
the organized domination of evil tyrants, 
it is quite possible to imagine that this 
country could make itself such a tough 
nut to crack that not all the tyrants in 
the world would care to come against us. 
And of course there would always be a 
better than even chance that, like the 
great Queen Elizabeth, we could play 
one tyrant off against another. 

Luce believed that this was not enough and, 
besides, it was too dangerous. The United 
States had to act in the world in order to con-
tinue to prosper. To be sure, Luce wrote,

America cannot be responsible for the 
good behavior of the entire world. But 
America is responsible, to herself as well 
as to history, for the world environment 
in which she lives. Nothing can so vi-
tally affect America’s environment as 
America’s own influence upon it. 

The 20th century, already an amer-
ican Century by the time of Luce’s writ-
ing, became even more of one in due 

course. A happy Pacific Century was an idea 
enabled by American persistence in Asia go-
ing back well into the 19th century. And there 
was a precedent: in Europe, after the collapse 
of the great empires and decades of war, vio-
lence, chaos, and disruption, American per-
sistence was critical in fashioning a “Europe 
whole and free,” as George H.W. Bush had 
put it in 1989. Michael Auslin has correctly 
laid out for us the difficulties in replicating 
this achievement in Asia, but is today’s Asia 
an environment more daunting than that of 
post-World War II Europe? These days, most 
of the people in the world who live in consti-
tutional democracies live in Asia—Asian val-
ues at work, if you will, in Japan, South Korea, 
Taiwan, Indonesia, India, and other places. 
The desire for similar change in China is pal-
pable and, like the last of old imperial dynas-
ties, the Communist regime is squirming to 
escape its fate, and it is now only a matter of 
time, even if it may be a long time. So Asia 
whole and free? Why not?

Charles Horner is senior fellow at the Hudson In-
stitute and author of Rising China and Its Post-
modern Fate: Memories of Empire in a New 
Global Context (University of Georgia Press).
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Book Review by Timothy Sandefur

Losing Ground
The New Trail of Tears: How Washington Is Destroying American Indians, by Naomi Schaefer Riley.

Encounter Books, 184 pages, $23.99

The word “crisis” hardly captures 
the dismal situation in Indian Coun-
try. Consider just one statistic: the 

leading cause of death for Indian boys ages 
10 to 14 is suicide. In fact, suicide among 
Native American youths is more than twice 
the U.S. average, and in Canada, five to seven 
times the national average. Last April, eleven 
members of the Attawapiskat First Nation 
attempted suicide on a single day. Nine were 
children. 

What’s causing this despair? The answer 
typically offered is racism—which is correct, 
but not in the sense usually meant. In The 
New Trail of Tears, Naomi Schaefer Riley, 
a columnist and former Wall Street Journal 
editor, explains that Indian policy is a spider 
web of rules and bureaucracy, converging on 
one central point: the interests of govern-
ments—federal, state, and tribal—routinely 
trump individual Native Americans’ rights 
and wishes, ensnaring them in a collectivism 
subversive of every value necessary to a flour-
ishing society.

Take property rights. Indian country con-
tains some of the continent’s richest natural 
resource deposits and loveliest tourist destina-
tions. Yet reservation land, generally, cannot 
be individually owned—it’s owned either by 
the whole tribe, or by the federal government 

“in trust” for the tribe. This means it cannot be 
mortgaged, so it cannot serve as collateral to 
start businesses or build infrastructure. Lay-
ers of federal bureaucracy require multiple 
permits before Indians can develop land, and 
tribal governments add their own restrictions 
on top of that. Thus, writes Riley, “Indian 
land has become all but useless to Indians 
themselves.” 

The situation is aggravated by a legal system 
that blocks tribal prosecution of non-Indians 
for crimes on reservations, and immunizes 
tribal governments from lawsuits—both of 
which undermine the legal security necessary 
for businesses to operate. Unemployment 
on the Navajo Nation, which is more than 
twice the size of Massachusetts and home to 
175,000 people, is 42%. The average per capita 

income is $7,269. On the San Carlos Apache 
reservation, it’s about half that.

The problems aren’t just legal. 
One of Riley’s key insights is that 
identity politics, leftist propaganda, 

and the welfare state have crippled the mores 
essential to growth. The notion that “true” 
Native culture means prelapsarian socialism 
and the priority of tribal group rights over in-
dividualism is worse than false—it’s a racist 
fantasy concocted by whites who were either 
seduced by Rousseauian visions of the noble 
savage or were eager to rationalize Indian re-
moval. Riley quotes one Native leader: “the 
concept that we never had private property 
has been foisted upon us.” But that myth has 
taken such firm root in everything from Dis-
ney films to sociology departments that it’s 
almost unquestioned, even among Natives 
themselves. 

Actually, pre-contact Indians had a robust 
understanding of private property and were 
notoriously individualistic. And the disas-
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trous consequences of Western collectivist 
myths were early noted. The Pequot William 
Apess, bemoaning the state of New England 
reservations, complained that Indians “are 
made to believe they are minors and have not 
the abilities given them from God, to take 
care of themselves, [except for making and 
selling] a few little articles, such as baskets 
and brooms. Their land is in common stock, 
and they have nothing to make them enter-
prising.” He wrote that in 1833.

Things worsened in the century that fol-
lowed. A series of laws beginning in the 
1930s organized today’s tribal govern-
ments—forcing groups like the Navajo to 
choose chiefs when they’d never had any—
and elevated government interests over in-
dividual rights. Alongside the federal “trust” 
system, these laws ensured that every neces-
sity of reservation life—education, medicine, 
housing, employment, and even tribal mem-
bership—would come under bureaucratic 
control. “Indians,” writes Riley, “are the most 
overregulated race on the planet.” Yet thanks 
to Supreme Court neutering of the Indian 
Civil Rights Act, tribal officials aren’t limited 
by the constitutional rules that protect Amer-
icans against state governments, despite the 
fact that all American Indians are citizens of 
the United States.

Centralized planning on reser-
vations stifles individual initiative, 
all but forbids construction, and of-

fers still more government programs as vir-
tually the only solution. It has, in the words 
of the Harvard Project on American Indian 
Economic Development, “maximized the po-
liticization of investment and employment 
decisions.” That, in turn, maximizes the 
power of politicians at the expense of tribal 
citizens, whose only alternative is often the 
dole. The moral consequences are a crippling 
culture of anti-individualism and broken 
families. 

Nothing about this is unique to Indians. 
“The cultural problems on Indian reservations,” 
Riley concludes, “are really the results of eco-
nomic and political circumstances that have 
been foisted upon Indians. If you live in a place 
where there are no jobs and no access to capital, 
not working becomes the norm. Any entrepre-
neurial impulse you have is quickly squelched.” 
Any group subjected to this mess of infantiliz-
ing social science experiments would come out 
the same. J.D. Vance’s bestselling Hillbilly Elegy 
(2016) reveals a similar pattern at work among 
Appalachian whites, where poverty and addic-
tion are prolonged by a mix of entitlement and 
despair. People come to see success as a lucky 
stroke, not the result of devoted effort. 

Psychologists call this “learned helpless-
ness.” If the malady is concentrated on reserva-
tions, that’s because patronizing government 
policies are so entrenched there—shielded by 
white romanticism and, on the Native side, an 
us-versus-them mentality that summarily dis-
misses criticism as racist. Dependency is not 
part of any Native American culture, Riley 
notes. But stifling government policies have 
now made it the norm.

Still, riley’s book is not bleak. on 
the contrary, she profiles several he-
roic individuals who are today fight-

ing the odds—and often fighting tribal gov-
ernments—to improve the lives of Native 
Americans. 

There’s Whispering Pines Chief Mike Leb-
ourdais, who is pushing for legislation to roll 
back restrictions on native land ownership in 
Canada. Sadly, the obstacles seem enormous. 

“The biggest opposition, Lebourdais says, has 
come from other First Nations…. Aboriginal 
people in Canada ‘think property ownership 
is a white thing.’”

There’s Minnesota Chippewa lawyer Mark 
Fiddler, who defends the rights of children 
subject to the 1978 Indian Child Welfare Act. 
That Act imposes a separate set of rules for 
child welfare and adoption proceedings in-
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volving children of Native ancestry—and is 
often a powerful tool for ideologues who think 
abused or neglected Indian kids should never 
be adopted by people of other races. It even 
bars state courts from using the “best inter-
ests of the child” test that ordinarily governs 
cases involving children. In 2013, Fiddler suc-
cessfully represented the adoptive couple in 
the headline-grabbing “Baby Veronica” case, 
in which a Cherokee father who abandoned 
his child in utero tried to veto the adoption 
arranged by the child’s non-Indian, unwed 
mother. “The theory behind [the Act] is that 
Indian children won’t be screwed up as long as 
they’re parented by Indians,” says Fiddler. But 
what matters to children isn’t race-matching; 
it’s loving, permanent homes. 

And there’s Ben Chavis in California, a 
Lumbee who worked his way from poverty to 
earn three Ph.D.s, a fortune in real estate, and 
a successful tenure as principal of the Ameri-
can Indian Public Charter School (AIPCS) in 
Oakland. Thanks to his strict discipline and 
traditional teaching, AIPCS was rated the 
best high school in the United States, all of its 
students passing at least one Advanced Place-
ment test. He now runs a school on a North 
Carolina farm. “Chavis sees American Indi-
ans as immigrants to the dominant American 
culture,” writes Riley. “They’re poor, just like 

immigrants, and starting from behind, so he’s 
proposing strategies that have helped immi-
grants succeed.” 

Sadly, some indians have what ri-
ley calls “the opposite of an immigrant 
mentality.” Where immigrants typi-

cally hope their children will move up the eco-
nomic ladder, some Indian parents and activ-
ists preach against the American Dream. This 
is partly an understandable reaction to unjust 
government policies that until recently out-
lawed Native religions, forced kids into board-
ing schools, and sought—in the infamous 
words of Richard Pratt, founder of the Carlisle 
Indian School—to “kill the Indian to save the 
man.” But insularity is a major obstacle to the 
improvement of life for Native people. Con-
sider Blackfeet lawyer Gyasi Ross’s warning 
to Native students that “western education is 
assimilation,” and that “when Native people go 
away…from the rez for education, and then…
just live in middle class splendor away from 
their homelands…that’s not positive.” Living a 
fulfilling life of one’s own, Ross thinks, means 

“buying fully into the assimilation lie.”
Jules, Fiddler, and Chavis prove that such 

race-first collectivism isn’t shared by all Na-
tive Americans, but it’s common enough to 
sap the ambition of countless youth and to 

breed hopeless alienation. And such dogma 
isn’t just reactionary, it’s fundamentally racist. 
It classifies Natives as the property of tribal 
communes—just as imperialists and white 
supremacists regarded them in past ages—
rather than as equal individuals in charge of 
their own destinies. Whether offered by Jack-
sonians in the 1830s or race-obsessed activists 
in 2016, it’s the same old serpent that says the 
pursuit of happiness is for other people. 

Nothing today can undo the Sand Creek 
Massacre or the Trail of Tears. But it is with-
in our power to open the door of opportunity 
for our fellow citizens. Doing so requires that 
they cease to be regarded as a separate people. 

“[Y]ou ask yourselves, ‘What do they, the In-
dians, want?’” wrote William Apess. “[Y]ou 
have only to look at the unjust laws made for 
them, and say, ‘They want what I want,’ in or-
der to make men of them, good and whole-
some citizens.”

Timothy Sandefur holds the Clarence J. & Kath-
erine P. Duncan Chair in Constitutional Gov-
ernment at the Goldwater Institute, which is 
litigating a constitutional challenge to the Indian 
Child Welfare Act. He is the author, most recently, 
of The Permission Society: How the Ruling 
Class Turns Our Freedoms Into Privileges and 
What We Can Do About It (Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Henry R. Nau

The Difference Reagan Made
Making the Unipolar Moment: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Rise of the Post-Cold War Order, by Hal Brands.

Cornell University Press, 480 pages, $29.95

It is the fate of republican presidents 
to be judged by liberal historians. Liberals 
dominate the academy and, not surpris-

ingly, don’t rank Republican presidents very 
high. A 1996 poll conducted by the highly ac-
claimed liberal historian, Arthur Schlesinger, 
Jr., ranked Ronald Reagan 26th. A 2005 poll 
that controlled for participants’ political bias 
ranked Reagan sixth. 

Liberal bias comes wrapped up, of course, 
in historical interpretation. Liberal academics, 

“progressives,” believe that history is the march 
of progress. Those on the “right side of history” 
will effect and enjoy an ever better future. Lib-
eral professors apply to historical events the 
language used to describe natural phenom-
ena—tectonic forces, seismic shifts, momen-
tum, path dependence, and the accumulation 
of events. They like to think that systemic 
factors, not human agency, drive change. As 
they see it, the Cold War’s conclusion was 
inevitable, for example, because the Soviet 
Union had been fading for the preceding two 
decades. Similarly, the globalization that fol-
lowed was dictated by the advent of the infor-

mation age, not market-oriented policies that 
ended the 1970s’ stagflation. To be successful, 
leaders must align with these structural shifts. 
To resist them is perverse and destructive in 
the near term, and futile in the long run. 

For conservatives, by contrast, history is a 
struggle, not a structure, a war of conflicting 
purposes and ideas that shapes world affairs. 
Nothing is inevitable, events are not necessar-
ily our friends, and flawed human beings with 
limited knowledge have no choice but to act 
and take sides. As Ronald Reagan often said, 

“Freedom is never more than a generation away 
from extinction.” Conservatives believe in the 
possibility of progress, but as classical liberals 
they affirm the dignity of individuals and dis-
trust social liberals’ schemes that emphasize 
determinism and diminish individual free-
dom. When experts think they know better 
than the people, conservatives stand athwart 
history and yell Stop.

Recent books about President Ronald 
Reagan carry this debate forward. Reagan: 
The Life (2015) by H.W. Brands, made “a 
case for Reagan’s greatness while holding 

him at ideological arm’s length,” according to 
Christopher Caldwell’s review in these pages 
(“Reckoning with Reagan,” Summer 2015). 
Brands finds Reagan’s impact to be substan-
tial, comparing him favorably to Franklin 
Roosevelt, but cannot bring himself to believe 
that Reagan’s policies had anything to do with 
the 40th president’s success. It was all a mat-
ter of events. Reagan, Brands writes, “had no 
policy agenda beyond basic conservative prin-
ciples. He expected events to furnish direc-
tion. They obliged from the start.”

Brands’s son hal, a historian teach-
ing at Johns Hopkins University, now 
embraces this structural assessment 

even more forcefully. In Making the Unipolar 
Moment: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Rise of the 
Post-Cold War Order, the younger Brands at-
tributes Reagan’s success to structural shifts 
that had already emerged by the time he took 
office, paving the way for his program. The 
Carter Administration anticipated and even 
initiated these changes. In the realms of hu-
man rights, democracy promotion, covert ac-
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tion in Central America, defense spending, 
and globalization, “Carter took numerous 
actions that undermined communist author-
ity within the Soviet bloc…[and] began to 
develop many other initiatives that figured 
prominently in U.S. policy during the decade 
to come.” Reagan simply intensified these 
initiatives, exploiting Soviet weaknesses and 
American strengths. 

Reagan succeeded because his decisions 
meshed with historical trends. “When struc-
ture and strategy aligned,” Hal Brands con-
cludes, “the United States did very well; when 
they clashed, transformative achievements 
went wanting.” But then, betraying his bias, 
Brands also attributes Reagan’s success to 
luck: “Reagan was, no doubt, very lucky to 
come along when the Soviet Union was fall-
ing into deep systemic crisis.” Liberal histori-
ans rarely explain Franklin Roosevelt or John 
F. Kennedy’s successes in terms of structural 
forces and luck.

In short, Reagan rode historical waves he 
did not set in motion. A product of his times 
who did not stand athwart its trends, he sel-
dom used force and came to realize that his 
ideology was an obstacle to negotiations with 
the Soviet Union. What saved his presidency 
was pragmatism, not doctrine. 

Conservative historians, by con-
trast, believe Reagan faced Krem-
lin leaders who had every reason to 

think the correlation of forces was shifting in 
their direction. After the Cuban Missile Cri-
sis, the Soviet Union rebounded to achieve 
strategic parity in the arms race and, through 
détente, formal recognition of its imperial 
position in eastern Europe. It projected mili-
tary power for the first time beyond its ter-
ritorial boundaries and waged proxy wars 
against Western forces in Central America, 
southern Africa, southeast Asia, and even-
tually southwest Asia (Afghanistan). Most 
menacingly, it deployed intermediate range 
nuclear missiles in eastern Europe, a brazen 
strategy meant to intimidate the western Eu-
ropean allies and decouple Europe from the 
United States.

Reagan also faced a crumbling U.S. and 
world economy. In the 1970s growth slowed 
while inflation, oil prices, and trade protec-
tionism all accelerated. In this environment 
of stagflation, the information revolution was 
not waiting in the wings to rescue America 
and the world, it was sidelined indefinitely. 
Innovation and technological change do not 
just appear at the right time; they require the 
right circumstances. Reagan’s policies ignited 
30 years of investment and entrepreneurship, 
spawning a commitment to markets and na-

tional security policies that turbocharged the 
global economy, ended the Soviet Union, and 
diffused democracy across Europe and much 
of the world. 

Conservative historians like ste-
ven Hayward in The Age of Reagan 
(2001 and 2009) describe the world 

Reagan faced in more accurate terms. The re-
cession of 1981-82 was worse than the subse-
quent 2008-09 financial crisis, involving more 
unemployment and higher inflation, despite 
liberal success at labeling the latter crisis the 

“Great Recession.” And Reagan in 1980 was in 
a very small minority of those who believed 
that the Soviet Union was weakening. Ar-
thur Schlesinger, Jr., gave the consensus view: 

“Those…who think the Soviet Union is on the 
verge of economic and social collapse…are 
only kidding themselves.”

Reagan was “no lightweight,” according to 
John Lewis Gaddis, the dean of Cold War his-
torians and more conservative than Schlesinger.

He came into office with a clear set of 
ideas, developed for the most part on 
his own, on how to salvage the strat-
egy of containment by returning to the 
objective [George] Kennan had set for 
it in 1947: “to increase enormously the 
strains under which Soviet policy must 
operate, to force upon the Kremlin a far 
greater degree of moderation and cir-
cumspection…and in this way to pro-
mote tendencies which must eventually 
find their outlet in either the break-up or 
the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.” 
Reagan would do this, not by acknowl-
edging the current Soviet regime’s le-
gitimacy but by challenging it; not by 
seeking parity in the arms race but by 
regaining superiority; not by compro-
mising on the issue of human rights but 
by capitalizing on it as a weapon more 
powerful than anything that existed in 
the military arsenals of either side.

President Carter declared that “we are now 
free of [our] inordinate fear of communism.” 
President Reagan called the Soviet Union 
an “evil empire.” Carter called for “a freeze 
on further modernization and production of 
weapons.” Reagan initiated a massive arms 
buildup. Carter said the goal of the Cold War 
was “reciprocal stability, parity, and security.” 
Reagan said the goal was “we win; they lose.” 
Carter touted a massive government-directed 
energy plan and said “it’s inevitable that there 
will be a lower standard of living than what 
everybody had always anticipated.” Reagan 
embraced “the magic of the marketplace.” 

When Paul Volcker, chairman of the Federal 
Reserve, raised interest rates in 1980, Carter 
criticized him openly on the campaign trail. 
When Volcker raised interest rates to un-
precedented heights in 1981, causing the true 

“Great Recession,” Reagan never complained 
publicly or even asked Volcker privately to 
back off his tight money policy. David Stock-
man, Reagan’s budget director, concluded 
that there is “little doubt that Volcker’s feat 
would not have been possible without Ronald 
Reagan’s unwavering support during the dark 
days of 1982.”

Dark days indeed—in november 
1982, the economy was stagnant, 
mass protests in Europe imperiled 

the deployment of NATO’s Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Force (INF) deterrent, the 
Republican Party had just lost 26 seats in the 
House of Representatives, and by January 
1983 Reagan’s popularity had plummeted to 
35%. If there was ever a time for Reagan to 
reverse or recalibrate his strategy, this was it. 
Yet Reagan never wavered. Asked at that mo-
ment by his national security advisor, William 
Clark, if the NSC staff should think about 
Plan B, Reagan replied, “No, Bill, my poli-
cies are in place, and the economy and Soviets 
will come around.” Reagan changed history, 
rather than simply waiting for circumstances 
to change him. 

Carter could never make up his mind be-
tween the soft line advocated by Secretary of 
State Cyrus Vance and the hard line of Na-
tional Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. 
He sided with Vance in the first three years 
but then—after the Soviet Union invaded 
Afghanistan and Vance resigned over the 
abortive Iranian hostage rescue attempt—
with Brzezinski. Shocked by Soviet behavior, 
Carter boosted defense expenditures by 4%. 
If anyone reversed course it was Carter, and 
the reversal was marginal. Reagan went on 
to increase defense spending by 40% (using 
Brands’s own numbers). Was Reagan simply 
exploiting Carter’s bold initiative?

But Brands likes the structural orienta-
tion of Brzezinski, who famously and wrongly 
predicted in Between Two Ages (1970) that 
the Cold War would end in a convergence 
between the Soviet Union and the United 
States. The Communist country would suc-
cumb to “the trend toward a more open, hu-
manistic, and less ideological society” and 
the democratic country would “require more 
and more planning…blurring distinctions 
between public and private bodies.” The rea-
sons were structural: “Under the pressures of 
economics, science, and technology, mankind 
is moving steadily toward large-scale coopera-
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tion.” In fact, of course, the Cold War ended 
with the abject demise of Communist regimes 
and the profusion of democratic ones. 

Reagan, too, had a divided staff but rather 
than siding with one or the other and never 
making up his mind, he synthesized the dis-
parate views into a single strategy that only he 
embraced in its entirety. Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger, known for his budget 
prowess, midwifed the massive Reagan de-
fense buildup and Strategic Defense Initiative 
(SDI) but never accepted negotiations with 
the Soviet Union. Secretary of State George 
Shultz was shocked when SDI was launched 
but exploited the leverage it gave the U.S. in 
negotiations with Russia. Secretary of the 
Treasury Donald Regan championed Rea-
gan’s tax and trade reforms but vociferously 
opposed Paul Volker’s anti-inflation policy. 
CIA Director William Casey fueled the free-
dom fighters that stymied Soviet aggression 
in Central America, Africa, and Afghanistan 
but, like Weinberger, recoiled from negotia-
tions with Moscow. And White House Chief 
of Staff James Baker helped pass Reagan’s 
economic program despite opposing its tax 
cuts, which he later helped reverse (to the 
detriment of Reagan’s successor and Baker’s 
patron, George H.W. Bush). 

Reagan succeeded because he knew 
enough to orchestrate the experts, 
once quipping that he was getting so 

involved in the INF issue that he might have 
to take over the chief negotiator’s job. Martin 
and Annelise Anderson documented Rea-
gan’s command of detail in Reagan’s Secret 
War (2009), based entirely on the sequencing 
of Reagan’s comments in secret NSC meet-
ings, his daily diary, and numerous speeches 
and interviews.

Reagan also succeeded by staying the 
course rather than adjusting his strategy con-
stantly to new exigencies. Hal Brands makes 
too much of the need to adjust as structural 
realities manifest themselves. This makes 
sense only if your purpose is to accommodate 
rather than change circumstances. If the lat-
ter, then sometimes you simply give your poli-
cies time to bend events to your will. 

This is what Reagan did by waiting to nego-
tiate until his policies changed circumstances. 
Liberal accounts insist that Reagan reversed 
course in late 1983 when, realizing that his 
defense buildup might cause a nuclear war, he 
embraced negotiations with the Soviet Union. 
To his credit, Hal Brands rejects this thesis, 

popularized by Beth Fischer in The Reagan 
Reversal (1997). But Brands still insists that 
Reagan learned from earlier efforts and made 
a “significant recalibration of U.S. strategy.” 

Reagan did make adjustments, of course, 
but his intent to negotiate with the Soviet 
Union clearly was not one of them. He had 
made that plain in 1963! In “an all-out race 
our system is stronger, and eventually the en-
emy gives up,” he said at the time. A “noble na-
tion” at that point “extends the hand of friend-
ship and says there is room in the world for 
both of us.” In the 1980 campaign he talked 
about a defense buildup “pending negotia-
tions,” and in office, he signaled his intent to 
negotiate in an April 1981 letter to Leonid 
Brezhnev. As Brands recognizes, Reagan’s 
first arms-control proposal, the zero option, 
was not the all-or-nothing proposition the 
media described but a serious attempt at 
compromise over the INF issue.

Negotiations were the objective of Rea-
gan’s policies from the start, not a “recali-
bration.” But first he had to revive U.S. and 
NATO strength. He told Shultz in summer 
1982 “not to be overly anxious” to lift the gas 
pipeline sanctions on the Soviet Union, and 
rejected a proposal to ban deployment of U.S. 
Pershing missiles but not dismantle the So-
viet SS-20s the Pershings were designed to 
counter. He had to shift the correlation of 
forces so that Moscow would negotiate real, 
verifiable reductions, not just elaborations of 
the 1970s’ Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
agreements that had permitted a continuing 
Soviet buildup.

By the end of 1983 his economic and 
defense programs were paying off. The 
Pershing missiles were deployed, an 

event George Shultz records as the turning 
point of the Cold War; the U.S. economy 
was roaring back—GDP based on chained 
2009 dollars grew by 4.6% in 1983 and 7.3% 
in 1984; and the Soviet Union was encounter-
ing the crushing costs of empire as well as of 
isolation from a Reagan-inspired global infor-
mation revolution. Now was the time for ne-
gotiations, and Reagan was ready long before 
Gorbachev arrived. When Andrei Gromyko, 
the Soviet minister of foreign affairs, visited 
Washington in September 1984, he and Rea-
gan agreed on future summits and the elimi-
nation of nuclear weapons. Reagan told the 
National Security Planning Group that the 
superpowers “may be coming together more 
than many people realize.” 

Reagan’s polices shaped two new structur-
al realities, which decisively influenced Soviet 
behavior: an arms race the Soviet Union could 
not win and a global economic boom the Sovi-
et Union could not afford to miss. In October 
1986, Mikhail Gorbachev told Politburo col-
leagues: “Our goal is to prevent the next round 
of the arms race. If we do not accomplish it…
[w]e will be pulled into another round of the 
arms race that is beyond our capabilities, and 
we will lose…[and] the pressure on our econ-
omy will be unbelievable.” Coming from the 
intended target, there is no better proof that 
Reagan’s second-term policies did not reverse 
but required his first-term ones.

Why is all this evidence overlooked by 
liberal historians? Why do they insist that 
Reagan was lucky while Carter was prescient 
and George H.W. Bush prudent? Carter was 
overwhelmed by details; and if anyone was 
lucky, it was Bush, who inherited a world that 
was rapidly democratizing and globalizing as 
Reagan left office. Yet the liberal establish-
ment, including Barack Obama, prefers the 
worldview of “realists” like Brzezinski (and 
Brent Scowcroft, Bush’s foreign policy guru) 
who simply steer the world in the direction it 
is going anyway. 

Yet, imagine if reagan’s gambit had 
failed. Would the Cold War have ended 
in Jimmy Carter’s second term, under 

a President Walter Mondale, or even during 
George H.W. Bush’s presidency? What about 
the world economy? Starting from the stag-
flation of the 1970s, where did the 50 million 
new jobs in the United States and a new mid-
dle class of nearly one billion people in devel-
oping countries come from in the 1980s and 
1990s? Were the structural forces at work so 
powerful that these outcomes were inevitable? 
That’s a bit like arguing that slavery would 
have ended with or without Abraham Lin-
coln. Of course, as Hal Brands acknowledges, 
we never know how much is strategy and how 
much is structure. But that is the crucial ques-
tion, and like most liberal historians, he con-
cludes that structure predominates.

Henry R. Nau is professor of political science and 
international affairs at George Washington Uni-
versity, and the author, most recently, of Conser-
vative Internationalism: Armed Diplomacy 
under Jefferson, Polk, Truman, and Reagan 
(Princeton University Press). He served on Presi-
dent Reagan’s National Security Council from 
1981 to 1983.
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Book Review by Robert J. Samuelson

What Hath Greenspan Wrought
The Man Who Knew: The Life and Times of Alan Greenspan, by Sebastian Mallaby.

Penguin Press, 800 pages, $40

Can we demystify alan greenspan? 
Few public figures have seen their rep-
utations descend so far, so fast. While 

chairman of the Federal Reserve Board from 
1987 to 2006, Greenspan was routinely hailed 
as a peerless economic sage, guiding the U.S. 
economy through the longest expansion in its 
history. Journalist Bob Woodward called him 

“the maestro” in a book by that title, and the 
label stuck. Then came the 2008-09 financial 
crisis and Great Recession. A legion of crit-
ics blamed Greenspan’s policies—providing 
easy credit, and accommodating, instead of 
regulating, the financial industry. Some of 
the same people who had lavishly praised him 
went on to denounce him scornfully.

The clashing stereotypes define the Greens-
pan enigma. Was his “mastery” just good 
luck? How inherently stable or unstable is the 
American financial system? Did Greenspan 
possess unique insights that, once he retired, 
went missing with disastrous consequences? 
Or was he really Wall Street’s tool?

In an exhaustive new biography, financial 
writer Sebastian Mallaby delivers a mixed ver-
dict. He shares some of Greenspan’s doubts 
about regulators’ capacity, through new rules 
and exacting examination of lending practices, 
to deflate “bubbles” slowly before they become 
dangerous. That ignores too many practical 
problems. Greenspan’s real error, Mallaby 
argues, was his assumption that if the Fed-
eral Reserve kept inflation low, every other 
problem would take care of itself. This mind-
set, widely shared at the time by economists, 
caused the Fed to keep interest rates too low 
for too long. Inflation remained subdued, but 
financial speculation soared.

The irony, Mallaby says, is that Greenspan 
was more aware than most economists that 
unstable financial markets—self-fulfilling 
booms and busts; bad lending practices; and 
investors’ herd mentality, from “irrational ex-
uberance” to contagious pessimism—them-
selves posed danger. For many years, main-
stream economics had paid scant attention 

to fragile financial markets’ pernicious side 
effects. Not Greenspan. As a private eco-
nomic consultant to corporations and banks, 
he had spent a lifetime studying financial 
hazards. But, Mallaby contends, he wrongly 
believed that as long as inflation remained 
tame, these dangers were second-order 
threats. They weren’t. 

Mallaby is well qualified to tell 
this story. For 13 years, he wrote for 
The Economist, finishing as Wash-

ington bureau chief. He is a senior fellow at 
the Council on Foreign Relations, author of 
a superb book on hedge funds, More Money 
than God (2010), and columnist for the Wash-
ington Post. (Disclosure: Though I also write 
a column for that paper, and know and like 
Mallaby, we are not close friends.) Although 
the biography is not “authorized,” Greenspan 
openly responded to Mallaby’s questions and 
was interviewed for more than 70 hours. His 
friends and associates cooperated. The inter-
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from his analytical skills, but becoming polit-
ical meant ditching ideological purity. Com-
promises were essential. Although Greenspan 
did not initially join the new administration, 
Nixon nominated him in 1974 to be chair-
man of the Council of Economic Advisers—
in effect, the administration’s chief economist. 
President Gerald Ford swore him in after 
Nixon’s resignation. Greenspan, writes Mal-
laby, had completed his journey from rigid 
ideologue to flexible political insider.

By this time, he was heading a thriving 
economic consulting business. His career as 
an economist had begun at NYU, where he 
obtained his bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
before moving on to Columbia’s Ph.D. pro-
gram in 1950. Greenspan was an early skeptic 
of John Maynard Keynes’s theories. Specifi-
cally, he rejected “secular stagnation,” an idea 
advanced in 1938 by the Keynesian economist 
Alvin Hansen (and now revived by former 
Treasury Secretary Larry Summers; both 
Harvard economists). By “secular stagnation” 
Hansen meant the exhaustion of profitable in-
vestment opportunities. The causes included 
slow population growth, the closing of the na-
tion’s frontier, and technological decline. The 
investment slump, in turn, justified greater 
government spending and bigger budget defi-
cits to keep the economy advancing.

All this struck Greenspan as implausible. 
“The contention that excess savings would 
pile up, with nobody willing to spend or in-
vest them, seemed just too pessimistic,” writes 
Mallaby. Events vindicated this skepticism. 
In the 1950s the economy soared, propelled 
by rapid population growth (the baby boom), 
pent-up consumer demand (cars, housing, ap-
pliances), and new technologies (television, 
plastics, antibiotics). 

Greenspan became an “empiricist” in the 
spirit of the NYU and Columbia economics 
departments. The empiricists deemphasized 
elaborate theories of economic growth and 
focused on the mechanics of business cycles, 
which could be gleaned by examining differ-
ent industries and sectors. He practiced em-
piricism by taking a job—necessary to cover 
his expenses—at the National Industrial 
Conference Board (now just the Conference 
Board), where he cranked out studies on 

“small manufacturers’ profits, housing starts, 
and consumer credit.”

His work attracted attention. 
In early 1953, William Wallace 
Townsend, a successful investment 

advisor 38 years older than Greenspan, pro-
posed a partnership. Townsend-Greenspan 
would be built around Greenspan’s studies 
and data analysis. (Out of gratitude, Greens-

pan kept Townsend’s name in the title after 
his partner’s death in 1958.) “The facts could 
come from almost anywhere: engineering 
manuals, old congressional testimony, statis-
tics on freight car loadings,” writes Mallaby. 

“The more facts he assembled, the more his list 
of clients grew. The more clients he had, the 
more facts he assembled.” 

Few, if any, academic economists had this 
sort of detailed knowledge of the economy’s 
plumbing. By the mid-1970s Greenspan was 
making about $300,000 a year—roughly $1.4 
million in 2015 dollars. Still, when President 
Ronald Reagan nominated him to head the 
Fed, he was hardly a household name (few 
economists are), and to the extent he had a 
public identity, it was misleading. Greenspan 
was still depicted as an avid follower of Rand, 
a borderline “kook.” The reality, Mallaby 
shows, is that he was an ex-ideologue, a realis-
tic conservative who believed in free markets 
and limited government, but applied those be-
liefs pragmatically. 

The praise for chairman greenspan’s 
economic stewardship, when it still was 
being praised, rested on two realities. 

First, strong economic growth: Greenspan’s 
tenure included the longest sustained econom-
ic expansion in American history, the decade 
from March 1991 to March 2001. From Au-
gust 1987 to January 2006, the beginning and 
end of Greenspan’s tenure as Fed chairman, 
there were only two recessions (1990-91 and 
2001), both mild by historical standards. From 
1988 to 2005—the first and last full years of 
Greenspan’s leadership—unemployment aver-
aged 5.5% and inflation 3.1%. Median house-
hold income rose 7% to $56,244 (in 2015 con-
stant dollars). The Standard & Poor’s 500 stock 
market index rose nearly six-fold.

How much credit Greenspan deserves for 
this prosperity is unclear. His greatest contri-
bution was controlling inflation. Put differ-
ently, he protected the legacy of Paul Volcker, 
Greenspan’s predecessor as Fed chairman from 
1979 to 1987. Volcker, with Reagan’s support, 
broke the nation’s inflation psychology. From 
1980 to 1984, annual consumer price increases 
dropped from nearly 14% to just below 4%. But 
the process was ugly. Tight credit meant com-
panies could no longer automatically pass along 
the higher costs of doing business, especially 
paying higher wages, so they clamped down on 
hiring and compensation. Unemployment rose 
to 10.8% in late 1982. The reward was the end 
of ruinous stop-and-go economic policies. The 
Fed had vacillated for more than a decade be-
tween easy money to spur job creation and tight 
money to arrest inflation. From 1969 to 1982, 
there were four recessions (1969-70, 1973-75, 

views were supplemented with scholarly stud-
ies and transcripts of congressional hearings 
and Fed meetings. 

The result is a critical but fair-minded nar-
rative of nearly 750 pages, with almost 50 
pages of endnotes. One of its chief virtues is 
to humanize Greenspan. In our mind’s eye he 
was a compulsive recluse, toting thick briefing 
books and uttering self-serving obscurities. 
After becoming Fed chairman he once said, 
only half-jokingly, “Since I’ve become a central 
banker, I’ve learned to mumble with great in-
coherence. If I seem unduly clear to you, you 
must have misunderstood what I said.” All 
that is true, but it’s not the only truth.

Mallaby’s tale, for example, shatters the no-
tion that Greenspan was a life-long disciple of 
Ayn Rand, the Russian émigré author of The 
Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged. To be sure, 
Greenspan was for a time—during the 1950s 
and 1960s—taken by Rand’s ideas and became 
a member of her inner circle. Both believed in 
extreme laissez-faire. According to Mallaby, 
Greenspan had long admired some of the great 
capitalists of the 19th century, men like rail-
road tycoon James Hill, as titans who had built 
America’s prosperity. When the New York 
Times panned Atlas Shrugged Greenspan wrote 
a strong defense, which the paper published. 
The novel, Greenspan argued:

is a celebration of life and happiness. 
Justice is unrelenting. Creative indi-
viduals and undeviating purpose and 
rationality achieve joy and fulfillment. 
Parasites who persistently avoid either 
purpose or reason perish as they should.

But by the late 1960s, there was competition 
for Greenspan’s energy and intellectual loyalty: 
politics. He had become friends with Martin 
Anderson, a young Columbia University econ-
omist who worked as an advisor to Richard 
Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign. Anderson 
asked Greenspan if he wanted to participate. 
He said yes, and soon was writing positon pa-
pers on the economy, urban riots, and farm pol-
icy, as well as meeting with such higher-ups as 
Nixon advisor and speechwriter Pat Buchanan. 

“If it were not for Anderson,” Greenspan said 
later, “I may have made a lot of money being a 
private economist but that would have been it.”

Greenspan knew that knowledge 
is power, but soon learned how one 
translated into the other. When gov-

ernment leaders need to understand an issue, 
they rely on unelected “experts” who already 
know or can learn quickly. He excelled at this 
work, as Mallaby’s title, The Man Who Knew, 
conveys. Greenspan’s power derived, in part, 
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1980, and 1981-82). To most Americans, infla-
tion was destabilizing and demoralizing. 

Though protecting Volcker’s achievement 
was crucial, it was not inevitable. A different 
Fed chairman might have pursued different 
policies. In 1989, for example, Greenspan 
raised interest rates sharply. He focused on 
inflation, in part, because he shared the belief 
of many economists that there was no long-
run conflict between low inflation and low 
unemployment. Still, he enjoyed some good 
luck. China’s entry into the world economy 
exerted downward pressure on the prices of 
many consumer goods, while the expansion of 
personal computing and the internet seemed 
to accelerate productivity growth. The result-
ing efficiencies helped companies absorb costs 
without raising prices.

It’s also important to note that disin-
flation itself served as a continual stimulus 
to the economy. As inflation subsided, and 

people began to believe the decline was per-
manent, interest rates—which reflected infla-
tion expectations—also subsided. Declining 
interest rates increased the present value of 
stocks, bonds, homes, and many other assets. 
As households’ wealth increased, people spent 
more from current income or borrowed more 
against the appreciated value of their homes 

and stock portfolios. This virtuous circle, the 
economy’s main engine during these years, is 
still underappreciated and understudied by 
economists.

To this expansionary bias, Greenspan add-
ed his own stimulus. Despite his reputation 
as an “inflation hawk,” the record reveals a 
more nuanced approach. He declined to raise 
rates when he believed the economy still had 
adequate “slack” to dampen price increases. 
In the most famous episode of this, well-told 
by Mallaby, Greenspan argued in 1996 that 
flawed productivity statistics overstated infla-
tionary pressures by understating productiv-
ity in many service industries. Some liberal 
members of the Federal Open Market Com-
mittee (FOMC), the Fed’s main decision-
making body, thought it time to raise interest 
rates. By convincing them to delay, Greens-
pan may have avoided a recession.

The second reality underpinning Greens-
pan’s reputation was the absence of any major 
American or global financial crisis. The recent 
one (2008-09) has taught us that such panics 
can devastate the “real economy” of produc-
tion and jobs. We also know that a panic in 
one corner of the financial system can quickly 
spread throughout it. None of this happened 
on Greenspan’s watch though there were 
many opportunities. A couple of months after 

he arrived at the Fed in 1987, the stock mar-
ket fell 20% in a single day. In 1997-98 the 
Asian financial crisis erupted, the default (or 
near default) of Thailand, Indonesia, South 
Korea, and other “emerging market” nations. 
Long-Term Capital Management (LTCM), 
a large hedge fund, verged on insolvency in 
1998. And, of course, the 9/11 attack was a 
non-economic event with a huge potential to 
cause economic havoc. Despite widespread 
fears, none of these isolated crises turned into 
a worldwide or American financial crisis. 

The escapes from these threats fortified 
the idea that the Fed’s knowledge and power, 
enhanced by advances in understanding and 
managing the economy, could steer us away 
from all calamities. Moving the short-term 
interest rate (the so-called Fed funds rate on 
overnight loans) up or down triggered cor-
responding shifts of long-term interest rates, 
which slowed the economy when inflation 
was a threat and spurred it when recession 
was a danger. With hindsight, this conviction 
turned out to be complacent. But it was real at 
the time, and contributed to the feeling that 
the economy had grown less risky.

To prevent financial disaster, the 
Fed lowered interest rates after the 1987 
stock market crash, the Asian financial 
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crisis, and 9/11. But, as Mallaby notes, others 
also deserve credit for the Fed’s performance, 
credit that has mostly accrued to Greenspan. 
Gerald Corrigan, then head of the New York 
Federal Reserve Bank, pushed the Fed in 1987 
to make credit liberally available to offset the 
stock market crash, and subsequently orga-
nized an industry-financed bailout of LTCM. 
Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin and his 
deputy Lawrence Summers played an impor-
tant role in handling the Asian financial crisis. 
And Fed vice chairman Roger Ferguson over-
saw much of the response to 9/11.

Why, then, the disastrous 2008-09 crash? 
If the Fed was so smart and powerful, why 
didn’t it prevent it? The standard story is that 
Wall Street got carried away at a time when 
Greenspan’s permissive policies—superficial 
regulation of financial institutions—encour-
aged greed and sloth. Lenders made millions of 
questionable “subprime” mortgages, and when 
defaults mounted, the damage to the financial 
system cascaded through the entire economy. 
Credit evaporated; businesses delayed or can-
celled investment projects; companies fired 
workers, stopped hiring them, or both. The 
debacle could have been reduced or prevented, 
so the argument goes, if the Fed had policed 
lending practices more aggressively.

Mallaby is skeptical. For starters, “regula-
tory tools are hard to wield,” he points out. 
What seems clear with hindsight was not so 
obvious at the time. Spotting bubbles involves 

“interpreting vague reports of market abuses.” 
There’s usually pushback from affected indus-
tries. Economists and housing specialists rec-
ognized that there were excesses in the real es-
tate market, but these had occurred before and 
were not seen as a major threat to the economy. 

“Greenspan’s complacency on housing was 
shared by nearly everyone,” writes Mallaby.

Moreover, the Fed had attempted to tight-
en mortgage lending standards. In late 2001, 
it issued tougher regulations on home lending, 
but lenders evaded the restrictions, whose 
language was ambivalent. Another weakness 
of the standard narrative is that the Fed had 
regulatory oversight of banks and bank hold-
ing companies (such as JPMorgan Chase, 
Citicorp, and Wells Fargo), but much of the 
buying and selling of mortgage securities 
was done by investment banks (Bear Stearns, 
Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch, and Gold-
man Sachs). Their primary regulator was the 
Securities and Exchange Commission.

Mallaby also demolishes the 
oft-told story that the 2008-09 
financial crisis could have been 

avoided if Greenspan had only listened to 
economist Edward Gramlich, a Fed gov-

ernor from 1997 to 2005. By this account, 
Gramlich warned Greenspan as early as 
2000 that subprime lending was awash in 
abuse. With hindsight, Greenspan and oth-
ers should have paid more attention. But to 
what? Was this consumer fraud or a threat 
to the entire economy? Mallaby meticulously 
reconstructs the Gramlich-Greenspan rela-
tionship and shows conclusively that Gram-
lich was talking about consumer fraud, not 
a complete economic breakdown. He con-
tended that people were exposed to scams, 
not that the economy was exposed to melt-
down. Before his death in 2007, Gramlich 
made the same point in a book for the Urban 
Institute: there was a “failure to connect the 
dots between abusive lending and systemic 
[economic] risk,” in Mallaby’s words.

The anti-Greenspan hypothesis faces an-
other hurdle. In 2004 the Fed began raising 
short-term interest rates, previously lowered to 
cushion the 2001 recession. There was an ex-
pectation that long-term interest rates on home 
mortgages and corporate bonds would also rise, 
as had happened in many previous business 
cycles. Had this occurred, the higher mortgage 

buildings, and machinery. When stock prices 
rose, people felt richer and spent more; when 
prices fell, they felt poorer and spent less. 
(This “wealth effect” is now widely accepted.) 
Similarly, stock prices affected business in-
vestment. If a company could build a new fac-
tory for less than the price of buying one with 
stock, it would build; if not, it wouldn’t. The 
lesson, Greenspan said, was that when setting 
interest rates and credit conditions, the Fed-
eral Reserve and other central banks should 
pay attention to the prices of such major assets 
as stocks, bonds, and homes, being especially 
vigilant for possible “bubbles.” If permitted to 
grow to a sufficient size, one could burst and 
inflict enormous damage on the economy.

The underlying cause of the financial cri-
sis, Mallaby writes, is that Greenspan disre-
garded his own sound advice. He discounted 
the danger from the housing bubble and didn’t 
preemptively “prick” it with yet higher interest 
rates. Mallaby’s plausible assumption is that if 
that asset bubble had been deflated sooner, the 
damage to the real economy and to confidence 
would have been far less severe. His puzzle 
is that Greenspan never abandoned the view 
that financial markets were prone to destruc-
tive spasms. One task of the Fed was surely to 
prevent financial crises and panics. And yet, 
Greenspan fell into the trap. “The upshot of 
the older Greenspan’s policies was precisely 
what the younger Greenspan feared: financiers 
were encouraged to take ever wilder risks.”

What greenspan should have 
done was raise interest rates earlier 
before the housing bubble became 

truly dangerous, Mallaby argues. While it 
was unrealistic to expect regulation to prick 
every possible bubble, the Fed could have 
used interest rates and credit conditions to 
discourage destructive financial speculation. 
The trouble was that Greenspan and the Fed 
were still under the thrall of Volcker, in Mal-
laby’s view, meaning that they viewed keeping 
inflation low as their primary mission. If they 
achieved that, other problems would either 
solve themselves or could be addressed with-
out putting the economy into a tailspin. These 
were not just unconscious assumptions but 
semi-official policy.

In 2002, after the spontaneous bursting of 
the late 1990s “tech bubble,” both Greenspan 
and Ben Bernanke, the economist who was 
then a Fed governor and would later succeed 
him as chairman, gave speeches questioning 
the wisdom and practicality of deliberately 
popping financial bubbles before they became 
too treacherous. Both reached the same con-
clusion for the same reasons. First, it’s not easy 
to identify a bubble until it actually deflates. 

rates might have quashed the worst excesses of 
the real estate boom by making home-buying 
costlier. But long-term rates fell, to the surprise 
of Greenspan and most economists. He called 
it a “conundrum,” one that clearly thwarted the 
Fed’s ability to slow the housing boom.

After digging into greenspan’s past, 
Mallaby discovered a long paper deliv-
ered to the American Statistical As-

sociation in 1959. In it, Greenspan contended 
that there are important connections between 
financial markets, especially stock and bond 
markets, and the real economy of production, 
construction, jobs and prices, a novel idea at a 
time when financial markets were considered 
an economic sideshow. At best, economists fig-
ured that financial markets reflected economic 
sentiment: confidence or pessimism; fear or 
hope. At worst, they were a “casino” for finan-
cial bets, ruled by “animal spirits” instead of 
rationality. Either way, they were only loosely 
tied to economic fundamentals.

Greenspan rejected this view. Stock pric-
es, he argued, influenced both consumption 
spending and business investment in factories, 

If the Fed was so smart 
and powerful, why didn’t 
it prevent the disastrous 

2008-09 crash?
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Second, using monetary policy to pop a bub-
ble would probably require large increases in 
interest rates that might result in more eco-
nomic damage—higher unemployment, low-
er incomes—than waiting for the bubble to 
collapse on its own. It’s easier to “clean up” af-
ter the bubble than to destroy it preemptively. 

Although this sounds sensible, it’s doubt-
ful that Greenspan and Bernanke would say 
exactly the same thing today. What was miss-
ing from their analyses was the possibility that 
the bursting of the bubble would affect most 
of the economy, as it did when housing prices 
cratered. Rather, their assumption was that 
the damage would be limited to one sector of 
the economy, the way the dot-com collapse was 
largely limited to technology companies. If the 
actual risk were much larger, then the econom-
ic and social costs of letting the bubble inflate 
would be much greater, as would the stakes of 
getting it wrong. Everything hinged on how 
dangerous the bubble might be, and that was 
a matter of judgment. To have squeezed the 
speculation out of housing prices would prob-
ably have required a severe slump, which would 
have invited an anti-Fed backlash.

The real problem goes deeper than Mallaby 
and, it seems, Greenspan and Bernanke imag-
ined, however. There is a massive contradiction 
at the heart of the Fed’s mandate. The more 
it does what people want it to do—encourage 
stable and steady economic growth, with low 
inflation and low unemployment—the more 
it sows the seeds of greater instability and in-
terrupted growth. The faith that the Fed can 
make the economy more stable and less risky, 
paradoxically, justifies behavior that makes the 
economy more risky and less stable. People and 
businesses take more risks because they believe 
the underlying economy is sound, or can al-
ways and easily be made so by government. The 
consequence of the Greenspan magic was that 
optimism evolved into recklessness.

The unstated implication is that 
periodic recessions and financial 
bubbles are essential to maintaining 

the larger stability of a capitalist economic 

system. Prosperity can’t stand prosperity, at 
least not indefinitely. People need to be re-
minded that frugality, prudence, and caution 
are virtues, and that risk-taking, speculation, 
and aggression can be dangerous. Too much 
success at securing stable, long-term growth 
may undermine prosperity by creating unat-
tainable expectations about the future. Few 
economists, and certainly no significant poli-
ticians, draw this lesson from the financial 
crisis and Great Recession. Yet, it exposes a 
central dilemma for democracies, for which 
there are no obvious answers. How often do 
we need a recession and how severe? Will 
a formula provide the answer or must we 
rely on human judgment? Who will admit 
that uninterrupted prosperity can foster a          
debacle?

That was the lesson of 2008. There was a 
widespread view then that the economy had 
become less risky. Practices that once seemed 
irresponsible now seemed prudent. If the 
problem were only inflated home prices, the 
escape would have been costly but isolated. 
In 2007, housing investment represented 
only 5% of the gross domestic product of 
the United States. Thus, a one-fifth decline 
would have shaved about one percentage 
point off GDP. Unpleasant, but bearable.

Unfortunately, housing was only the tip 
of the speculative iceberg. Homeowners had 
borrowed against the increased values of 
their houses or, feeling wealthier, had spent 
more of their income, as the young Greens-
pan foresaw. Once home prices fell, this 
spending abated. Consumption spending, 
representing roughly 70% of GDP, slumped. 
Commercial banks and investment banks 
increasingly had funded themselves with 
short-term borrowings (commercial paper, 
repurchase agreements) with maturities of a 
day to some months. This made these banks 
vulnerable to abrupt withdrawals of these 
loans. Finally, there were losses on “credit de-
fault swaps,” securities that protected buyers 
against losses on mortgage-backed securities. 
Most notoriously, the insurance giant AIG 
was on the hook for billions it didn’t have. 

The economy, in short, had become heav-
ily dependent on unsound financial practices 
that were bound to break down. The housing 
crisis merely exposed these weaknesses. Once 
this occurred, arguably with the failure of 
Lehman Brothers in September 2008, fear fed 
on itself. Companies laid off workers and can-
celled investment projects, which led to more 
layoffs and cancellations. To see matters this 
way profoundly alters the nature of the crisis. 
The apparent success of Greenspan and later 
Bernanke in extending the economy’s multi-
decade expansion—called the Great Modera-
tion by economists, signifying the infrequency 
and mildness of recessions—became the ba-
sis for both Greenspan’s lofty reputation and, 
when it ended, his fall from grace. 

Greenspan’s public standing has 
ebbed and flowed with the rise and 
fall of public faith in monetary policy. 

We are now in the midst of another reappraisal, 
as central bankers experiment with “forward 
guidance,” “quantitative easing,” “negative in-
terest rates,” and other techniques for pump-
ing money into weakened economies. Mallaby 
wisely steers clear of these topics, because 
they are not part of his epic. Alan Greenspan 
is undoubtedly a major figure of our era, and 
Mallaby’s magnificent biography is worthy of 
its subject. It’s intellectually rigorous, consis-
tently informative, well-written, and highly 
readable despite its length. 

Washington journalist William Greider’s 
Secrets of the Temple, a chronicle of the Fed 
focusing on the rise and fall of high inflation 
from the late 1960s to the early 1980s, was 
published in 1987. It is a classic of first-rate 
reporting and writing. Mallaby has effectively 
written the sequel. It deserves a place next to 
Greider’s on any shelf of books on contempo-
rary political economy.

Robert J. Samuelson is a longtime columnist for 
the Washington Post and author, most recently, 
of The Great Inflation and Its Aftermath: The 
Past and Future of American Affluence (Ran-
dom House).
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Book Review by Brian Domitrovic

Good as Gold
Who Needs the Fed?: What Taylor Swift, Uber, and Robots Tell Us About Money, Credit, and Why We Should Abolish America’s Central Bank,

by John Tamny. Encounter Books, 224 pages $25.99

The Scandal of Money: Why Wall Street Recovers but Main Street Never Does, by George Gilder.
Regnery Publishing, 224 pages, $27.99

“You didn’t build that.” in 2012 
President Obama directed these 
words at entrepreneurs, those with 

“a business.” The president explained that 
“somebody else made that [business] happen.” 
Specifically, “somebody invested in roads and 
bridges.”

These are the key elements of our “crum-
bling infrastructure,” as it is routinely labeled 
in public-policy debates. Who built our infra-
structure? You didn’t. Government did. 

John Tamny’s Who Needs the Fed? is main-
ly a book about how credit-strapped entrepre-
neurs nevertheless succeed. But now and again 
it is about failure, a government specialty. 
Consider roads and bridges. In the big coastal 
cities, Tamny notes, commuters endure about 
80 hours per year, or two workweeks, in rush-
hour congestion. We rage against traffic tie-
ups, to be sure, and they have kept afloat an 

old-tech business in the form of terrestrial 
radio, but somehow we do not immediately 
think big, imagine that the whole mess could 
go away, and then set to getting it done. We 
don’t build that. 

Why not? because government 
discourages and distracts us from 
the business of solving problems. 

Capitalists, Tamny writes, “grow rich by turn-
ing that which is obscure and expensive into 
that which is ubiquitous and cheap.”

What if governments got out of road-
building altogether? Logic dictates that 
the traffic gridlock we despise would 
soon enough disappear as entrepre-
neurs set about experimenting with 
ways to design roads and road usage to 
erase the scourge that is traffic.

That such a prospect sounds unrealistic, 
Tamny suggests, means that we’ve lost sight of 
the government’s extensive role in thwarting 
economic innovation and growth. We don’t 
know what’s possible, economically, until 
those who foresee possibilities act and bring 
their projects to fruition. Such people—our 
stock of potential entrepreneurs—are nu-
merous and raring to go. Given this condi-
tion, major life headaches such as traffic jams 
should not exist perpetually. 

Who Needs the Fed? considers the range 
of ways that government policy affects the 
economy adversely, but its special attention 
is reserved for our monetary regime. It lays 
into the Federal Reserve’s conceit that it can 
stimulate economic demand by such moves as 
lowering an interest rate. Tamny explains that 
by lowering interest rates, economic resources 
become arranged sub-optimally. People buy 
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“ Xu Hongci is China’s Louis 
Zamperini, an ordinary man 
who simply refused to be 
broken. To understand the 
deepest source of China’s 
rise, read Xu Hongci’s  
astonishing epic, a tale of 
ingenuity, bravery, and, most 
important, unshakable  
determination. His chronicle, 
masterfully translated by  
Erling Hoh, is the story of 
modern China itself: the 
struggle for freedom of body 
and mind.”  
—Evan Osnos, National Book 
Award–winning author of Age 
of Ambition

“ In this remarkably lucid and 
persuasive book, Barry  
Friedman forces us to  
confront the most difficult, 
uncomfortable question 
about policing: not what 
should the police do, but 
what do we want the  
police to do? With insight 
and passion, Unwarranted 
lays out a vision for truly 
democratic policing. A must-
read.”  
—Chris Hayes, host of All In 
with Chris Hayes and author of 
Twilight of the Elites

Pankaj Mishra explores the 
origins of the great wave of 
paranoid hatreds that seem 
inescapable in our close-knit 
world—from American  
“shooters” and ISIS to Trump, 
Modi, and racism and  
misogyny on social media.
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sector has grown at less than a 2% annual rate. 
Since the onset of the Great Recession in 2008 
nearly 10 million people in their prime work-
ing years—any nation’s most valuable econom-
ic resource—have dropped out of America’s 
labor force. 

What about the success that still occurs 
in the American economy, the real stuff that 
happens despite interference and ennui? It 
is distinctly more impressive than we might 
think. As government has discouraged and 
distorted more of businesses’ endeavors, the 
burden of economic growth has fallen on an 
ever-smaller residual of companies dedicated 
to ministering to the market. Uber’s success 
at creating a network that connects drivers 
seeking fares with customers seeking rides is 
a classic example. Tamny explains that Uber’s 
surge pricing, though sometimes vilified, com-
pensates drivers for the time they lose and ag-
gravation they experience as a result of traffic 
congestion. And the way to banish surge pric-
ing is to attack the government road monopo-
ly, the source of the congestion problem. 

Tamny is distinctly experienced, a Gold-
man Sachs veteran and longtime editor of 
Real Clear Markets who supplements his 
remarks on Uber with telling, less familiar 
examples. He cites Texas software entrepre-
neur Joel Trammell, who has argued that the 

2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act discourages new 
business owners from taking their firms pub-
lic. Artificially postponing a startup’s ability 
to sell tradeable shares to investors not only 
limits its access to capital, but deprives new 
firms of the capital marketplace’s innumerable, 
data-laden signals, which go instead to already 
established firms. The innovation from new 
firms we have seen in recent years is therefore 
especially impressive and remarkable. 

How does an entrepreneur even recognize 
information, much less act on it? A change in 
the price customers appear to be willing to 
pay for a product? Maybe—but then again 
that could be pseudo-information, or “noise,” 
especially given the Federal Reserve blowouts 
of recent years, which have destabilized the 
structure of relative prices domestically and 
international exchange rates. 

What is information? george 
Gilder has emerged as the best 
thinker on this question today, ex-

ploring the progress that computer science has 
made in defining information and applying it 
to economics. In The Scandal of Money, along 
with his two other recent books, Knowledge 
and Power (2013) and The 21st Century Case for 
Gold (2015), Gilder details how recent intellec-
tual history concerning technology vindicates 

houses and move, transplanting the locus of 
their talents from one place to another for no 
underlying economic reason. Dead-end busi-
nesses like Friendster (a forgotten, hapless 
Facebook predecessor) become fairer bets for 
a capital infusion. And ever more resources 
depart the real economy for hedges of the cur-
rency regime, above all oil and gold. 

In each case, the resources available to en-
trepreneurs are diminished, and those that 
remain are deployed less effectively. Tamny 
contends that government can do very little to 
increase the total supply of credit—“access to 
real economic resources”—but can uninten-
tionally decrease it by weighing in on how it 
gets allocated. Monetary policy, if not all gov-
ernmental policy, reduces and scrambles the 
resources used for real production, for proj-
ects that remove “unease from life.”

The relevance of such observations, 
made by Ludwig von Mises as early as 
1912, stems from the low state of the 

American economy throughout this new mil-
lennium. This nation’s economy—the great-
est participant in the Industrial Revolution, 
which in turn has been the greatest develop-
ment in economic history—has been on the 
skids for 17 continuous years. In the era of 
ballooning government since 2000, the private 
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gold, and its cognates in the cyber-realm such 
as Bitcoin, as the necessary money of any fu-
ture era of economic expansion and innovation.

Gilder has been a mainstay in political-
economic discussion since the 1960s, when 
as a periodical editor, and a speechwriter for 
Nelson Rockefeller and Richard Nixon, he 
responded to the Ripon Society’s call for “fi-
ery moderates” to emerge among Republican 
politicians and thinkers. In 1981, his bestsell-
ing book Wealth and Poverty revealed that he 
was no moderate in one crucial respect: he 
felt that left free of governmental interference, 
the American economy could make bound-
less achievements. President Ronald Reagan 
quoted him dozens of times. 

In the 1990s, Gilder lionized the techno-
logical revolution, his investment newsletter 
moving markets. His trilogy ending with 
The Scandal of Money indicates that in the 
2000s, Gilder’s attentions have moved from 
the practical entrepreneurial expressions 
of the technological revolution to its philo-
sophical implications for all aspects of the 
economy, not only those having to do with 
technology itself. 

The three central figures in the 
Scandal of Money—the logician Kurt 
Gödel and computer theoreticians 

Alan Turing and Claude Shannon, each of 
whom was at work during the middle decades 
of the last century—did not concern them-
selves with economics. But Gilder finds their 
scientific insights crucial to grounding our 
monetary system today. In 1931 Gödel pre-
sented his “incompleteness theorem,” stipu-
lating that no system, even arithmetic, can be 
axiomatic. Something outside arithmetic is 
needed to validate the system’s “inherent” axi-
oms. Turing showed that the most advanced 
of machines, proto-computers, could only 
explore ever more extensive reaches of self-
referentiality unless supplemented by outside 

“oracles,” namely human beings capable of as-
signing value to the mechanized output. In 
the 1940s, Shannon specified that in order for 
information to be communicated, the “chan-
nels,” or “carriers” of that information—wires, 
for example—have to minimize the “noise” 
and “static” that they themselves bring to the 
process of communication.

Gilder cites the classic justification of the 
price system—that prices confer information 
in an economy—and adds that prices can only 
fulfill this function if their “carrier” is “noise-
less” in the fashion sought after in Shannon’s 
computer science. Given that prices are ex-
pressed in money, money must have a stabil-
ity independent of the prices it communicates, 
lest it violate Gödel’s theorem. And an out-
side “oracle” must set how money is measured 
(after Turing).

There is, for gilder, perhaps one 
form of money that fulfills these crite-
ria: gold. It has proven, over the millen-

nia, to be consistently as difficult to improve 
means of extracting gold from the earth; it 
takes the same amount of time to mine new 
gold, relative to the current stock extant, as 
ever. This means that any quantity of gold 
can be expressed in time. Since time cannot 
be manufactured or hoarded or bartered like 
economic goods to which we assign prices—
since time has a fixity that everything else 
lacks—to follow Gödel, prices should be in 
gold. It would be “oracular,” in the Turing 
sense, for us to use gold as money. 

Today, gold is increasingly useless as an 
economic good, vanishing in dentistry and 
electronics. To Gilder, this means that gold 
further qualifies as a Shannon-esque informa-
tion carrier, in that were gold money, vagaries 
of consumer taste and desire would decreas-
ingly affect the medium that expresses such 
vagaries, namely the unit of account of the 
prices of in-demand goods and services. 

Gilder implies that civilization’s genius, in 
short supply in modern times, but on abun-
dant display in past eras, in using gold as the 
measure of money has been revealed in the 
information theory of computer science of 
our own day. Something is off, over the ages, 
in the sequence of our use and conception 
of money. Before we theorized profoundly 
about information, and thus by extension 
what prices and money are, gold prevailed 
as money. When we gained that theoretical 
knowledge, we got the technological revolu-
tion, even as gold was being cashiered in fa-
vor of fiat money. 

The 21st century, therefore, stands before 
Gilder as a remarkable opportunity. If we take 

the step of aligning our monetary system with 
the profundities at which information theory 
has arrived, we shall open up the possibility 
of economic growth on a scale comparable to 
that of the technological revolution itself. Just 
as the emphasis on noiseless carriers enabled 
computing power and dexterity to expand—
and expand incredibly—so too would money 
defined in gold serve as a premise of untold 
expansion in the scale, variety, and benefi-
cence of goods and services. 

Gilder is very friendly toward Bitcoin, see-
ing its algorithmic “mining”—a term that 
Bitcoin developers have employed—to mimic 
the ever-increasing difficulty of extracting a 
new ounce of gold from the crust of the earth. 
Moreover, more than gold, Bitcoin has no 
conceivable economic use outside of being a 
monetary unit. 

Another scientific term that oc-
curs repeatedly in The Scandal of Mon-
ey is “entropy”—that disorder, ran-

domness, or “surprise,” as Gilder often puts 
it, that can come from systems running their 
natural course. The economy, Gilder contends, 
is naturally entropic. If we knew what every-
thing should cost, we would not need prices 
indicating costs. The fact that we need infor-
mation to get what we need and to do better 
in life means that the economy is ever new. 

Entropy can come off as a scary word, sug-
gestive of things flying apart, but Gilder wish-
es to reclaim it as the root concept of prosper-
ity, innovation, and discovery. “Information 
theory,” he writes, “does not espouse chaos or 
anarchy. Shannon demonstrated that it takes 
a low-entropy carrier—a predictable channel 
with no surprises—to bear high entropy mes-
sages full of surprising content.” Simple mon-
ey is necessary for a complex, rewarding, and 
creative economy. Gilder has shown us that if 
vanity and presentism are preventing us from 
returning to a gold standard—if we think that 
gold is too old-fashioned and dowdy—the 
very latest in avant-garde technical thought 
vindicates the monetary system of the ages. 

Brian Domitrovic is co-author, with Lawrence 
Kudlow, of JFK and the Reagan Revolution: 
A Secret History of American Prosperity 
(Portfolio).
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Book Review by Richard Vedder

You Didn’t Build That
Concrete Economics: The Hamilton Approach to Economic Growth and Policy, by Stephen S. Cohen and J. Bradford DeLong.

Harvard Business Review Press, 240 pages, $28

Starting with alexis de tocqueville 
in the 1830s, many scholars and writers 
have chronicled the rise of economic ex-

ceptionalism in the United States. They have 
emphasized such factors as American rug-
ged individualism, the lack of barriers to eco-
nomic and geographic mobility, the absence 
of burdensome laws and regulations, strong 
private property rights, a large internal free 
trade area, and relatively low taxes. Living on 
the frontier promoted ingenuity, risk-taking, 
and individual initiative—all vital to eco-
nomic success. Economist Deidre McCloskey 
has argued that Americans excelled because 
our country was about the best place in the 
world where ordinary citizens could have a go 
at it, striving for material success by pursuing 
all sorts of innovative ideas. The U.S. proved 
that laissez-faire capitalism works.

Now along comes Stephen Cohen, Profes-
sor Emeritus of City and Regional Planning, 
and Bradford DeLong, professor of economics, 
both at the University of California, Berkeley, 
with a much different interpretation. In Con-
crete Economics, they argue that, until recently, 
forward-looking and benevolent federal gov-
ernment has produced private sector success. 
Alexander Hamilton started the whole pro-
cess, they claim, and for roughly two centuries 

the U.S. benefited mightily from a capitalism 
nudged into appropriate action by Hamilton-
inspired federal activism. But American excep-
tionalism has broken down recently because 
waning government financial regulation has 
hampered our global economic leadership, 
while other economies like Japan and China 
have learned Hamilton’s lesson and used gov-
ernmentally-led policies to propel those nations 
into positions of global economic leadership. 

Cohen and delong outline four 
pillars to Hamilton’s economic sys-
tem: high tariffs, high infrastructure 

spending, the federal government’s assuming 
of state debts, and a central bank. Evidence is 
scanty on much of this, although that doesn’t 
deter the authors. For example, take large in-
frastructure projects. The reality is that, with 
one exception, there were no federally funded 
infrastructure projects before 1850 (45 years 
after Hamilton’s death), and the exception, 
the National Road, was successfully proposed 
by Thomas Jefferson’s Treasury Secretary Al-
bert Gallatin, Hamilton’s nemesis, years after 
Hamilton died. There is a general sloppiness 
in Concrete Economics; the authors even get 
the dates wrong for the Smoot-Hawley tariff 
and the launching of Sputnik. 

As to tariffs, Cohen and DeLong break 
from two centuries of economic thinking 
beginning with Adam Smith and David Ri-
cardo, which has held that free trade benefits 
economies and that tariffs usually have sig-
nificant detrimental effects. It is true that 
Hamilton was a high tariff man and that the 
U.S. adopted high protective and revenue-
raising tariffs. It is also true, however, that 
there is a general consensus that what econo-
mist Walt Rostow famously called America’s 

“take-off” into sustained economic growth oc-
curred after 1840 (Rostow says 1843–1860), 
when tariffs were going down sharply. For 
example, shortly after the passage of the ex-
tremely high Tariff of Abominations in 1828, 
duties on imports were 61.69%, but as a con-
sequence of tariff reductions (in 1832, 1833, 
1846, and 1857), they fell sharply to 34.39% 
by 1840 and to 19.67% by 1860. Might rapid 
growth have started even earlier if we had 
not adopted the Hamilton high tariff policy 
praised by Cohen and DeLong? Students of 
tariffs from Frank Taussig to Paul David ar-
gued decades ago that the high tariffs were 
more an income redistributionist scheme for 
New England rent-seeking manufacturers 
than a sage policy to promote general eco-
nomic growth.
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Cohen and delong imply that 
Hamilton invented central banking in 
the U.S. and that it was a major con-

tributor to economic growth. Certainly Ham-
ilton successfully promoted the First Bank of 
the United States, which performed some 
very useful functions, but it was 80% privately 
owned and lasted a mere two decades. After 
the Second Bank of the United States lost its 
charter in 1836, the nation had 78 years with 
absolutely no central bank or effective mon-
etary policy. Far from a disaster, the nation had 
its economic take-off, and passed Britain in    
total output and, in the first decade of the 20th 
century, even in per capita output. Meanwhile, 
we had a better record with regard to price sta-
bility—a key goal of central banks—than we’ve 
had in the era of the Federal Reserve System. 

The authors claim, too, federal government 
actions promoted technological change and 
mass production techniques, starting with the 
use of interchangeable parts in gun manufac-
ture at the Springfield Arsenal and elsewhere. 
Although the improvements in gun manufac-
ture certainly did occur, the implication that 
the federal government remained at the fore-
front of technological change over the next 
two centuries is highly exaggerated. To be 
sure, the government’s protection of intellec-
tual property rights through patents was im-
portant, but with that exception, most of the 
great innovators of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries—Cyrus McCormick, John Deere, 
Charles Goodyear, Samuel F.B. Morse, Alex-
ander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison, Henry 
Ford, the Wright brothers, George Westing-
house, Isaac Singer—got essentially no help 
from the federal government. And great en-
trepreneurs like Cornelius Vanderbilt, John 
D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Carnegie did not 
owe their success to “government-business 
partnerships.” The federal government helped 
mainly by not “helping,” staying out of the way, 
not even levying income (with brief exceptions 
during the Civil War and 1894), inheritance, 
broad-based sales taxes, or enacting much 
regulation, until the 20th century. 

The authors claim that with the changing 
economy, there were necessary and highly suc-
cessful “resets” of federal policy during the ad-
ministrations of Abraham Lincoln, Theodore 
and Franklin Roosevelt, and Dwight Eisen-
hower. Here again Cohen and DeLong’s ac-
count varies from what I think the facts show. 
Consider the New Deal. The authors argue 
that FDR cautiously used government spend-
ing to put workers to work, since letting “mar-
ket forces sort it all out…had already proven 
not to work.” The reality is it took more than a 
decade to get over the Great Depression, and 
that both Herbert Hoover and FDR pursued 
an interventionist high wage doctrine that re-

sulted in unemployment remaining high long 
after it had returned to near normal levels in 
other countries. The New Deal’s National 
Industrial Recovery Act and the Wagner Act 
both pushed wages up and seriously delayed 
recovery. The corrective power of “market 
forces” to reduce unemployment was negated 
by government action—markets were not al-
lowed to work. Not only was the federal gov-
ernment itself much of the problem; so was its 
central bank, the Federal Reserve, as Milton 
Friedman and Anna Schwartz demonstrated 
brilliantly over a half-century ago in their 
book, A Monetary History of the United States 
(1963). And the high tariffs so cherished by 
Cohen and DeLong did not help matters, ei-
ther—certainly not the Smoot-Hawley tariff 
of 1930.

The authors’ most questionable 
arguments relate to the modern econ-
omy. They emphasize the rise of the 

East Asian economies, especially Japan and 
now China. Again, Cohen and DeLong assert 
that these countries’ high economic growth 
rates largely reflected astute governmental 
direction—marked by protectionist policies 
and the targeting of industries for investment 
where the possibility of taking a commanding 
market share was feasible, to the detriment of 
manufacturing in the United States. They ar-
gue that rather than using “pragmatic” policies 
to react to this challenge, the U.S. after 1980 
adopted an ideologically based set of policies to 
reduce New Deal era financial laws and regula-
tion, which, in turn, led to the vast expansion of 
the essentially non-productive financial sector 
at the expense of the more productive manu-
facturing and other “real” (“concrete”) sectors. 
According to Cohen and DeLong, we have too 
many real estate agents, and an overabundance 
of Wall Street traders making too much mon-
ey for doing too little of value.

With respect to Japan, Cohen and DeLong 
note that after 1990 “growth became disheart-
eningly elusive. Why? We do not claim to 
know.” The answer is pretty simple: the nation 
went on a generation long splurge of Keynesian 
fiscal stimulus, including massive infrastruc-
ture spending, that has crowded out productive 
private investment and led to a ratio of national 
debt to output easily the highest of any nation 
in the world (much higher than in Greece, for 
example). It is the starkest case of government 
economic failure in modern times. 

With respect to China, even the authors 
admit that growth began after 1978 when the 
government surrendered control over much of 
the economy, allowing private property rights 
and markets to flourish. They fail, however, to 
talk about government failures, such as the 
long-term demographic effects of the single-

child policy, which aside from having created 
a moral catastrophe (massive female infan-
ticide), is the single biggest threat to longer-
term economic growth because the popula-
tion will age drastically in the coming decades. 
Even now growth rates in China are declining 
as the rate of return on massive infrastructure 
spending is proving to be quite low, and the 
financial system is increasingly problematic. 

With respect to the united 
States, I think there is a better ex-
planation for the growth slowdown 

since 2000: massive growth in government 
regulation, along with increased marginal tax 
rates, has stifled innovation and investment. In 
the 1980s and ’90s, when the financial deregu-
lation that Cohen and DeLong decry occurred, 
the nation had respectably high rates of eco-
nomic growth—typically over 3% a year. That 
has dropped significantly to the 2% range since 
2000. The new millennium has been charac-
terized by expanding regulation, including in 
the financial sector (e.g., Sarbanes-Oxley in 
2002, Dodd-Frank in 2010). The overregula-
tion of the financial sector has stifled lending 
and led to a decline in new business start-ups. 
Obamacare has exacerbated an already ineffi-
cient system of health care delivery. High taxes 
on businesses and individuals are pushing both 
corporations and—for the first time in Ameri-
can history—highly productive Americans to 
flee the country in growing numbers, while an 
undeclared but very real government-induced 
War on Work has reduced drastically the pro-
portion of Americans employed or seeking jobs. 

Perhaps Concrete Economics’s most frus-
trating theme is its call for government to 
abandon “ideology” in policymaking, instead 
doing pragmatic, “concrete” things. Ideology 
seems to be defined as adopting market-based 
solutions, whereas pragmatic approaches in-
volve putting a strong emphasis on govern-
ment action. Why the adoption of Keynesian, 
interventionist strategies is less “ideologi-
cal” than market-oriented approaches with a 
lighter regulatory touch is beyond me. Indeed, 
I think many of the so-called “ideological” 
predilections towards free trade, low tariffs, 
and modest governmental economic involve-
ment are, in fact, conclusions of practical wis-
dom amply supported by empirical evidence. 
Stephen Cohen and Bradford DeLong’s claim 
that government played the key role in engi-
neering American prosperity and economic 
exceptionalism—that government “built that,” 
in President Obama’s words—lacks a compa-
rable foundation.

Richard Vedder is Distinguished Professor of Eco-
nomics Emeritus at Ohio University and an ad-
junct scholar at the American Enterprise Institute.
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Book Review by Irwin Stelzer

Horse and Rabbit Stew
American Amnesia: How the War on Government Led Us to Forget What Made America Prosper, by Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson.

Simon & Schuster, 464 pages, $28 (cloth), $17 (paper)

You have to give the authors cred-
it for letting you know where they are 
coming from. “This book is about an 

uncomfortable truth: It takes government—a 
lot of government—for advanced societies to 
flourish.” Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson be-
lieve that Americans have forgotten this fact. 
Hence the title, American Amnesia. 

Hacker and Pierson, political scientists at 
Yale and the University of California, Berke-
ley, respectively, usefully remind us that Adam 
Smith—a hero to conservatives—wrote that 
it takes a strong government to enforce rules 
that keep markets honest and functioning well. 
Or, as they put it, “the visible hand of govern-
ment can make the invisible hand more effec-
tive.” Only “active government” can constrain 
rent-seeking businessmen who create “market 
failures,” and only government working with 
markets in the “mixed economy” could have 
produced the amazing prosperity Americans 
enjoy. The “mixed economy remains a spec-
tacular achievement” well worth preserving. 

“[L]ooking at our society as a whole, we re-
ally have never had it so good.” What’s more, 
Hacker and Pierson argue, “We can make our 

already prosperous society much more pros-
perous. And in doing so, we can also get our 
troubled democracy back on track.”

So far, so reasonable. and with a 
difference in emphasis here and there, 
unexceptionable. But the recipe Hack-

er and Pierson have in mind for this govern-
ment-private sector “mix” reminds me of a 
former colleague’s description of a supposedly 
balanced statement. “It is,” he said, “like a 
horse and rabbit stew—one horse, one rabbit.” 
But it seems that this amnesia that concerns 
the authors is not some airborne plague. It is, 
they argue, created by powerful players on the 
American Right. “The government policies 
that are needed to respond to these [market] 
failures are perpetually under siege from the 
very market players who help fuel growth.… 
[S]ome of the most powerful actors in Ameri-
can politics are sabotaging government’s es-
sential role in the economy,” they warn. 

 “Outraged” columnist George Will comes 
in for special scorn for arguing that James 
Madison & Co. went to Philadelphia not to 
design efficient government but to fill it with 

“blocking mechanisms” that make change dif-
ficult. Nonsense say the authors: “James Mad-
ison did not go to Philadelphia seeking grid-
lock.” Of course not, but he certainly sought, 
or agreed to, the checks and balances that 
Woodrow Wilson later found so annoying, 
and that Hacker and Pierson now find, well, 
obsolete. The institutions resulting from the 
compromises needed to pass the Constitution 

“are showing their age. The Founders…an-
ticipated neither the vast demands of modern 
governance nor the rise of today’s hyperpo-
larized parties.” True. Yet they somehow de-
signed a system that has accommodated over 
200 years of changes in demography, technol-
ogy, law, and our economic system.

It is to the authors’ credit that they recog-
nize there is no panacea to cure what they feel 
ails us. And it should reassure conservatives 
that the authors favor “[t]rial and error, small 
and large victories that enabled subsequent 
advances—that’s how progress happened, 
and that’s how it will happen today.” To them, 
progress means “restoring the capacity of our 
democracy to express and act upon the inter-
ests that large numbers of us share in com-
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mon.” To achieve this progress, they propose, 
among other things:

• further reform of the Senate filibuster 
to reduce the power of the “contempo-
rary radicalized GOP” and increase 
the power of majorities to act—Bernie 
Sanders and the radicalization of the 
Democratic Party go unmentioned; 

• increasing the capacity of government 
to act and improving public adminis-
tration by making more funds available 
to rebuild congressional staffs—the 
legislature’s “in-house expertise”—and 

“hiring more federal workers”; 
• removing growing obstacles to the exer-

cise of the right to vote—“the claim that 
legitimate concerns about fraud drive 
these [voter I.D. and other] initiatives is 
absurd on its face”; 

• reinvigorate “the groups that once 
brought ordinary Americans into poli-
tics—most notably organized labor,” 
and reform legislation to empower “alt-
labor” forms of worker mobilization. 

There’s more, some of it about in-
creasing the ability of citizens to use 
modern technology to affect elections 

and bring pressure to bear on government, 
some about the political power of the financial 
sector. Thanks to modern technology, “durable 
organizations such as the progressive advocacy 
group MoveOn.org, have succeeded in build-
ing a large, ongoing presence in American 
politics.” Good thing, according to the authors. 
The billionaire George Soros, principal funder 
of MoveOn.org, is not mentioned lest he be 
confused with the “ultrawealthy activists” and 

“assailants” who are “sabotaging government’s 
essential role in the economy” and translating 
economic power into political power. Hacker 
and Pierson worry that “[j]ust as in Wood-
row Wilson’s day, these concentrated resources 
threaten to swamp democratic government, as 
economic power transmutes into political pow-
er, and that power further enriches the privi-
leged.” But the political clout of all those who 
shared in this concentrated economic power 
could not prevent the passage of the Dodd-
Frank bill that has changed the financial ser-
vices sector in ways unkind to bankers, raising 
their costs by quite properly requiring them to 
add sufficient capital to reduce systemic risk, 
or exit highly risky businesses. That money 
conveys the power to have access to legislators 
there is no doubt. Just as the ability to unloose 
its foot soldiers in an election campaign con-
veys access to union leaders. Besides, it is not 
at all clear that the cash piles that so worry the 
authors are confined to the side they so fear; af-

ter all, the left side of politics has hardly been 
starved for cash in recent years.

None of this is to suggest that 
American Amnesia is other than an 
elegant statement of the argument 

for more, bigger, more powerful govern-
ment. Or that all of its targets are ill-chosen. 
This reviewer would be the last to argue that 
CEO compensation based on short-term 
movement in share prices results in “huge 
[and by implication, unearned] pay pack-
ages,” although I would emphasize the fail-
ures in corporate governance that decouple 
those pay packages from performance, rath-
er than their “huge” size. The insensitivity of 
corporate chieftains to the need to exercise 
restraint in the long-run interests of preserv-
ing mass support for market capitalism does 
invite support for recent government inter-
ventions (in this case by the Securities and 
Exchange Commission [SEC]) to strengthen 
the hand of investor activists who are at-
tempting to provide shareholders—the own-
ers of the business—greater opportunity to 
relate pay to performance.

That done, the mixed economy would, in 
my view, best be served by leaving it to inves-
tors to vote against pay packages they deem 
excessive, rather than have the government 
attempt to set ceilings on executive com-
pensation. If such limited, or perhaps even 
more effective, interventions to correct a 
market failure by empowering shareholders 
is what Hacker and Pierson have in mind, I 
and, I suspect, many conservatives would say 

“amen.” Some would even applaud Barney 
Frank, who the authors point out was key to 
the success of legislation that “gave the SEC 
clear authority to fashion a rule broadening 
proxy access.” But the authors’ attack on the 
subsequent court ruling, Business Roundtable 
and Chamber of Commerce of the U.S. v. Se-
curities and Exchange Commission (2011), that 
the SEC had not properly tallied the costs 
and benefits of this legislation is less compel-
ling: one of the problems with the regulatory 
state is the wild claims regulators make for 
benefits, while grossly understating the cost 
of regulation. Like it or not, courts have a 
role to play in preventing costly regulations 
from overwhelming the mixed system’s abil-
ity to function efficiently. Require courts to 
be unduly deferential to regulatory agencies, 
add such deference to expanded reliance by a 
president on executive orders, and the mixed 
system will soon become freighted with more 
regulations than it can bear. 

The authors’ call for naming and shaming 
“so-called experts…whose association with 
vested interests raises questions of ethics and 

credibility” is also worthy of consideration. 
Many experts who are paid for some of their 
work are nevertheless true to themselves and 
the facts as they see them. They should have 
no problem revealing their sources of income 
and letting the quality of their work speak for 
itself. But think tanks that take on “visiting 
scholars” with a vested interest in the studies 
they submit to Congress but who do not re-
veal their commercial connections surely need 
naming and shaming by an alert press. 

Rather than deprecate the au-
thors’ achievement in arguing their 
corner, this review is designed to strip 

American Amnesia of any claim it might have 
to being a balanced consideration of what ails 
us and how our problems might be solved. 
Statements such as “the truth is that although 
areas of government overreach certainly do 
exist, we have ‘too little’ effective government, 
not too much” can be misleading. This book 
is not about government overreach. Besides, 
who complains of too little “effective govern-
ment”? Commentators such as the National 
Journal ’s Ron Fournier and “columnist and 
Fox talking head”—no “Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning” to modify “columnist”—Charles Kraut-
hammer, who report a lack of trust in govern-
ment institutions, are accused of “Pin[ning] 
the Blame on the Donkey,” fostering a belief 
that “Government can’t save you,” and creat-
ing a paralyzing “Crisis of Authority” when 
a disaster such as the Ebola crisis hits. Even 
so-called centrists “offer little defense of pub-
lic authority.” It is the misapprehension cre-
ated by such commentators that explains why 
seemingly credulous voters “have become 
profoundly skeptical that government has the 
capacity or inclination to foster broad pros-
perity, especially when doing so requires it to 
take on new or newly intensified challenges.” 
Nothing to do with voters’ own experience of 
stagnant incomes and rising inequality, their 
treatment at the hands of organs of govern-
ment such as the IRS, which in a petulant re-
sponse to congressional refusal to increase its 
funding, simply stopped answering calls from 
voters seeking guidance on tax questions, or 
failed responses to veterans’ pleas for help.

Much of this might have been written 
with more relevance in the waning days of the 
Coolidge Administration. But that was then 
and this is now. 

• The argument that powerful forces 
have neutered government by creating 
our collective amnesia comes after two 
terms of a president who has expanded 
the regulatory state at a pace not seen 
since the early days of the New Deal, a 
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pace that would have made the authors’ 
hero, Woodrow Wilson, proud. 

• The idea that the institutions created 
by the Founding Fathers are “showing 
their age” and denying the president 
powers he must have in order to gov-
ern effectively is made after the outgo-
ing president has used executive orders 
to an unprecedented degree to achieve 
goals that the legislature denied him; 
and has solemnly sworn to execute the 
office of president of the United States 
but then refused to enforce federal 
laws against illegal immigration and 
marijuana use. His view is that when it 
comes to dope the states should be al-
lowed to override federal law, but when 
it comes to toilet use federal directives 
should override state law.

Perhaps the most troubling part 
of this book’s defense of government 
is its lurch into what we might call 

authoritarianism, the last refuge of progres-
sives, most notable when discussions of what 
is called climate change are held. Hacker and 
Pierson quote with approval Eric Schmidt, 
executive chairman of Alphabet, Inc., parent 
of Google—in other contexts a man whose 
active and growing lobbying operation would 
mightily offend the authors—“The facts of cli-
mate change are not in question anymore,” his 
version of the oft-quoted contention that the 
science “is settled.” No harm if that is what 
Schmidt, the authors, and many other choose 
to believe, never mind that the idea that any 
science can be settled should have gone out of 
fashion when the settled science that held the 
solar system to be earth-centered ran into the 
unsettling person of Galileo Galilei. 

Reporters, say Hacker and Pierson, are 
often lacking in the ability to assess compet-
ing claims to aid readers, who rely heavily 
on their judgments. “We would be the last 
to question the contributions of dissent-
ers from conventional wisdom.” So far, so 
good. Then comes an important “but”: “But 
the collective assessments of leading knowl-
edge institutions are not just one side in a 
controversy. When rent-seekers and cre-
dentialed experts disagree, it is the experts 
whose views should be granted the greater 
legitimacy.” There is worse. Journalists have 

an obligation to avoid “he said, she said” ar-
guments because recounting the claims of 
two sides “imparts a potentially mislead-
ing message of unresolved controversy and 
false equivalence.” When the weight of the 
evidence is on one side, “he said, she said” is 
not responsible journalism. The views of the 
bad guys—fossil fuel companies, “merchants 
of doubt” about the received wisdom, spew-
ing “propaganda…to preserve trillions in 
dirty assets”—are best left unreported, or at 
least only sneeringly noted. Only the views 
of the good guys—climate scientists queu-
ing up for research grants, manufacturers 
of renewables living from subsidy-to-subsidy, 
rent-seekers all—should be set before the 
readership. 

Which leaves the question of 
whether suspicion of government 
and our “amnesia” is the product 

solely of the radicalized GOP that “[d]istrust 
in government is also, however, spread sys-
tematically, deliberately, and relentlessly,” the 
ultra-wealthy, commentators who misread 
Madison, and venal and merely misguided 
players. Or does some of the blame lay with 
an increasingly active government, pursuing 
a progressive agenda that has done so little 
to satisfy the needs of an aspirational middle 
class, or substantially reduce poverty, or keep 
its word when it says you will be able to keep 
your doctor? Yes, there is market failure, as 
the authors point out more than once. But 
there also is government failure: 

• interventions that prevent mergers 
that would enhance rather than reduce 
competition; 

• a Food and Drug Administration that 
refuses to allow competitors to enter 
a market in which only one seller has 
been authorized to operate; 

• an Environmental Protection Admin-
istration that can’t protect the quality 
of drinking water, and that at times 
tries to classify a puddle as a waterway; 

• any agency that “takes” private prop-
erty to turn over to a developer who 
refuses to pay the price asked by the 
owner;

• an SEC that chooses to play judge as 
well as prosecutor and jury; 

• an IRS that decides that right-leaning 
non-profit organizations are not enti-
tled to the same consideration as their 
leftish counterparts; 

• a Justice Department that coerces set-
tlements by corporations eager to avoid 
criminal indictments and instead pay 
fines that the administration uses to 
fund its favored organizations; 

• a Congress that uses complicated leg-
islation to conceal tax favors for major 
donors; 

• a key senator who prefers local votes 
to the national interest of safely stor-
ing nuclear waste in Yucca Mountain, 
Nevada. 

There is little question that the 
authors are right when they say there 
are many problems the private sector 

alone cannot solve. We need vigorously en-
forced antitrust laws to preserve the competi-
tion on which consumers depend for protec-
tion, but not enforcement aimed at firms that 
have grown large merely by building the pro-
verbial better mousetraps. We need rules that 
force consumers to pay the social costs of their 
consumption decisions, but that does not nec-
essarily mean detailed regulation when mar-
ket-oriented tax policies will do the job. We 
need labor-market standards that address the 
inherent inequality of bargaining power be-
tween an individual worker and an employer, 
but do not force workers to join unions or sup-
port union bosses’ political choices, or involve 
government in overriding markets and setting 
wages at job-killing levels. 

The ultimate testimonial to the value of 
this book is its ability to engage conservatives 
such as this reviewer. Jacob Hacker and Paul 
Pierson have made a far better case than has 
so far been made for the virtues of our mixed 
economy, and reminded its critics of its phe-
nomenal achievements. Would that they had 
given greater weight to government failure 
in describing the optimal mix of the govern-
ment and private sectors, and been a tad fairer 
when describing the policies and motives of 
those with whom they disagree.

Irwin Stelzer is the director of Economic Policy 
Studies at the Hudson Institute and the U.S. 
columnist for the Sunday Times (London).
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Book Review by Michael Barone

When the Going Was Good
An Extraordinary Time: The End of the Postwar Boom and the Return of the Ordinary Economy, by Marc Levinson.

Basic Books, 336 pages, $27.99

The era you’re nostalgic for says 
something about the era in which you 
live. The years that are the object of 

nostalgia must be close enough to be within 
living memory of at least some still articulate 
members of society but distant enough to be 
burnished by the patina of age. The America 
that people are nostalgic for now, to judge from 
political rhetoric, is the America of the postwar 
years—although in speaking to young audi-
ences lately I have considered myself obliged to 
state what war those years were post. 

It was a time when a young man out of high 
school “could expect to earn a decent and steady 
income in exchange for hard work” (Rick San-
torum) and “finding a good job meant showing 
up at a nearby factory or a business downtown” 
(Barack Obama), when “Americans were re-
turning from war and eager to work” (Mitt 
Romney) and the country “invested in its kids 
and built a strong middle class” (Elizabeth War-
ren). The Left is nostalgic for a time of strong 
labor unions, confiscatorily high tax rates, and 
majority support for handgun bans; the Right, 
for packed churches, fecund two-parent fami-

lies, and wholesome mass entertainment. Don-
ald Trump does not specify a reference point 
for his promise to “make America great again,” 
but most auditors probably place it in the two 
decades after World War II.

That particular golden age—         
always capitalized—is the subject of 
Marc Levinson’s An Extraordinary 

Time. Levinson is an economics writer whose 
books have chronicled the rise of two Golden 
Age phenomena—the first nationally inte-
grated supermarket (A&P), and the ship-
ping container. Here he takes on 71 years of 
economic history: the Golden Age’s 28 years 
(which he claims ended abruptly in October 
1973), and the 43 years of drosser metal that 
followed, though he has little to say about the 
last dozen. 

He also has little to say about the years be-
fore the Golden Age, although it’s impossible to 
understand what happened after 1945 without 
taking them into account. Nineteen Twenty-
nine to 1939 were years of worldwide depres-
sion, most severe, arguably, in the world’s larg-

est economy, the United States; 1939 to 1945 
(and before that in East Asia) were years of 
horrifyingly destructive world war. Afterwards 
Western elites, fearful that depression would 
return and far from certain that more warfare 
could be avoided, set up institutions to make 
things better: the United Nations and NATO 
to preserve the peace, and the Bretton Woods 
agreement and the Marshall Plan free trade 
agreements to establish a framework where 
commerce might flourish. 

These things mostly worked, for a gen-
eration in some cases and longer in others, as 
Levinson notes. But to a greater or lesser extent 
they depended on an assumption that govern-
ment and financial policymakers could contin-
ually fine-tune their policy instruments to keep 
things moving in the right direction. Elites be-
lieved the Depression came because they failed 
to act and ended when they did act, while the 
successful war effort inevitably involved cen-
tralized command and control. Experts, at the 
commanding heights of big government, big 
business, and big labor, could produce a Gold-
en Age and maintain it indefinitely.
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And for a time it seemed they did. But, as 
Levinson shows by focusing on certain experts, 
that didn’t last forever. The German economist 
and cabinet member Karl Schiller, for example, 
institutionalized conferences of government, 
corporate, and union leaders to formulate 
policies that would produce high employment, 
steady growth, stable prices, and trade bal-
ances. But he resigned in 1972 when denied 
control over the Deutschemark exchange rate. 
The Argentinian economist and international 
agency head Raul Prebisch promoted import 
substitution—high tariff walls to encourage 
domestic industries—in developing South 
America, Africa, and Asia. But those econo-
mies foundered when demand for their raw 
materials plummeted in 1973. The eminent ac-
ademic economist Arthur Burns, an advocate 
of monetary and fiscal discipline, as Federal 
Reserve chairman went along with Richard 
Nixon’s ditching of Bretton Woods’s peg of the 
dollar to gold and imposition of wage and price 
controls. Nixon was reelected but inflation and 
recession—stagflation—followed. “[T]he idea 
that government planning could assure pros-
perity and rising standards for all,” Levinson 
writes, “proved to be a cruel hoax.”

Levinson dates the end of the 
Golden Age to October 1973, when 
the Arabs attacked Israel on Yom Kip-

pur after Nixon reimposed wage and price 
controls, in response to which OPEC jacked 
up oil prices. Manufacturing languished, with 
hundreds of thousands of heavy manufactur-
ing jobs shed, in the next decade; developing 
countries languished. Policymakers struggled, 
but things were never as good again.

Here I think Levinson overstates his case. 
He makes much of the decline of productiv-
ity increases, down in a dozen major countries 
from 4.6% per year in 1959–1973 to 2% per 
year in 1974–1999. But productivity is not a 
thing but a ratio—economic product divided 
by hours worked. The labor force grew slowly 
in the Golden Age because of wartime deaths 
and the 1930s’ birth dearth; it grew rapidly in 
the quarter-century afterward because vast 
numbers of baby boomers, women and men, 
were coming of age. Arguably you don’t want 
productivity to rise quite so rapidly when la-
bor is plentiful. And arguably you want, and 
in fact got, lots of deregulation—and, as 
Levinson admits, “the results of deregulation 
were undeniably positive.” He shortchanges 
the prosperity and high growth rates of the 
Reagan and Thatcher 1980s, even as he rec-
ognizes the failure of François Mitterrand’s 
soon-renounced socialism and the develop-
ing world’s floundering that decade. Nor does 
he give much credit to First World economic 
growth in the 1990s. The enormous growth 

kindled when China and, to a lesser extent In-
dia, embraced capitalism, gets little mention, 
although lifting one quarter of mankind out 
of dire poverty is no small achievement. 

 Transportation and communication de-
regulation, Levinson recognizes, left the way 
open to phenomena as beneficial to ordinary 
people as mobile phones, bargain air travel, 
and cable television—things simply unavail-
able in the Golden Age—as well as increas-
ingly cheap food and clothing. But Levinson 
mourns what was lost: “[W]ithout the envel-
oping structure of regulation, the stability 
and security that had been such fundamen-
tal aspects of the Golden Age were seriously 
undermined. As governments tried to restore 
productivity growth and reinvigorate their 
economies, stability had become an unafford-
able luxury.”

But levinson notes elsewhere that 
the welfare state, constructed in the 
Golden Age and greatly expanded af-

terwards, was something of a Ponzi scheme, 
with benefits growing more rapidly than the 
economy or work force. The Golden Age’s 
elite architects, it turns out, failed to take 
into account the likelihood that the society 
they were so confident they could superintend 
would change in unexpected ways. Medicare 
was enacted and Social Security expanded 
on the assumption that future baby boomers 
would finance them—just as the baby boom 
was abruptly ending. There was little change 
in the roster of the Fortune 500 corporations 
from the mid-1950s when it first appeared up 
through the early 1970s; there has been enor-
mous change afterwards. Planners start by as-
suming a static society and prove far less pre-
scient in forecasting change than the combined 
wisdom of crowds expressed in free markets. 

And did the Golden Age seem so golden at 
the time? I was born about when it began and 
became aware in the middle 1950s (at a per-
haps unusually early age) of the world around 
me in supposedly booming and placid Detroit. 
Looking up in the sky, or out the classroom 
window while crouching under the desk dur-
ing a “duck and cover” drill, I felt sure (with 
a little bit of pride) that we would be targeted 
in any Soviet nuclear attack. During the fre-
quent recessions, neighbors wondered whether 
we were facing another Great Depression; my 
father’s income as a physician dropped in half 
between 1956 and 1958. As for all those auto 
assembly jobs that young men could snag after 
leaving high school or the service, I remember 
that people hated—hated—those jobs. That’s 
why the United Auto Workers bargained suc-
cessfully in 1970 for 30-and-out (retirement 
after 30 years) and then for retiree health care 
benefits (until they qualified for Medicare at 

65), which as much as anything else bankrupt-
ed General Motors and Chrysler. 

The Golden Age was extraordinary not be-
cause it lasted just one generation, but because 
it managed to last that long. The framework its 
architects designed was well adapted to the na-
tion and world in the aftermath of World War 
II. In retrospect, it was hubristic to believe that 
it would be as well suited to the nation and 
world that came to exist 28 years later. It is well 
enough remembered to be a plausible object 
of nostalgia; much more than the nation and 
world of 71 years before 1945—the world of 
1874, before electric lighting, automobiles, air-
planes, refrigerators, indoor plumbing—was 
then. But it can’t be brought back. The cultural 
cohesion and societal solidarity so fondly re-
membered owed much to the shared experi-
ences of depression and, especially, of a war in 
which 420,000 Americans died. No sensible 
person wants that again.

The screenwriter william goldman, 
describing how Hollywood works, ex-
plained, “Nobody knows anything.” An 

Extraordinary Time teaches a similar lesson. 
Elite experts may have done a good job once 
upon a time, but it’s unrealistic to expect them 
to do so again. “The forces that sustain faster 
economic growth and prosperity are rarely set 
in motion with the flip of a switch or the pas-
sage of a law. Golden Ages usually arise sud-
denly and end unexpectedly,” Levinson writes 
at the end of the book. “While it may turn out 
that a particular government action or private 
innovation raised living standards dramati-
cally for a generation, the connection may not 
be clear until well after the fact—and a simi-
lar policy or innovation, unleashed at a differ-
ent moment or under different circumstances, 
might have no far-reaching consequences at all.” 

I’m not so sure that nobody knows anything, 
and I think free markets and the rule of law 
facilitate less suboptimal results than any al-
ternatives. In his earlier books Levinson shows 
how government policies, pushed by those 
with interests at stake, attempted to prevent 
the Hartford brothers from selling cheap and 
healthy groceries at their A&Ps, and to stop 
Malcolm McLean’s containers from replacing 
inefficient and crime-ridden longshore op-
erations. Fortunately, those efforts failed. The 
three books taken together show that progress 
comes more from energetic entrepreneurs than 
from elite experts, even those who produced 
the extraordinary time of the Golden Age.

Michael Barone is a resident fellow of the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, and the author, most 
recently, of Shaping Our Nation: How Surges 
in Migration Transformed America and Its 
Politics (Crown Forum).
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Book Review by Richard Brookhiser

A to Z
Everything Explained that Is Explainable: On the Creation of the Encyclopædia Britannica’s Celebrated Eleventh Edition, 1910–1911,

by Denis Boyles. Alfred A. Knopf, 464 pages, $30

My copy of the 11th edition of 
the Encyclopedia Britannica fills two 
shelves, above and to the left of my 

desk—16 volumes, each about a thousand 
double-column pages long, in green binding 
with gold lettering on the spine. What I own 
is technically the 12th edition, with two sup-
plemental volumes following the Index. But 
the bulk of it is the 11th, published in 1910-11. 
Taking down one volume at random—FRA 
to HAR—I see on the first page a list of all 
previous editions, beginning with the 1st in 
1768. Then a copyright page, crediting “The 
Chancellor, Masters and Scholars of the Uni-
versity of Cambridge” (England, of course—
no colonial copies, at Harvard or elsewhere, 
need apply). Then the title page: “The Ency-
clopædia Britannica A Dictionary of Arts, 
Sciences, Literature and General Informa-
tion.” Then eight pages identifying contribu-
tors by their initials, from A.B.R.—Alfred 
Barton Rendle, M.A., D.Sc., F.R.S., keeper of 
the Department of Botany at the British Mu-
seum, who wrote about “Fruit”—to W.S.P.—
Walter Sutherland Parker, deputy chairman 
of the Fur Section of the London Chamber 
of Commerce, who wrote about “Fur.” Finally, 
the articles, from “Franciscans,” which begins 
with a parenthesis—“(otherwise called Friars 
Minor, or Minorites; also the Seraphic Order; 

and in England Grey Friars, from the colour 
of the habit, which, however, is now brown 
rather than grey)”—to “Harmonium,” which 
ends with a footnote, citing the “Allg. musik. 
Ztg. (Leipzig, 1821),” the German-language 
periodical Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung.

Is there anything, this side of the Sherlock 
Holmes stories, which gives such a potent dose 
of nostalgia? You hold in your lap a world that 
was even in its day somewhat stuffy: see the 
ligature combination of “a” and “e” in “Ency-
clopædia;” a world that was English: note the 
spelling of “colour,” even though, as we shall 
see, the original impulse for the encyclopedia 
came from elsewhere; a world that neverthe-
less was transnational: old German reference 
works would be scrupulously cited, so long as 
they had scholarly information to impart; fi-
nally, a world that was all-embracing: the fol-
lowers of the God-drunk saint sharing their 
volume with portable lap organs, ghostly mat-
ters together with machines, all sides now.

Denis boyles offers a few such 
ruminations about the nature of the 
11th edition in Everything Explained 

that Is Explainable, and they are delightful. 
But we fans of the 11th do not need him for 
that, for we are capable of supplying them 
ourselves. The managing editor of the online 

journal the Fortnightly Review, Boyles tells a 
different, but equally fascinating story: how 
this great compendium got compiled. It is a 
story about publishing and advertising, about 
designing a product to meet a need and then 
putting it out there. Naturally it begins with 
two Americans.

Horace Everett Hooper was a Massachu-
setts man who made his career and his fortune 
in Denver and Chicago, distributing books. 
His target audience was literate, aspiring late 
19th-century Americans, who wanted to fur-
nish their homes and their minds. Hooper’s 
bestsellers were reference works: “practical, 
self-directed, easy to access, responsive to 
passing needs and new information and class-
less in every way,” as Boyles describes them. 
Buying and reading them was homeschool-
ing. Hooper’s partner on the marketing side 
was Henry R. Haxton, a bohemian journalist 
with a stutter and a goatee. Haxton believed 
in dense, verbose copy, which he produced by 
dictating while pacing to and fro, sometimes 
for days at a stretch; the end result, reflecting 
his manic energy, could “convince readers that 
not to buy a set of encyclopedias was to accept 
less than the full portion of the life of the age.” 
Both men, like many of their countrymen, 
were Anglophiles. Haxton would say that he 
had once been a member of Parliament (he 
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hadn’t); one of Hooper’s staples was a pirated 
version of the 9th edition of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica. Then Hooper had an inspiration: 
why not persuade the Britannica’s owners to 
let him market the real thing?

The encyclopedia, which had first 
been published by Scotsmen in the 
mid-18th century, was then distrib-

uted by the Times of London. The Times is 
now owned by Rupert Murdoch, but even as 
late as my twenties it was still what it had long 
been, the listserv of the English upper class-
es, filled with pokey ads, gossipy Common-
wealth (formerly imperial) news items, Tory 
politics, and dotty letters to the editor. It lost 
money, and had seemingly no interest in mak-
ing more, certainly not at the suggestions of a 
couple of Americans. One Times-man was in-
terested, however: C.F. Moberly Bell, a cotton 
broker’s son, born and raised in Egypt. Him-
self an outsider—envious Englishmen would 
whisper that he must be Jewish—Moberly 
Bell caught Hooper’s enthusiasm. 

Hooper, Haxton, and the Times produced 
a supplement to the 9th edition, called the 
10th, but also aimed to bring out a brand-new 
model. They stimulated interest by relent-
less advertising; one of Haxton’s schemes was 
a competition which could only be entered 
by submitting an address (thus generating 
a mailing list). “Flight was useless,” wrote 
Moberly Bell’s biographer.

The whole country from Land’s End to 
John o’ Groats…was pervaded by the 
Encyclopedia Britannica. It loaded the 
breakfast table with the morning cof-
fee…. There was no escape from the 
torrents of “follow-ups” save by the des-
patch of a firm order to purchase accom-
panied by an installment of one guinea.

In the home stretch, the Times balked. 
There had been too many ads, too much win-
ning. So Hooper wangled Cambridge Univer-
sity as a sponsor and proceeded on. 

His great coup was finding a capable ex-
ecutive editor: Hugh Chisholm, an Oxford-
educated journalist and pundit. Chisholm 
marshalled the contributors—1,507 of them 
altogether. Many of them were scholars—168 
fellows of the Royal Society, 47 senior staff 

members of the British Museum. Quite a few 
were famous—J.B. Bury, Frederick Jackson 
Turner, Algernon Charles Swinburne, John 
Muir, Peter Kropotkin, T.H. Huxley. But 
many, like Chisholm, were journalists. Their 
journalistic prism was vital because the great 
weakness of the 9th edition had been its un-
timeliness: appearing volume by volume at 
a lackadaisical pace from 1875 to 1889, the 
later articles often contradicted those that 
had appeared a dozen years earlier. Chisholm 
and his peers knew how to write to deadline, 
and they kept their scholars and their stars on 
deadline. One young scribe, whose specialty 
was musical theater and whose previous gig 
had been at the Tatler, was sent to prod Sir 
George Greenhill on his entry “Ballistics.” “A 
question arose,” the journalist later wrote,

about the diagrams illustrating interior 
ballistics. Pointing to one of the figures, 
[Sir George] said, quoting from his ar-
ticle, “On the assumption of uniform 
pressure up the bore, practically realiz-
able in a Zalinski pneumatic dynamite 
gun…the velocity curve AvV of which 
the ordinate v is as the square root of the 
energy, would be a parabola; and, the ac-
celeration of the shot being constant, the 
time-curve AtT will also be a similar pa-
rabola.” “Quite,” I said with reeling brain.

The brain of the Tatler-man may have 
reeled, but Sir George’s article, and all its fel-
lows—44 million words worth—got done on 
time. The 11th began rolling off the presses, 
to transatlantic fanfare, at the end of 1910, 
and was complete by the following year.

Boyles mentions in passing that the 11th 
edition still underlies much of Wikipedia. I 
had noticed this in Wikipedia-hopping my-
self; any entry about a subject more than a 
century old—the Peace of Westphalia, for 
instance—is often torn from the flesh of the 
11th. Since its copyright has expired, it is fair 
game for scavengers. I do wish Boyles had 
written a little more about this. 

He also surveys what we now 
find incomplete or outrageous. 
The 11th’s article on psychology 

is almost all about perception, so Sigmund 
Freud and Carl Jung, who were already 

launched, go unnoticed (1821 articles from 
Leipzig on harmoniums, ja; The Interpreta-
tion of Dreams, nein). Other articles were 
disturbingly au courant. The article “Negro,” 
by Thomas Athol Joyce, ethnographer at the 
British Museum, reads like the worst para-
graphs in Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on Vir-
ginia. “Skill in reckoning is necessary to the 
white race…but it is not necessary to the Ne-
gro.” Past puberty, “sexual matters take the 
first place in the Negro’s life and thoughts.” 
Etc., etc. We squirm. Boyles squirms too, 
though he also places Joyce’s views in the 
bosom of the Darwinianism of the age (il-
lustrated by hair-raising quotations from 
Darwin himself). And yet racism is hardly 
the whole story. The entries on what we now 
call Third World cultures are equally blunt, 
written in a tone that modern opponents of 
nation-building endorse for real. “The Af-
ghans,” my copy informs me, are “apparently 
frank and affable in manner, especially when 
they hope to gain some object, but capable of 
the grossest brutality when that hope ceases. 
They are unscrupulous in perjury, treacher-
ous, vain, and insatiable.” Perhaps the tone 
of the 11th will come round again. Politi-
cal correctness, no less than racism, accepts 
chasmic differences between peoples; it is 
simply polite about them. Foreign policy re-
alists had no politeness to begin with. 

Boyles carries his story just as far as it reason-
ably goes: to a post-publication falling-out with 
Cambridge, which liked success no better than 
the Times; through World War I, when bal-
listics was put to use; to the deaths of Hooper, 
Haxton, and the rest. Everything Explained that 
Is Explainable is lively and quirky, ballasted by 
hard work, lit by flashes of wit. Like the 11th 
itself, it highlights interesting people and odd 
turns of events, without ever losing the long 
arc of its purpose. The 11th edition was about 
self-improvement, individual and social. We 
don’t believe in that as confidently as our great-
grandparents did, but we haven’t come up with 
anything else. The 11th can seem like a col-
lection of old family photos (imagine wearing 
that!), but we can see ourselves in it, too.

Richard Brookhiser is a senior editor of National 
Review, and the author, most recently, of Found-
ers’ Son: A Life of Abraham Lincoln (Basic 
Books).
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Edisonian Democracy

Although most americans enjoy 
without even thinking about it a level 
of material ease and comfort unprec-

edented in history, our intellectual represen-
tatives—progressive writers, artists, pundits, 
and professors of the social sciences and what 
were once the humanities—habitually dis-
miss or scorn the technological and commer-
cial achievements that have made this agree-
able life possible. To do otherwise would be 
to damn themselves not only as philistines 
but as tools of the black-hearted business 
cabal bent on extracting every dollar’s worth 
of atmospherically devastating fossil fuels 
from the scarred earth. The civilization—the 
world—built on coal and oil and natural gas 
(now from the dreaded fracking) has fallen 
into disgrace, along with the inventions that 
made modern life possible, such as electrical 
power and the combustion engine.

One answer to “The Question Concerning 
Technology,” as Martin Heidegger called it 
in his 1954 essay—the only answer remotely 
reasonable—is more or better technology. 
And the same minds that deplore the environ-
mentally sordid past and present may often 
be heard counting on the advantages of the 

uninvented. These bright new ideas will be 
the salvation of mankind, provided the greedy 
throwbacks do not prevent history from fol-
lowing its natural arc toward eco-justice. 

It used to be that the bright new idea, that 
Eureka moment, was represented by an incan-
descent light bulb going on over the inventor’s 
head; but now incandescents burn too profli-
gately to meet the latest standards for inventive 
benefaction, so that the light emitting diode 
and the compact fluorescent light—though 
not nearly as handsome as their outmoded 
ancestor—will evidently have to serve as the 
emblems of prodigious thinking. Whether the 
thinking will indeed be as prodigious as that 
which produced the Edison light, as the soft 
bright marvel used reverently to be known, re-
mains to be seen. But successful or not, it will 
have to do. The old standby is as good as gone.

Giving Dinosaurs Their Due

That so many american intellectu-
als regret the technology they use every 
day is a fairly recent phenomenon, but 

the attitude has roots that reach back to the 
Industrial Revolution, or at least to its politi-

cal aftermath. In a 1929 New Republic review-
essay, “Edison and Steinmetz: Medicine Men,” 
the novelist John Dos Passos declared that 
serious American writers had better take no-
tice of the sorts of practical minds that have 
really made the country what it is. “It’s about 
time that American writers showed up in the 
industrial field where something is really go-
ing on, instead of tackling the tattered straw-
men of art and culture.” The men who got im-
portant things done, the ones “who counted 
in our national development during the last 
half-century,” need first-rate writers to tell 
their stories, for they were too busy to write 
their own stories, and had little inclination to 
do so in any case. “They carried practicality 
to a point verging on lunacy.” And lest one 
suppose that lunacy of this order must be a 
bad thing, Dos Passos enumerates the mas-
terworks of one such seething brain:

When you think that Edison was par-
tially or exclusively connected with put-
ting on the market the stock ticker, the 
phonograph, the moving picture cam-
era, the loudspeaker and microphone 
that made radio possible, electric loco-
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motives, vacuum electric lamps, storage 
batteries, multiple transmission over 
the telegraph, cement burners, it be-
comes obvious that there is no aspect of 
our life not influenced by his work and 
by the work of men like him.

It was not T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound who in-
vented modernity, but the industrial wizards, 
and they had earned the grateful awe of or-
dinary Americans and of the extraordinary 
writer Dos Passos. “Edison, Ford, Firestone 
have cashed in gigantically on the machine. 
They have achieved a power and a success un-
dreamed of by Tamerlane and Caesar.”

Dos Passos doesn’t mention this but he is 
writing less than two months after the stock 
market crash that inaugurated the Great De-
pression, and that brought American business 
enterprise to a new low in the estimation of for-
ward-thinking men and women, such as most 
writers and readers of the New Republic. At the 
time not merely to defend technological and 
industrial giants such as Edison and Henry 
Ford, but to exalt them, was a feat of intellec-
tual courage for a man of the Left; and though 
Dos Passos would vote for the Communist 
presidential candidate in 1932, he gradually 
grew disillusioned with the Marxist project, 
declared it a failure in a 1948 Life article, and 
in the 1950s became an impassioned conserva-
tive, while his reputation as a leading Ameri-
can novelist suffered a consequent and entirely 
predictable erosion. As for Edison, like the 
founders who did not live up to the egalitarian 
standards of the current virtuecrats, he is too 
far gone morally in contemporary eyes to be re-
ally estimable. He belongs to a bygone world of 
dinosaur aggressors insufficiently conscious or 
considerate of the fragility of our planet, which 
is imperiled by much too much of a good thing 
that really wasn’t all that good to begin with. 
To lionize Edison now, as the earth simmers on 
its way to boil, would place one irredeemably 
on the wrong side of history.

The Wizard

Thomas alva edison (1847–1931) in 
his day was a figure from American 
folklore buttressed with proud native 

fact: the self-made man and the uncommon 
common man. His teacher in the one-room 
schoolhouse in Port Huron, Michigan, con-
sidered him, at least according to legend, in-
educable—though the fact might be that his 
father, a jack of all trades, could no longer 
afford the tuition fee. His mother, a former 
schoolteacher, taught him at home from the 
age of nine, reading to him from Edward Gib-
bon and David Hume, William Shakespeare 

and Charles Dickens, until he could read for 
himself. His father would observe, “Thomas 
Alva never had any boyhood days in the ordi-
nary sense of the term; his early amusements 
were steam engines and mechanical forces.” At 
12 he went to work hawking newspapers and 
sandwiches on the train for Detroit, leaving 
home at dawn and returning toward midnight; 
he set up a makeshift laboratory in a baggage 
car, until a phosphorus spill started a small 
fire and the conductor put the mobile chemis-
try set off the train. During the layovers in the 
big city he became one of the earliest members 
of the Detroit Free Library, which wasn’t free 
at all but cost a substantial two dollars to join. 

“I didn’t read a few books. I read the library,” 
he said. He loved Les Misérables but gave up 
on Isaac Newton’s Principia, which was a “wil-
derness of mathematics” he could not find his 
way through. He would say years later of his 
mathematical deficiencies that he could always 
hire a mathematician but no mathematician 
could hire him. Without anyone to guide him, 
young Edison read tomes of chemical analysis 
and practical mechanics. Matthew Josephson 
writes in Edison: A Biography (1959) that his 
adolescent self-education “disposed him to 
avoid the example of a Newton and follow that 
of a James Watt or of a factory mechanic like 
[Richard] Arkwright,” the inventor and entre-
preneur who was known as the “Father of the 
Industrial Revolution.”

At 15 Edison began a career as a telegraph 
operator; although he was badly deaf from 
the age of 12 or so, he could hear clearly the 
clicking of Morse code, and he loved the teleg-
raphist’s life as Mark Twain loved his steam-
boat days on the Mississippi. Not that this 
wandering life was long on comforts or even 
the common material decencies—of necessity 
his earliest inventions included an improvised 
rat-paralyzer and a cockroach-oxidizer. All 
the while he continued his solitary studies; a 
second-hand copy of Michael Faraday’s Ex-
perimental Researches in Electricity proved the 
teacher he had been waiting for, full of essen-
tial matter and blessedly free of hard math, 
demonstrating how mechanical energy could 
be transformed into electrical energy with the 
dynamo. His mind swarmed with schemes 
for improving telegraphic transmission, and 
in 1869 he secured his first patent, for a tele-
graphic vote-recording machine, which he was 
sure would make his fortune but absolutely 
did not sell: speeding up the legislative vote-
counting process, the device would have inter-
fered with the inalienable right of the minor-
ity to filibuster.

 But big things were in store come 1870. 
With a friend, he formed the electrical engi-
neering firm of Pope, Edison & Company in 
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New York, and soon devised a “gold printer” 
that quoted gold and sterling prices by wire; 
they sold it to Western Union, and Edison 
got $5,000 of the $15,000 fee. A $40,000 per-
sonal payday followed—about $870,000 in 
today’s money—for an improved stock ticker, 
and he spent most of the new fortune within 
a month on equipment for his new manufac-
turing shop. The day he got married in 1871, 
stock tickers were so much on his mind that he 
left his bride at home and worked in his labo-
ratory till midnight, when he remembered he 
now had other responsibilities. Work would 
always consume him, and in the clutches of 
an engrossing problem he would function for 
days on end, relying on catnaps on the labora-
tory bench and pretty well forgetting that he 
needed to eat to live.

Edison’s business dealings with the likes of 
Jay Gould, William Vanderbilt, and J. Pier-
pont Morgan wore him out, as he was whip-
sawed between rival telegraph companies in-
terested in what use they could extract from 
him. He made enough money that he could 
decide to quit business and manufacturing 
and pursue the vocation he knew he was born 
for. So at Menlo Park, New Jersey, in 1876 
he built “the first industrial research labora-
tory in America, or in the world, and in itself 
one of the most remarkable of Edison’s many 
inventions,” as Josephson writes. “[N]o one 
had ever heard of a man setting up a center of 
research, a sort of ‘scientific factory’ in which 
investigation by a whole group or team would 
be organized and directed solely toward prac-
tical inventions.” In due course he would build 
a more expansive lab in West Orange, New 
Jersey.

The inventions would pour forth from The 
Wizard of Menlo Park: a world-beating to-
tal of 1,093 U.S. patents for his career. Dos 
Passos’s list of Edison’s most amazing in-
ventions actually scants the most amazing: 
what the Wizard called his “comprehensive 
system of electric light distribution,” which 
replaced gas lighting and revolutionized the 
nation. Josephson numbers the items in this 
seven-point program: “the parallel circuit; the 
durable, high-resistance light; the improved 
dynamo as a cheap source of electrical ener-
gy; the underground conductor network; the 
devices for maintenance of constant voltage 
by which current was made to reach distant 
lamps evenly; safety fuses and insulating ma-
terials; and, finally, lighting fixtures with keys 
to turn them on and off.” What made Edison 
was not the incandescent bulb—which he did 
not invent in any case, though he refined it to 
make it practicable—but rather this concat-
enation of innovations that brought electricity 
to multitudes. 

With Edison’s inventive success it was in-
evitable that he would plunge once again into 
business. The Edison Electric Light Com-
pany and the United Edison Manufacturing 
Company, the latter comprising Edison Lamp 
and Edison Machine Works and Bergmann’s 
appliance manufacture (the latter a firm 
founded by an Edison mechanic who became 
a big-time entrepreneur), were consolidated 
into the Edison General Electric Company in 
1889 under the financial direction of J.P. Mor-
gan and the railroad baron Henry Villard, 
netting Edison $1,750,000 in cash and stock. 
By 1892 Morgan’s machinations edged Edi-
son and his name out of the business, which 
became known simply as the General Electric 
Company.

 Edison would admit, or proclaim, that he 
“lacked the commercial temperament,” and 
would say, “I always invent to obtain money to 
go on inventing.” At a celebration organized 
by Henry Ford in 1929 on the 50th anniver-
sary of the first successful incandescent bulb, 
Edison was feted as “founder and father of the 
present industrial era” and “one of the great-
est men who ever lived.” As Ernest Freeberg 
writes of this Golden Jubilee in The Age of Edi-
son: Electric Light and the Invention of Modern 
America (2013), “Contemplating the final con-
quest of electric light in the culture, [Edison] 
promised Americans a future in which the 
setting sun presented ‘no obstacles’ to human 
activity…. Edison felt sure that this ‘mastery 
over the forces of nature’ was about to liberate 
humanity to pursue its ‘greatest development.’” 

Holy Conquest

What then has this greatest 
development amounted to? What 
relation does remarkable techno-

logical advancement have to civilization, par-
ticularly to American civilization, and specifi-
cally to what was honored until quite recently 
as high culture? 

Alexis de Tocqueville’s observations on 
“Why the Americans Apply Themselves to 
the Practice of the Sciences rather than to 
the Theory” (Democracy in America, Volume 
II, Chapter 10) have the pungency of an aris-
tocratic mind offended by the crassness of 
the American push. “In a crowd of men one 
encounters a selfish, mercenary, industrial 
taste for the discoveries of the mind which 
must not be confused with the disinterested 
passion that lights up in the hearts of a few; 
there is a desire to utilize knowledge and a 
pure desire to know.” In America there are 
no men like Blaise Pascal, who, unmoved by 
profit or glory, focused “all the powers of his 
intellect in order better to discover the most 
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hidden secrets of the Creator,” and whose 
spiritual fires burned so hot they effectively 
consumed his body before he reached the age 
of 40. Against such supreme mental heroism 
Tocqueville pits the rude vigor of democratic 
men who “dream only of the means of chang-
ing their fortune or of increasing it. For minds 
so disposed, every new method that leads to 
wealth by a shorter path, every machine that 
shortens work, every instrument that dimin-
ishes the costs of production, every discovery 
that facilitates pleasures and augments them 
seems to be the most magnificent effort of hu-
man intelligence.”

To Tocqueville, Edison would seem not 
so much an uncommon common man as a 
rather low type taken to the extreme, sweat-
ing away for all the wrong reasons, which is 
to say the customary democratic ones, devot-
ing himself to a mental life concerned prin-
cipally with the needs and the desires of the 
body—and not even his own body. If there is 
a redeeming quality to such as Edison, it is 
that he despises his own body’s comfort and 
pleasure as he labors furiously to facilitate 
and augment pleasures and comforts for the 
masses of men. With the pride of the think-
ing man he says, “I use my body just to carry 
my brain around.” 

To Tocqueville, then, Edison would stand 
a cut above the average sensual man to whose 
gratification he bends his efforts, because his 
relentlessly active mind and ascetic tempera-
ment cause him to think nothing of sleepless-
ness or hunger. He is as faithful to the task in 
the laboratory as a nonpareil general is to his 
troops in the field—when he invented the pro-
totype for the phonograph, he said the voice 
from history he’d most want to hear was Napo-
leon’s. Yet Edison is also a cut below the average 
sensual man because he serves the common ap-
petite as a slave does his master; immense fame 
and wealth cannot make up for the essentially 
servile life he leads. Despite his lifelong pas-
sion for learning he proclaims only contempt 
for liberal education, the education designed to 
make a free man, which in his view fills a young 
man up with “Latin, Philosophy and all that 
ninny stuff. America needs practical, skilled 
engineers, business-managers and industrial 
men.” In three or four centuries there might be 
a place for literary men in America, he allows, 
but now is not the time for such diversions 
from the serious work to be done. Thus he de-
clares himself essentially unserious and unfit to 
be mentioned in the same breath with someone 
like Pascal or Tocqueville himself. Or so one 
gathers from Tocqueville’s dark meditation on 
the practical American mind.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, in the peroration 
to the essay “Art,” published in 1841, the 

year after the second volume of Democracy in 
America appeared, announces that the noblest 
beauty of the future will be found in the mun-
dane reality that currently seems beneath the 
notice of exalted spirits. “It is in vain that we 
look for genius to reiterate its miracles in the 
old arts; it is its instinct to find beauty and ho-
liness in new and necessary facts, in the field 
and road-side, in the shop and mill. Proceed-
ing from a religious heart it will raise to a di-
vine use the railroad, the insurance office, the 
joint-stock company, our law, our primary as-
semblies, our commerce, the galvanic battery, 
the electric jar, the prism, and the chemist’s 
retort, in which we seek now only an economi-
cal use.” Men and women now ordinary will 
be transfigured by their new awareness of na-
ture’s perfection in the objects of common life. 

“Is not the selfish and even cruel aspect which 
belongs to our great mechanical works—to 
mills, railways, and machinery—the effect of 
the mercenary impulses which these works 
obey? When its errands are noble and ad-
equate, a steamboat bridging the Atlantic be-
tween Old and New England, and arriving at 
its ports with the punctuality of a planet, is a 
step of man into harmony with nature.”

ican” (1844), the American future, which will 
reconfigure the world through the pursuit of 
material interests, is cause not for dismay but 
for euphoria. “Gentlemen, the development 
of our American internal resources, the ex-
tension to the utmost of the commercial sys-
tem, and the appearance of new moral causes 
which are to modify the state, are giving an 
aspect of greatness to the Future, which the 
imagination fears to open. One thing is plain 
for all men of common sense and common 
conscience, that here, here in America, is the 
home of man.” To be at home in this world, to 
be happy in the life man has made for himself 
right here, is the consummate human desire, 
and the triumph of the practical mind makes 
possible the concord between human nature 
and inhuman nature that will be the hallmark 
of civilization at the zenith. One may look 
back at Emerson’s vatic boosterism with irony 
but not with legitimate disdain; the ardent 
hope may be far from fulfillment, and may be 
receding by the moment, but it is no less beau-
tiful for that. 

Walt Whitman too saw American materi-
al progress in the service of the soul. In “Song 
of the Exposition” he hailed the arrival of the 
Muse on American shores, where she will find 
nothing like the stuff of classical epic or medi-
eval romance:

Making directly for this rendezvous, 
vigorously clearing a path for herself, 
striding through the confusion,

By thud of machinery and shrill steam-
whistle undismay’d,

Bluff’d not a bit by drain-pipe, gasom-
eters, artificial fertilizers,

Smiling and pleas’d with palpable in-
tent to stay,

She’s here, install’d amid the kitchen 
ware!

Like Emerson, Whitman perceives a no-
ble end for which industry and commerce, 
however far from noble they might seem, are 
the necessary means: “Think not our chant, 
our show, merely for products gross or lu-
cre—it is for thee, the soul in thee, electric, 
spiritual!”

Electricity itself, the sine qua non of mod-
ern progress, nourishes the American soul 
and the All-American Muse. In Whitman’s 

“I Sing the Body Electric,” the body is not 
to be despised as an impediment to the ev-
erlasting glory of mind and spirit, as it was 
for Tocqueville’s Pascal; it is endowed with a 
majesty that encompasses the beautiful soul.

If anything is sacred the human body is 
sacred….

For Emerson, the conquest of nature is a 
marvelous natural phenomenon, holy as all 
nature is holy; and the great technological 
advances are as conducive to wonder as the al-
pine peaks or thunderous waterfalls of the un-
spoiled continent, and probably more so than 
beautiful poems and pictures. America will 
lead the way toward the appreciation of me-
chanical magnificence. The tool designer and 
the industrial magnate will be honored as art-
ists superb as Shakespeare and Michelangelo. 
Emerson is a world away from Tocqueville’s 
contempt for the grubby American mind. Em-
erson discerns the latent splendor in mental 
energies that Tocqueville finds unworthy, and 
he is confident that that splendor will be fully 
realized as American material civilization is 
perfected.

Emerson’s is a very different mind from Edi-
son’s, but the philosopher and poet recognizes 
the genius of the inventors and businessmen 
that enable his own genius to flourish. As Em-
erson declared in his essay “The Young Amer-

The day he got
married, Edison left his 

bride at home and worked 
in his laboratory till 

midnight. 
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Science, yes, the greatest force for Good 
and Evil we possess. The Concrete Po-
etry of Humankind. Our thoughts, our 
dreams, our aspirations rendered into 
practical and useful forms. Our sci-
ence is our self. What are our tools, but 
wishes?

Charles Lang, a punch-press operator for 
the manufacturing firm Dietz and Federle, 

The beauty of the waist, and thence of 
the hips, and thence downward to-
ward the knees,

The thin red jellies within you or within 
me, the bones and the marrow in the 
bones,

The exquisite realization of health;
O I say these are not the parts and po-

ems of the body only, but of the soul,
O I say now these are the soul!

Whitman’s America sanctifies the whole 
human being, aglow as with electricity, which 
is harnessed to minister to human wants, the 
soul’s indistinguishable from the body’s.

His “Passage to India” opens with a cele-
bration of modernity’s surpassing technologi-
cal accomplishments, which are in the process 
of making mankind one:

Singing my days,
Singing the great achievements of the 

present,
Singing the strong light works of       
     engineers,
Our modern wonders (the antique pon-

derous Seven outvied,)
In the Old World the east the Suez 

Canal,
The New by its mighty railroad spann’d,
The seas inlaid with eloquent gentle 

wires….

The “eloquent gentle wires” of the transat-
lantic telegraph cable are a perfect touch: tech-
nology here is not only beneficent but gracious. 
But the time is long past for such idyllic talk. 
Nowadays, any human presence in the vast 
oceans is said to menace the delicate marine 
ecosystem. Supposedly so few wild places re-
main that they must be spared undesirable hu-
man encroachment. Great white sharks and gi-
ant squid are now sacred, perfect in a way men 
will never be; human beings defile and destroy. 
Inhuman nature is the environmentalist move-
ment’s replacement for the human soul. Na-
ture alone is holy but not in any sense Emerson 
or Whitman would have understood. 

Flattening the Soul

More in keeping with the spirit 
of our age are works like David 
Mamet’s play The Water Engine: An 

American Fable, which appeared on Broadway 
in 1978. The play is set against the backdrop 
of the Century of Progress Exhibition in Chi-
cago in 1934, where the center of the show is 
the Hall of Science. As the barker enthuses, 
with the lyrical matter-of-factness of the 
sound democratic man,

has “freed the hydrogen” in water and invent-
ed an engine that runs on the stuff. When 
he demonstrates the wondrous machine, the 
factory wage-slave states rather too hopefully, 

“There are no more factories.” He consults a 
lawyer about getting the patent for his device, 
and with this first wrong move gets caught in 
and torn to pieces by the machinery of cor-
porate greed. The aptly named patent lawyer 
Gross delivers Lang to the aptly named Ober-
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man, the lawyer for Dietz and Federle, which 
he says may claim that any patent lawfully 
belongs to the company, because Lang stole 
the tools and materials with which he built 
the engine from his employer. The company 
nevertheless is willing to make Lang an offer 
for his invention. The outraged inventor re-
fuses. Thugs wreck Lang’s laboratory and his 
engine, but they cannot find the blueprints. 
Lang knows by now that the corporate inter-
ests want the plans in order to make sure the 
engine is never built; to them the prospect of 
no more factories is not a pleasing one. Lang 
tries to enlist a newspaperman in his cause 
but he is past all help by now. The journalist 
ends his day by phoning in the report of two 
bodies found tortured and drowned; it is clear 
the corpses are those of Lang and his sister. 
Nor will the devastation end there; for Lang 
had mailed the plans to the precocious young 
son of a candy store owner. As the boy and 
his father joyously plan an outing to the Hall 
of Science, the Barker’s reiterated spiel brings 
down the curtain.

David Mamet has made his reputation and 
his fortune with savage denunciations of the 
endemic corruption of American business, 
and The Water Engine shows him at his most 
angry and hopeless: we do not have the tech-
nology that would end human misery because 
the powers-that-be traffic in human misery. 
(Mamet’s youthful rage has reputedly cooled 
somewhat; like Dos Passos he has acquired 
a conservative crust with the passing years.) 
This is the stuff that puts warm bodies in the 
seats, on Broadway, in regional theaters, and 
at the movies. Today’s audiences love being 
revolted by commercial skullduggery, and the 
genius inventor sacrificed and the unknowing 
populace denied its rightful earthly bliss are 
just the ticket.

Another criticism of technology and busi-
ness comes from Saul Bellow, who often cited 
Max Weber on the “disenchantment” of the 
modern world, the stripping of the magical or 
mystical forces that once constituted an invis-
ible world as actual as the visible one. Bellow 
believed that these forces were as real as elec-

tricity, and that what we call reality is in fact 
a spiritual swindle; modernity’s known world 
leaves out immense soul-continents that were 
formerly common ground for generations of 
mankind—the believers whom we deride or 
pity as backward and benighted. Poetry, high 
art, is the vital remnant of that old-time re-
ligion, and its modern position is precarious. 
Bellow writes in his novel Humboldt’s Gift 
(1975), his tribute to his friend the poète mau-
dit Delmore Schwartz, who flowered in his 
youth but died mad and broken:

Orpheus moved stones and trees. But a 
poet can’t perform a hysterectomy or send 
a vehicle out of the solar system. Miracle 
and power no longer belong to him.

Again:

And poets like drunkards or misfits or 
psychopaths, like the wretched, poor or 
rich, sank into weakness—was that it? 
Having no machines, no transforming 
knowledge comparable to the knowl-
edge of Boeing or Sperry Rand or IBM 
or RCA? For could a poem pick you up 
in Chicago and land you in New York 
two hours later? Could it compute a 
space shot? It had no such power. And 
interest was where power was.

The extravagant promise vouchsafed by 
Emerson and Whitman has come to this, Bel-
low despairs. Material interests triumphant 
shall irradiate the soul with new powers? 
In Bellow’s canny judgment, Whitman and 
Emerson did not foresee that once that jug-
gernaut of unstoppable progress got rolling, it 
would flatten everything in its way, beginning 
with the soul. So the only remaining magic 
is the technological magic that most modern 
men revere, and that is a poor simulacrum of 
the forgotten primordial beauty. Where po-
etry and philosophy were once in the exultant 
vanguard of the common American life, they 
must now conduct a rearguard action to save 
the most precious and most endangered por-

tion of the human patrimony from the Ameri-
can way of life. To Bellow it looked as though, 
at best, they would go down fighting.

Sense of Wonder

So the question concerning tech-
nology is more complicated than how 
to convince people to turn off the lights 

when they leave the room. One must duly rec-
ognize the colossal contribution that Edison 
and men like him have made, not merely to 
the ease and comfort of modern life, but to its 
very possibility, to the vast distance we have 
come from the past, when cold and darkness 
and disease were insuperable. One must also 
recognize how far removed we are from the 
hopes of visionaries such as Emerson and 
Whitman, whose glorious future we now in-
habit with so diminished a sense of joy and 
wonder at nature, and at the human efforts 
to conquer nature. Almost nothing amazes 
modern Americans, and especially modern 
American intellectuals—not even the techno-
wizardry that Saul Bellow considered our 
golden calf. To recover the sense of wonder, at 
the works of nature and the works of man, the 
sky at midday and the city lights at night, is 
the urgent moral imperative. 

And so the question concerning technolo-
gy implicates the current disregard for poetry 
and philosophy, and not merely among the 
sort of people who have never had any use for 
them. Martin Heidegger writes in his essay 
that the Greek word techné encompassed not 
only technology but also “the bringing-forth 
of the true into the beautiful.” The great “dan-
ger” from modern technology and “the saving 
power” are thus joined at the root. The saving 
power may be hard to reach but it is always 
available. To be at home in this world which 
more recent mankind has made is our great 
challenge: to see whether Emerson and Whit-
man can survive all the modern conveniences.

Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center and a contributing editor to The 
New Atlantis.
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Le Carré’s People

John le carré is the nom de plume of 
David John Moore Cornwell, a born-and-
bred Englishman whose father, Ronnie 

Cornwell, was a notorious confidence man. 
Today we would describe his boyhood as 
dysfunctional: sudden extreme reversals of 
fortune; frequent moves between luxurious 
mansions and squalid flats; and instead of lov-
ing and responsible adults, a revolving cast of 
shady characters, from loan sharks and card 
sharps to gold-diggers and temporary “moth-
ers”—David’s own mother having abandoned 
the family when he was five.

Parked in a succession of posh boarding 
schools, only to be pulled out when Ronnie 
reneged on the bills, David decamped at the 
age of 16 to Switzerland, where he studied 
German. He then worked in Austria vetting 
refugees from Soviet-occupied countries. In 
1952 he returned to England and graduated 
from Oxford in 1956, with first honors in 
German literature and a job with domestic 
British intelligence (MI5). Four years later he 
joined the foreign intelligence service (MI6, 
also known as the Firm) and began writing 
fiction as John le Carré.

Success came with his third novel, The 
Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1963), about 
Alec Leamas, a jaded MI6 agent who agrees 
to stage his own defection to East Germany 
in order to entrap Mundt, a high official in 
the Ministry of State Security (Stasi). Mundt 
is a former Nazi, so when Alec encounters a 
Jewish Stasi agent named Fiedler who hates 
Mundt, the two join forces. Their plans go 
awry when they discover that MI6’s real tar-
get is not Mundt but Fiedler, and Alec must 
flee for his life, accompanied by his girlfriend 
Liz, a naïve fellow traveler who has followed 
him to East Germany. Both are shot and 
killed trying to escape over the Berlin Wall.

According to le Carré, The Spy Who Came 
in from the Cold was “written in great heat” 
shortly after the Wall went up, because “the 
imminence of world war” moved him to say, “a 
plague on both your houses!” The war stayed 
cold, but the book got hot. An international 
bestseller, it even reached the desk of Markus 
Wolf, head of Stasi foreign intelligence, who 
later praised its accuracy. In 1965 it was made 
into a stylish film directed by Martin Ritt and 
starring Richard Burton.

The distinctive style of that film was a 
function of its having been bankrolled and 
distributed by Paramount but also subsidized 
by the British government. There were simi-
lar subsidies throughout Europe, all intended 
to rebuild war-damaged national film indus-
tries—and push back against Hollywood’s 
dominance. Things didn’t work out that way, 
because Hollywood (with an assist from 
Washington) made sure they didn’t. But ar-
tistically, the result was an impressive body of 
austere, black-and-white “foreign” films that 
captured the imagination of the postwar gen-
eration with their gritty, authentic locations 
and their top-notch British and European 
casts. 

Success bred overconfidence, though, and 
the next two le Carré films, The Deadly Af-
fair (1966) and The Looking Glass War (1970), 
strain to be sexier and more exciting than 
their austere predecessor. One reason for 
this straining may be the box-office success of 
the new James Bond franchise, with its ritzy 
settings, high-tech wizardry, and fantastic 
derring-do, all shot in glorious Technicolor. 
But another reason may be le Carré’s own 
straining after literary—as opposed to com-
mercial—fame.

Reviewing The Looking Glass War (1965) 
in the New York Times, literary critic George 

P. Elliott compared it unfavorably to The Spy 
Who Came in from the Cold, which he praised 
for its lack of literary ambition. “[A] thriller,” 
Elliott wrote, “does not—by its very form it 
cannot—explore the depths of personal rela-
tionships, as realistic fiction does.” This is, of 
course, a variation on the old adage that bad 
books make good movies and good books 
make bad movies. There is plenty of evidence 
for this, if we are talking about the big screen. 
But the small screen is different.

Adversaries and Allies

In the next few years le carré pub-
lished two novels, Tinker Tailor Soldier 
Spy (1974) and Smiley’s People (1979), that 

in addition to making the bestseller list were 
applauded as serious fiction, connected to the 
thriller genre the way Madame Bovary is con-
nected to the romance genre. These two nov-
els were also made into TV series that, largely 
because of Sir Alec Guinness’s performance 
as the sagacious, sorrowful spymaster George 
Smiley, are themselves considered works of 
art.

The 1979 BBC production of Tinker Tailor 
Soldier Spy opens with a scene not found in 
the novel: four middle-aged men enter a drab 
meeting room one by one, and sit down with-
out exchanging a word. The scene is just slow 
enough to crisply delineate the four agents 
suspected of being the Soviet mole inside 
MI6: Toby Esterhase (Bernard Hepton) with 
his candy-colored shirt and tie; Roy Bland 
(Terence Rigby) with his rumpled appear-
ance and chain-smoker’s cough; Percy Alle-
line (Michael Aldridge) with his massive ego 
in danger of bursting; and Bill Haydon (Ian 
Richardson) with his natty suit and carefully 
balanced teacup.
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The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, 
directed by Martin Ritt. 

Screenplay by Paul Dehn and Guy Trosper.
Paramount Pictures.

The Deadly Affair, directed by Sidney Lumet. 
Screenplay by Paul Dehn. Columbia Pictures.

The Looking Glass War, directed by Frank Pierson. 
Screenplay by Frank Pierson. Columbia Pictures.

Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, directed by John Irvin. 
Screenplay by Arthur Hopcraft. BBC.

Smiley’s People, directed by Simon Langton. 
Screenplay by John Hopkins. BBC.

Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, directed by Tomas Alfredson. 
Screenplay by Bridget O’Connor and Peter Straughan. 

Focus Features.

A Perfect Spy, directed by Peter Smith.
Screenplay by Arthur Hopcraft. BBC.

The Russia House, directed by Fred Schepisi. 
Screenplay by Tom Stoppard. MGM.

Tailor of Panama, directed by John Boorman. Screenplay by 
Andrew Davies and John Boorman. Columbia Pictures.

A Most Wanted Man, directed by Anton Corbijn.
Screenplay by Andrew Bovell. Lionsgate.

Our Kind of Traitor, directed by Susanna White.
Screenplay by Hossein Amini. Lionsgate.

The Night Manager, directed by Susanne Bier.
Screenplay by David Farr. IMG.

The Constant Gardener, directed by Fernando Meirelles.
Screenplay by Jeffrey Caine. Focus Features.

The director, John Irvin, invented this scene 
to keep the four characters from becoming, 
as he put it in a later interview, “blurred.” No 
such pains were taken by Tomas Alfredson, 
director of the 2011 film based on Tinker Tai-
lor Soldier Spy. The characters in that film are 
so blurred that their fate is a matter of indif-
ference, not only to the audience but also, it 
seems, to Smiley as played by Gary Oldman. 
To measure the difference between a great ac-
tor and a mediocre one, we need only compare 
Guinness’s handling of this role with Oldman’s. 
Smiley is supposed to be unprepossessing and 
poker-faced. With Guinness, the effect is be-
witching. With Oldman, it is taxidermic.

Hands down, the best screen adaptation of 
le Carré is the 1982 BBC version of Smiley’s 
People. It has all the virtues of its predeces-
sor, plus better production values, a brisker 
pace, and more comic grace notes provided 
by Guinness. It also has a magnificent perfor-
mance by Michael Lonsdale as Anton Grig-
oriev, a venal Soviet apparatchik who under 
Smiley’s sober interrogation becomes so in-
toxicated by the chance to speak freely that he 
confesses to things no one is asking him about.

This series ends powerfully, with Smiley’s 
long-time Soviet nemesis, “Karla” (Patrick 
Stewart), crossing an icy bridge from East to 
West Berlin. Karla is defecting not because 
he has changed his politics but because he 
is being emotionally blackmailed by Smiley, 
who after years of probing has found Karla’s 
vulnerable spot: an illegitimate daughter hid-
den away in a Swiss mental hospital. In the 
halo of a sodium arc light the two rivals face 

can still betray.” Magnus should know, be-
cause of all le Carré’s characters, he is the one 
who most closely resembles David Cornwell. 
It is probably no accident that A Perfect Spy 
was published in 1986, shortly after the au-
thor’s fame got turbo-boosted by the two TV 
series. “[U]ntil then,” le Carré wrote later, “I 
had lived with the unexpressed memories of 
an extraordinary childhood, endured and 
sometimes enjoyed at the hands of an extraor-
dinary father whose zigzag life is mirrored in 
my fictional character Rick Pym, father to my 
hero Magnus.”

A Perfect Spy is worth the wait: a Cold 
War thriller turned inside out to expose the 
inner workings of a soul at once treasonous 
and noble. As a narrator, le Carré has always 
been good at zigzagging through space and 
time, etching one vivid scene after another 
without losing the reader. But here he out-
does himself, zigzagging not only through 
space and time but also through the shift-
ing layers of Magnus’s consciousness as he 
struggles, in the wake of his father’s death, 
to make sense of his own countless betray-
als. By turns hilarious and chilling, the novel 
avoids self-indulgence by setting Magnus’s 
voice against those of the people who know—
or rather don’t know—him best: Mary, his 
loyal but bitter wife; Jack Brotherhood, his 
mentor in MI6; and Axel, a.k.a. Poppy, the 
Czech spy who is Magnus’s best friend, wor-
thy adversary, and (if you believe him) fellow 
double agent.

Then there’s Rick, Magnus’s father, whose 
repeated question to his son—“Love your old 

Films and miniseries discussed in this essay:

each other in silence until Karla is taken away. 
Then Smiley’s loyal subaltern Peter Guillam 
exclaims, “George, you won.” Instead of exult-
ing, Smiley says, “Yes, I suppose I did.”

Smiley has met Karla before. In Tinker 
Tailor Soldier Spy, a much younger Smiley 
tries to get Karla to defect while the latter is 
rotting in a Delhi jail. But Karla resists—and, 
in an added flourish, makes off with Smiley’s 
engraved cigarette lighter, a gift from his wife, 
Ann (Siân Phillips). In this earlier novel, the 
focus is on Smiley’s isolation as he pursues the 
Soviet mole. None of his peevish, backbiting 
colleagues can be trusted. And neither can 
Ann—her infidelities are as visible as the mole 
is hidden. No wonder Smiley considers Karla 
a worthy adversary.

Smiley’s People offers a striking contrast. In-
stead of eliminating suspects one by one, the 
story moves in the opposite direction, with 
Smiley gradually putting together a team of 
trusted agents capable of catching Karla. This 
process takes time, which may be the reason 
why no filmmaker has been foolish enough to 
cram Smiley’s People into the narrow compass 
of a two-hour movie. Watching the TV series 
build slowly and deliberately to its denoue-
ment, the viewer realizes that the best thing 
about Smiley’s People is Smiley’s people.

An Autobiographical Masterpiece

If le carré’s great theme is betrayal, 
then his other great theme is loyalty—or 
love. To quote Magnus Pym, the protago-

nist of A Perfect Spy, “Love is whatever you 
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The tragedy—and comedy—of Magnus Pym 
is one that should ring familiar nowadays: his 
need for a friend and worthy ally is greater 
than his respect for the truth. 

One Black-Hearted Devil

Thirty years later, le carré has 
produced no more masterpieces. But 
he has written a dozen more books, 

several of which have been made into movies. 
For authentic locations and satirical humor, I 
recommend The Russia House (1990) and The 
Tailor of Panama (2001). For timely post-Cold 
War topics and high production values, I rec-
ommend A Most Wanted Man (2014), about 
covert counter-terrorism in Germany; Our 
Kind of Traitor (2016), about money launder-
ing in London; and the BBC TV series The 
Night Manager (2016), about illegal arms 
smuggling. 

Unfortunately, the further le Carré’s work 
gets from the Cold War, the less subtle it be-
comes. He is not known for his memorable 
female characters, but one of the few is Con-
nie Sachs from the Smiley novels. Formerly 
head of research at MI6 and now an alco-
holic pensioner, Connie is still feared—and 
sought after—for her prodigious memory. In 
both BBC series, this role is enlivened by the 
renowned comic actress Beryl Reid, and in 
one of the many scenes Reid manages to steal 
from Guinness, Connie says, “Oh, give it up, 
George. It’s not a fighting war, like in our day. 
It’s gray, half-devils versus half-angels, and no-
body knows where the goodies are.”

Thus does Connie conjure the shadowy 
realm where her author feels most at home. 
Le Carré made his name rendering the black-
and-white certainties of the Cold War in in-
finite shades of gray. At the same time, his 
Cold War novels make clear that to have gray, 
you must also have black and white. Some of 
the characters talk about moral equivalence 
between East and West, notably Bill Haydon, 
the Soviet mole in Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy. 
But these characters are rarely the heroes.

Since the end of the Cold War, le Carré 
has had trouble exploring the gray because 
he has had trouble identifying the black and 
white. A low point would be his 2001 novel 
The Constant Gardener, made into a film in 
2005. Handsomely shot in South Africa, al-
luringly directed by Fernando Meirelles, and 
starring Ralph Fiennes and Rachel Weisz, 
the film depicts a Manichean struggle be-
tween the pure evil of Big Pharma and the 
pure goodness of a beautiful young NGO 
worker. This makes it feel less like a le Carré 

story than a politically tendentious melo-
drama of the sort that Hollywood illuminati 
crank out in their sleep.

To be fair, most of le Carré’s recent novels 
are not this morally simplistic. In keeping 
with the world we now live in, they feature 
many shades of gray and very few angels. But 
in recent years they have also featured a black-
hearted devil that can very conveniently be 
blamed for all the cruelty and injustice occur-
ring around the globe—and the name of that 
devil is the United States of America.

Le Carré has never been fond of the United 
States. In his Cold War novels, the Ameri-
cans are satirized for all the usual things: lack 
of subtlety, crude taste, offenses against the 
English language, infatuation with technolo-
gy. Some of that satire is pretty good, as in the 
scene in A Perfect Spy where a semi-articulate 
CIA agent named Wexler is described as 
having “embarked on a disastrous paragraph 
about ‘incorporating our general awareness 
of the Czechoslovak methodology in regard 
to the servicing of and the ah communication 
with their agents in the field.’”

But it is one thing to satirize, quite another 
to demonize. Most of the bad guys in these 
novels—the Russian mafia, the scheming bu-
reaucrats, the incompetent police, even the 
crooked politicians—are given some shading 
of all-too-human gray. But not the Americans. 
In most cases the mere mention of the United 
States is sufficient to drive out all moral nu-
ance. For example, this essay was inspired by 
the 2016 film of Our Kind of Traitor (pub-
lished in 2010), which dramatizes the col-
lusion of British banks and politicians with 
Russian organized crime figures seeking to 
launder their ill-gotten “blood money.” The 
topic could not be timelier, given the Russian 
government’s current efforts to undermine 
confidence in Western political institutions. 
But in typical le Carré fashion, both the novel 
and the film depict the “Russian mafia” as 
something separate from the Russian gov-
ernment, when in fact they are one and the 
same—while losing no opportunity to excori-
ate America for its backstage role in most of 
the world’s evils.

It would not be pleasant to defend America 
to le Carré right now. The world order sus-
tained by America is in a parlous state, and 
so is America, But I do wish he would stop 
ranting against America while giving Russia 
a pass. It is dispiriting to read his rants, be-
cause they are indistinguishable from those 
of a million bottom-feeding pundits who, like 
poor benighted Rick Pym, are more willing to 
sell their heads than use them.

man?”—begins over time to sound like a loy-
alty oath. Rick’s duplicitous soul is nicely cap-
tured in this passage:

It is recorded that in October 1947 he 
sold his head. I chanced upon this in-
formation as I was standing on the steps 
of the crematorium, covertly trying 
to puzzle out some of the less familiar 
members of the funeral. A breathless 
youth claiming to represent a teach-
ing hospital waved a piece of paper at 
me and demanded that I stop the cer-
emony. “In Consideration of the sum of 
fifty pounds cash I, Richard T. Pym of 
Chester Street W, consent that on my 
death my head may be used for the pur-
poses of furthering medical science.” It 
was raining slightly. Under cover of the 
porch I scribbled the boy a cheque for 
a hundred pounds and told him to buy 
one somewhere else. If the fellow was 
a confidence trickster, I reasoned, Rick 
would have been the first to admire his 
enterprise.

Because I consider A Perfect Spy le Carré’s 
masterpiece, I had high hopes for the TV ver-
sion. But here we encounter the truth of the 
old adage that good books make bad movies. 
Produced by the BBC in 1987, the seven-part 
series has a stellar cast, led by Peter Egan 
as Magnus, Rüdiger Weigang as Axel, Alan 
Howard as Jack Brotherhood, and (last but 
not least) Ray McAnally as Rick. The screen-
play is by Arthur Hopcraft, who adapted Tin-
ker Tailor Soldier Spy for the BBC, so the lines 
of the plot are laid out much more clearly than 
in the novel. But missing from this dour series 
are all the things that make the novel so won-
derful: its profusion of color and detail; its 
powerful waves of emotion, pathos, and irony; 
and (unforgivably) its humor. 

A Perfect Spy makes stimulating reading 
these days, because Magnus’s tragic flaw is 
that he desperately needs someone he can 
trust, but because of his upbringing he only 
feels at home in what is now called a “post-fact” 
world. This is the key to his relationship with 
Axel. As hinted above, Axel may not be the 
double agent he claims to be. This we learn 
from a retired MI6 agent and amateur ichthy-
ologist with the Dickensian name of Mem-
bury, who, while taking a break from pulling 
the weeds out of his fishpond, tells Jack Broth-
erhood that, in his judgment, the intelligence 
coming from Axel “looked good on the plate, 
but when you came to chew it over, nothing 
really there…. Same as trying to eat a pike.” 
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An Article V Convention

The american constitution (an ancient document that 
annoyingly hobbled the genius of Barack Obama) is as abused 
as one might expect of something splendid that excites the 

envy and ire of those who willfully misunderstand the long history 
to which it has brought its bright and cleansing light. It prevents 
those who live to command from ruling like the kings and saints 
they think they are. It frustrates those who mistakenly attempt to 
govern man analogously with the physical principles that govern na-
ture. Whether progressives, Communists, socialists, or fascists, the 
arrogant engineers of humanity are naturally averse to a document 
that, though it is more excellently reasonable than they are, is a work 
of art compatible with human nature rather than destructive of it.

The Constitution of 1787 is the product of the philosophical cli-
mate of the Enlightenment, a meticulous review of classical history, the 
evolution of the English legal system, the stress of war and revolution, 
the physical and political geography of the colonies, the rare brilliance 
of the leading figures of the time, and, in the last third of the 18th cen-
tury, a widespread frenzy of constitution-making and debate that be-
came a national pastime replaced only later by the invention of baseball.

Hardly ignorant of unforeseeable circumstance, the framers con-
structed a system so supple as to accommodate changes over time. In 
that its principles and procedures must be applied in ever-changing 
conditions, it is indeed a living document, but not as defined by pro-
gressives, who are expedient to the point of recklessness in the belief 
that varying circumstances should act upon principles rather than 
the other way around. Though we live in an age in which the most 
superficial flickers of the present are wielded as instruments with 
which to wreck the profundities of the past, it is still stunning to hear, 
for example, the argument that, because the framers didn’t have to 
buy television time, freedom of speech may therefore be abridged.

The heart and sin of modernist political thought is that transient 
circumstance has license to alter proven principles. This arises not 
merely from opposition to such principles but from an insatiable lust 
for chaos, in that chaos is as much the handmaiden of change as prin-
ciple is its sobering impediment.

Under Article V of the Constitution, amendments may be proposed 
either in Congress or by a convention of the states called by two thirds 
of the 50 state legislatures. (In either case, any proposed amendments 
would need approval of three fourths of the state legislatures to be val-
id.) Given that no one is entirely exempt from the pull of the present, 
should constitutionalists live to see an Article V convention, they must 
be disciplined. Not only must they take care not to lard-up the docu-
ment with pet causes, making it the statutory instrument it was never 
meant to be, but in making appropriate changes they should balance 
and counter-balance the impulses of the moment. Two brief examples:

Because the executive branch has molted into a near-Prussian 
administrative state, and the judiciary long ago succumbed to leg-

islative temptation, two correctives have been proposed. Namely, 
submission of executive rules and regulations for legislative approval, 
and the abolition of judicial review.

As much as rebalancing the branches of government is necessary, 
keep in mind that the tectonic shift from a parliamentary to a written, 
constitutional system ended in America the British legacy of legisla-
tive supremacy. As each component of government must be able to 
check the other, active legislative review of executive regulation, now 
long overdue, should not be absolute. Perhaps it could be balanced by 
presidential veto reversible by something less than a super-majority. 

Without judicial review, the equilibrium of courts and legislature 
shifts too much to the latter. As the judiciary now legislates at will, 
it cries out for restraint, such as the possibility of overriding judicial 
review not only by constitutional amendment but, for example, by a 
super-super-majority in Congress.

Anticipation beyond the passions and problems of the 
day would honor the framers, who looked not only back but 
ahead—as should we in seeking to restrain the organs of 

government that have leapt their confinements. Rather than merely 
rebalancing in the present, as difficult as that may prove to be, con-
stitutional revision should have as its goal foresight of potential im-
balances and their consequences. Impetuous reform might lead in 
directions such as the legislative preponderance that upon the birth 
of the written Constitution we chose to abandon.

In granting powers to government, the people should always err 
on the side of caution and restraint. Nor should the people even in 
this scientific age hesitate to champion artful rather than scientific 
governance, because man is not a substance to be engineered, and 
has neither the consistency nor the predictability of the rest of na-
ture. Not science but art, with its deliberate lack of precision that 
by indirections finds directions out, is the way to deal with souls, 
collectively or otherwise. For all its clear reason, the Constitution 
is nonetheless a work of art, which is why it has worked. By anal-
ogy, the Old Statehouse in Boston is surrounded by immense office 
towers. How much more humane in scale, warmth, and beauty is 
the former, welcoming still after 300 years, whereas the towers will 
always be blank glass.

And if it is to be touched, the Constitution must be approached 
with honor, which is not amour propre but rather the willingness to 
sacrifice one’s interests—immediate, parochial, even essential—in 
favor of doing right. So it is with constitutional questions, not only 
in application of law even if the result is contrary to one’s preferences, 
but in revision or amendment—with the primary concern being not 
ideological advantage or the politics of the day but keeping the pow-
ers of government separate, balanced, limited, and checked, so that 
the people may forever exercise sovereignty over their lives. 
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The First World Oil War
by Timothy Winegard

In this groundbreaking book, Timothy 
C. Winegard argues that beginning 
with the First World War, oil became the 
preeminent commodity to safeguard 
national security and promote domestic 
prosperity. 

The National Mall
No Ordinary Public Space

by Lisa Benton-Short

In The National Mall, Lisa Benton-Short 
explores the critical issues that are 
redefining and reshaping this 
extraordinary public space.

Ethics of War and Peace in 
Iran and Shi’i Islam
by Mohammad Jafar Amir Mahallati

This book analyzes the ethics of war and 
peace in Iran and Shi’I Islam and how 
Iranian national and religious identity 
responds to modernity.

Jews and Ukrainians
A Millennium of Co-Existence

by Paul Robert Magocsi and Yohanan 
Petrovsky-Shtern

Jews and Ukrainians presents a wealth 
of information for anyone interested in 
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Brothers or Enemies
The Ukrainian National Movement and 
Russia from the 1840s to the 1870s

by Johannes Remy

Brothers and Enemies presents an 
impressive account of the Ukrainian 
national movement and imperial 
censorship policies in the Russian Empire 
during 1845–1876.

Leadership in the Eye of 
the Storm
Putting Your People First in a Crisis

by Bill Tibbo

This book provides a framework for 
leaders to identify and cultivate the skills 
and behaviours required to meet the 
challenges and seize the opportunities 
that arise in times of chaos.
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