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from the editor’s desk

Scott Walker, Unplugged
by Charles R. Kesler

For the past few weeks governor scott walker of wis-
consin has had the unpleasant experience of running the gantlet 
of the American and British press. Do you believe in evolution, 

they asked him. What is President Obama’s religion? Can a college 
dropout be a good president? 

To these impertinent questions the governor granted only desul-
tory replies. Liberals and conservatives alike have criticized him, not 
realizing that if he had answered more candidly and thoughtfully he 
would have been in even deeper trouble. The press, not to mention the 
political class in general, can be so ill-tempered and ill-educated that 
it forces intelligent politicians to hide their intelligence, like President 
Ronald Reagan in the famous Saturday Night Live skit, who, after a 
shambling, grandfatherly greeting to a visiting girl scout, immediately 
began barking orders to his staff, quoting Montesquieu, and speaking 
Arabic and German am Telephon.

Here is what I imagine the governor wanted to say, if only he had 
been on Saturday Night Live and not on the campaign trail surround-
ed by media hounds and political consultants. As a member of the 
press myself, I can’t of course reveal my sources for this conjecture.

Reporter: Governor Walker, what religion is President Obama?
Walker: God only knows.
R: You mean you don’t believe the president when he says he’s a 

Christian?
W: Did you believe him when he used to say he was against gay mar-

riage as a matter of “sacred principle,” and in favor only of civil unions? 
R: Well, his views evolved.
W: Yes, very conveniently, and that’s one reason I’m skeptical of 

evolution. But my point is that, strictly speaking, only God really 
knows what is in the heart of any man. For ordinary purposes, though, 
I take a person at his word: his religion is whatever he says it is.

R: So you admit Obama is a Christian?
W: Yes, I understand it’s a sacred principle with him.
R: What about evolution? You said you had to “punt” on that one. 

Are you afraid of offending the yahoos of the religious right?
W: Actually, the religious Americans I know are more like 

Houyhnhnms than Yahoos.
R: [Momentary silence.] Could you spell that for me?
W: You can look it up in Gulliver’s Travels. That’s a book. But never 

mind. I did say I had to punt on evolution, not because I wanted to 

spare religious conservatives’ feelings, though, but because I wanted 
to spare the reporter’s. Can you imagine asking such a silly question? 

R: By silly you mean hard?
W: I mean he didn’t even distinguish between evolution within 

a species and evolution between species. He didn’t wonder what it 
would mean to “believe” in a hypothesis. He didn’t distinguish be-
tween evolution as a first or final cause, and evolution as an efficient 
cause. Above all, the question displayed the same credulous attitude 
towards science that Obama exhibits every time he proclaims that sci-
ence has settled this question or that. Did it never occur to him that 
science is as much, or more, about unsettling than settling things?

R: You’re evading the question.
W: I’m preparing to answer it. If by evolution you mean the materi-

alist process which,  by natural selection and a convenient sequence of 
physical accidents, has guided the development of life from the single-
cell organism to the modern liberal intellectual, then no, I’m not buy-
ing it. And there are plenty of contemporary philosophers and natural 
scientists who don’t, either. Some are proponents of intelligent design; 
others are not. Thomas Nagel, for example, emphatically in the latter 
camp, argues that such a materialist conception of nature is “almost 
certainly false.”

R: Whoa, are you saying you don’t believe in evolution?
W: I don’t believe in “believing” in evolution. As an explanation 

of changes within species, evolution has a lot going for it. Even on a 
grander scale, as I pointed out in my later statement on the subject, 
evolution and belief in God are not incompatible.

R: How do you have time to read books by philosophers?
W: I don’t. That’s why I read the Claremont Review of Books.
R: So do you think a man with a high school education is qualified 

to be president?
W: That’s a good one. I attended Marquette University for three 

and a half years and left to take a full-time job.
R: Your professor in a class on the politics of the Third World said 

you “seemed utterly bored.”
W: I was, in that class. Have you ever taken a course on Third 

World politics?
R: But how can a man without a college degree possibly handle the 

job of president of the United States?
W: I dunno. Ask Abraham Lincoln.
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Winning the
Cold War

Although I agree with the 
main thrust of Angelo Codevil-
la’s criticism of American foreign 
policy for the past century or so 
(“When the Storm Clouds Gath-
er,” Fall 2014), his indictment 
is so comprehensive and funda-
mental as to portray America’s 
international actions as complete 
failures. It is not solely good luck 
or divine grace, nor bungling that 
turned out well, that explains 
why the United States remains 
the world’s most powerful and ex-
ceptional nation. In other words, 
it is important to account for our 
successes as well as our failures 
lest we be blinded to genuine acts 
of statesmanship.

Codevilla passes over the 
American-induced collapse of the 
Soviet Union, which he accounts 
for only in terms of Soviet weak-
nesses. But we were blessed with 
a president who, for the first time, 
was determined to take advan-
tage of those weaknesses—first, 
by identifying the USSR as the 

“evil empire” it truly was and, sec-
ond, by combining military, eco-
nomic, and diplomatic pressure 
on that regime, which it could not 
counter. The mere possibility of 

the U.S. building a space-based 
anti-missile system convinced the 
Soviets that they were no match 
for our technology. The details 
have been recounted in various 
places, but all take their bearings 
from Ronald Reagan’s deliberate 
change of policy from contain-
ment of the Soviets’ expansion-
ism to liberation of their subject 
peoples. 

Whatever limitations the con-
tainment policy had, it prevented 
a Soviet takeover of Western Eu-
rope. Even the Korean and Viet-
nam wars—which should have 
been fought to victory—placed 
limits on the Soviets’ advance.

No human endeavor brings 
final, complete success. Even the 
American Revolution secured our 
independence but did not end 
slavery; and the Civil War saved 
the Union and ended slavery but 
left government-protected rac-
ism in place. We do well to warn 
of alarming circumstances and 
point out the source of the prob-
lems, but should take our victo-
ries where we can.

Richard H. Reeb, Jr.
Helendale, CA

Angelo M. Codevilla replies:

With all my heart—and in 
no small measure for my own 
vanity—I wish I could agree with 
Richard Reeb that the Soviet 
Union’s collapse was “American-
induced.” Without doubt, it was 
the greatest blessing visited upon 
mankind in the horrid 20th cen-
tury. But one that came about 
because of Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
incompetent effort to re-establish 
central control over a party appa-
ratus that Leonid Brezhnev’s long 
reign had allowed to slip into feu-
dal mode. Gorbachev hurt the ap-
parat not enough to intimidate its 
members but enough to induce 
them to fend for themselves. The 
regime, founded on mass murder, 
could not survive without it. We 
will never know whether such 

an incompetent rose to absolute 
power in Moscow because of the 
Soviets’ poor selection of elites for 
three quarters of a century, or di-
vine grace.

But, alas, we know that—de-
spite the efforts so many of us 
put forth, often at great personal 
cost—the United States did not 
cause countless Communist Par-
ty officials to cast off central con-
trol and take openly the powers, 
privileges, and property that had 
become theirs in practice during 
the previous quarter-century.

Yes, we had a president who 
wished, and said, that the So-
viet Union was a sad chapter in 
mankind’s history, the last pag-
es of which were being written. 
But, when he spoke these words, 
Strobe Talbott wrote in Time 
magazine that these were Rea-
gan’s personal opinions, and that 
they did not reflect the views of 
the U.S. government. And Tal-
bott was correct. Even though 
the American people had elected 
Reagan by a landslide, the gov-
ernment—including most of his 
appointees—continued to regard 
the Soviet Union as eternal, and 
suggestions to the contrary as 
madness. Yours truly, together 
with Richard Pipes, wrote what 
(to our knowledge) remains the 
only government document that 
advocated making the end of the 
Soviet Union the objective of U.S. 
foreign policy. Secretary of State 
Alexander Haig dismissed both 
of us angrily.

Under Reagan, the U.S. 
brought less economic and diplo-
matic pressure against the Soviets 
than the Carter Administration 
had done—rescinding the wheat 
embargo and doing nothing like 
the Olympic boycott. It did con-
tinue and increase the military 
buildup that Carter started, as 
well as its not-so-covert actions in 
Afghanistan and Nicaragua. 

Reeb writes that “The mere 
possibility of the U.S. building a 
space-based anti-missile system 
convinced the Soviets that they 

were no match for our technology. 
The details have been recounted 
in various places….” The Soviets 
were frightened—as well they 
should have been—about our 
building a space-based missile 
defense because it would have ne-
gated the great advantage in coun-
terforce missiles that was the cen-
terpiece of their military strategy. 
They made opposition to it the 
principal focus of their diplomacy. 
And guess what? They influenced 
American opinion enough that 
Reagan’s own defense secretary, 
Caspar Weinberger, opposed bal-
listic missile defense even more 
than liberals did.

This is particularly painful to 
me because I invested a substan-
tial part of my life, beginning 
in the 1970s, to devising and 
promoting the technology pro-
grams that would have produced 
such defenses if pursued but 
that—once they had attracted 
attention—became the basis for 
the fruitless hullabaloo called 
the Strategic Defense Initiative 
(or SDI). If Reeb were correct, I 
could look at myself as having 
contributed much to something 
great and good. But no.

Reeb’s apparently unassailable 
point is that “containment…
prevented a Soviet takeover 
of Western Europe.” But that 
assumes that Stalin intended 
to do it. There is quite a bit of 
evidence that Eastern Europe 
was his target, that he had his 
hands full there, that he ordered 
his troops not to resist any major 
American push eastward because 
his forces—undermined as they 
were by fierce local opposition—
could not resist, and that he 
sent Western Communists 
into kamikaze attacks to divert 
the Americans and give them a 
bellyful of meaningless victories.

The extent to which “the Ko-
rean and Vietnam wars—which 
should have been fought to vic-
tory—placed limits on the Sovi-
ets’ advance” versus the extent to 
which our failure to try winning 
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them radically accelerated the So-
viets’ advance and our internal rot, 
is debatable.

Law of War?

I appreciate Jeremy Rabkin’s 
review of Point of Attack: Preven-
tive War, International Law, and 
Global Welfare in the CRB’s Fall 
2014 issue. He makes two criti-
cisms that pose problems for my 
argument that we should adopt 
a cost-benefit or global welfare 
approach to reviewing the le-
gality of war. First, he rightly 
responds that estimating all of 
the costs and benefits of a war, 
ex ante, may prove too difficult 
for decision-makers. It certainly 
seemed so to the Bush Admin-
istration. Second, Rakbin points 
out that the world’s nations may 
be too diverse to adopt a com-
mon approach to war. Although 
the United States may honestly 
assess whether a war promotes 
global welfare, we cannot trust 
Russia and China to use force 
to maintain international order 
rather than to advance their ter-
ritorial ambitions.

These are difficult questions, 
though ones that would affect 
other important policy decisions, 
too. For example, one could level 
the same criticism against a na-
tionwide healthcare law: the con-
sequences are so complex that it is 
difficult to make an accurate deci-
sion based on costs and benefits. 
Yet, as Rabkin observes, domestic 
regulators make such decisions 
too often. Conservatives will in-
tuitively respond that it is better 
for the government to do nothing 
rather than to leap to a mistaken 
action, whether launching a war 
or setting drug prices.

But there is an important dif-
ference between domestic and in-
ternational affairs and the costs 
of inaction. Under our Consti-
tution, if the federal government 
refrains from acting in domestic 
affairs, the states and the com-
mon law remain to regulate. 
Without Obamacare, the states 
would continue to make the pri-
mary decisions on the healthcare 

market—with advantages both 
for experimentation and the sat-
isfaction of residents. But with 
international affairs, there is no 
background system of states and 
laws that will address harms in 
the absence of national action. If 
the great powers do not intervene 
to stop a humanitarian catastro-
phe, terrorist group, or rogue na-
tion with WMDs, no one will. A 
system can draw its rules to favor 
inaction, but we should make 
that choice depending on the 
magnitude of the costs of doing 
nothing. I am uncertain from his 
review where Rabkin would draw 
the line between the U.N. sys-
tem—which he agrees is a failure 
in both theory and practice—and 
the global welfare approach I rec-
ommend in Point of Attack.

Rabkin’s second point raises 
an even deeper and more difficult 
challenge: whether any interna-
tional law of war is possible. Our 
rivals and even allies in the world 
may have very different views on 
the use of force, and do not of 
course apply them consistently. 
Russia opposed our war in Iraq 
as a violation of the U.N. Charter, 
even though we left after depos-
ing a terrible regime. But then it 
claimed the right to invade Geor-
gia and Ukraine, followed by the 
annexation of Crimea. France op-
posed the war in Iraq, too, but be-
lieves the interventions in Kosovo 
and Syria are legal.

My response is a rule—global 
welfare—that allows us to sort 
through these conflicts and en-
courage those that benefit inter-
national peace and stability. I’m 
not sure what Rabkin favors once 
we ditch the U.N. Charter’s failed 
system. He invokes the tradition 
of natural law thinkers on inter-
national affairs, which culmi-
nated with Vattel and greatly in-
fluenced America’s founders. But 
it is unclear why the other great 
powers would coalesce around 
the natural law approach to in-
ternational law, especially when 
countries such as Russia and 
China do not enjoy a natural law 
tradition. Rabkin’s position will 
need to answer the even deeper 
question why these nations, or 

any others, follow any form of in-
ternational law on war.

My hope is that the great pow-
ers will follow a global welfare ap-
proach out of self-interest, because, 
in the long run, they will reap the 
benefit of a relatively liberal inter-
national order (as they have for the 
past 70 years). It may be true, as 
Rabkin suggests, that there is little 
consensus on when intervention is 
necessary because of the diversity 
of the world’s nations. But does 
that not leave us in a world with 
no legal restraint on war at all? I 
do not take Rabkin to be mak-
ing that argument, but his review 
leaves that important question un-
answered.

John Yoo
University of California at

Berkeley School of Law
Berkeley, CA

Jeremy Rabkin replies:

In my review of Point of Attack, 
I expressed much skepticism that 

“global welfare” could be a suf-
ficient guide, in itself, for a U.S. 
resort to force. Now my friend 
John Yoo raises two questions in 
response: Since we now rely on 
disputable assessments of nation-
al welfare in assessing domestic 
policy, why not do the same for 
global policy? And if we worry 
that other nations won’t accept 
our assessments of global welfare, 
why imagine they will accept our 
appeals to “natural law” as justifi-
cations for force?

On the first challenge, I dis-
pute that government coercion 
can rest on mere assessments of 

“national welfare.” Some clever 
academic might argue that rich 
people own too much real estate 
or too many large houses, so there 
would be a net gain in “welfare” if 
the government seized a lot of 
wealth from the small number of 
super-rich (which they wouldn’t 
really miss that much, if we let 
them keep a lot of their remain-
ing wealth) and handed over this 
bounty to a much larger number 
of less affluent people (for whom 
even small gains in wealth would 
be much more valued). 
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I think basic constitutional 
guarantees—like the Takings 
Clause and the Due Process 
Clause—were intended to block 
this sort of open-ended “welfare” 
policy. Political debate about pro-
posed new programs certainly 
doesn’t turn on economic pro-
jections of “costs and benefits,” 
when unmoored from any initial 
showing that there is a “problem” 
that needs remedy (not merely 
an opportunity to advance over-
all “welfare” as estimated by some 
economist). Reckonings of “costs 
and benefits,” as by the Office 
of Management and Budget in 
reviewing new regulations, are a 
secondary control on regulatory 
measures, not the initial justifi-
cation for action. To justify co-
ercion, we usually demand some 
showing that leaving citizens to 
their own choices causes concrete 
harms—pollution or some threat 
to public safety, for example. 

Second, even if courts and vot-
ers have come to accept a more 
open-ended view of legitimate 
grounds for coercion, we still 
have procedural controls on gov-
ernment action at home. Govern-
ment coercion normally requires 
statutory authorization, nor-
mally requires opportunity for 
appeal to the courts on the appli-
cation of the standard, normally 
faces legislative oversight and 
other forms of political control 
on the application of force. There 
is no international counterpart 
to these controls. We wouldn’t 
trust our own president to coerce 
people at home without these le-
gal and political controls. Why 
expect the world to trust our 
president to use force without 
any such controls? We can’t be 
as cavalier about force abroad as 

about coercion at home. Among 
other things, force abroad is more 
apt to provoke violent resistance. 

But if other nations wouldn’t 
trust our claims to advance “glob-
al welfare,” Yoo asks, why would 
they trust claims we advance in 
the name of older standards? No 
one should be spooked by the 
term “natural law.” Let’s call the 
relevant standards, “traditionally 
accepted reasons.” If we are at-
tacked, we can respond. If there is 
an imminent threat of attack, we 
may, in some circumstances, act 
to preempt that threat. What we 
can do in our own defense, we can 
do in defense of friends and allies, 
if they ask for assistance. Nations 
may dispute, in particular cir-
cumstances, what the principle of 

“self-defense” allows, but no na-
tion today disputes the principle. 
That principle should cover most 
uses of force.

Down to the mid-20th cen-
tury, treatises on international 
law also recognized the legiti-
macy of resort to force to pro-
tect well-defined international 
rights—like the right to sail freely 
in international waters. President 
Reagan deployed the Sixth Fleet 
to the Gulf of Sidra in 1986 to 
demonstrate that the U.S. would 
not abide Muammer Gaddhafi’s 
claim to exclude foreign ships 
from this vast part of the Medi-
terranean. I think that was en-
tirely reasonable, even though it 
ended up causing loss of life (on 
the Libyan side, when our Navy 
repulsed their gunboats). 

But such justifications ought 
to be restricted to very well-de-
fined claims. The point is not to 
win approval for every deploy-
ment of American force but to 
reassure other nations that we 

don’t make open-ended claims to 
strike anywhere we choose. If we 
define our claims more concretely, 
we also make it easier for others 
to avoid triggering an American 
response inadvertently. 

I think humanitarian inter-
vention may be justified in an 
extreme case—as to rescue refu-
gees threatened by ISIL’s jihadi 
forces. If we are going to fight 
ISIL—which seems to me a good 
idea—we should have some artic-
ulated rationale, such as helping 
the legitimate democratic govern-
ment in Baghdad defend its ter-
ritory. I don’t think it is good for 
us or good for the world to assert 
an American right to use force 
anywhere in the world where we 
think our intervention would 
promote “global welfare.” 

So far as I know, John Yoo is 
the first serious scholar to advance 
such an open-ended rationale for 
the use of force by individual na-
tions. To my mind, that’s an argu-
ment against Yoo’s doctrine. As 
his book acknowledges, a lot of 
smart people have thought about 
international law and justice for 
many centuries. I think it un-
likely that earlier thinkers missed 
Yoo’s formula because they were 
simply less imaginative. I think 
they were more aware of the prob-
lems in allowing any one nation 
to assume the authority which 
our Declaration of Independence 
attributes to “the Supreme Judge 
of the world.” 

The Illiberal
Left

In his otherwise excellent es-
say, “Left, Right, and Human,” 
William Voegeli endorses Joseph 
Cropsey’s view that, unlike con-
servatives, liberals believe in the 

“natural goodness” of human be-
ings and in the right “to live un-
coerced in society” (Fall 2014). 
Voegeli acknowledges that this 
worldview is not always consis-
tently maintained, citing “the ap-
parent contradiction between, on 
the one hand, liberals’ moral rela-
tivism [and commitment to free 

speech]…and, on the other, their 
censoriousness, manifested in 
political correctness that anath-
ematizes an ever-expanding list 
of expressions deemed harmful 
or hateful.”

It would be more accurate to 
say that, for the Left, belief in 
humans’ “natural goodness” and 
the right “to live uncoerced” are 
merely slogans with no more 
substance than Stalin’s commit-
ment to peace and freedom. In 
other words, the Left is no longer 
liberal.

The Left’s “censoriousness” 
extends far beyond speech that 
could seriously be “deemed harm-
ful or hateful.” Ubiquitous speech 
codes silence virtually any dis-
agreement with the Left’s agenda.

Rather than belief in human’s 
“natural goodness,” the Left now 
preaches that most Americans (at 
least) are tainted by deep-seated 
racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
ableism, and any number of other 
sins. If there was ever some sinless 
prehistoric Eden, this innocence 
was lost long ago. Contemporary 
man is fundamentally evil.

Accordingly, far from letting 
(naturally good) people “live 
uncoerced,” the Left subjects 
as many as it can to sensitiv-
ity training and other forms of 
thought control in an effort to 
instill its catechism. Citizens are 
compelled not merely to tolerate 
but to venerate behavior blessed 
by the Left. And, going beyond 
brainwashing, the Left demands 
that individuals endorse such be-
havior in deed as well as expres-
sion, as when a baker and a florist 
are prosecuted as criminals for 
refusing to provide services for 
a same-sex “wedding.” Of course, 
taxpayers are also coerced to pay 
for the Left’s preferred policies.

And rather than accepting the 
will of the (naturally good) people, 
the Left invokes its elite, enrobed 
priesthood—the judiciary—to 
implement not the Constitution 
but its own higher law of “social 
justice,” and to reject any demo-
cratic results it dislikes and to im-
pose instead its own agenda. So far, 
the judiciary has not always coop-
erated, but leftists hope to fix that.

Notice to All CRB Readers

Our readership is growing, and we’re making changes in 
order to improve our subscriber database. The most signif-
icant changes will be to our website, allowing subscribers 
easier and better online access to the Claremont Review of 
Books. You'll receive e-mails and other notifications about 
any changes to your digital access. We appreciate your pa-

tience as we implement the new system. 
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Voegeli also accepts that lib-
erals believe, quoting Learned 
Hand, that the “spirit of liberty” 
is “not too sure that it is right” 
and “seeks to understand the 
minds of other men and women.” 
This is not the spirit on any of the 
vast majority of American cam-
puses dominated by the Left. In 
addition to the aforementioned 
speech codes, conservatives are 
rigorously excluded from fac-
ulties. Conservatives are rarely 
invited to speak, and when the 
machine malfunctions and a con-
servative is invited, he or she is 
usually later disinvited. 

The Left does not need to hear 
opposing voices; it already knows 
what is right. Indeed, the Left 
fears opposing voices because 
(again) it views most people not 
as naturally good but as funda-
mentally flawed and therefore 
more likely to be persuaded by 
evil rather than good.

Finally, Voegeli accepts that 
“liberals always stand ready to 
propitiate aggressors” and to “ra-
tionalize moral and physical cow-

ardice.” This is true but needs 
clarification. In places where the 
Left has the upper hand—in 
academia, for example—it never 
seeks to “propitiate” or compro-
mise with conservative opponents. 
Like any authoritarian regime, it 
bullies its opponents whenever 
it can. However, it is true that, 
though leftists repeatedly boast 
of their moral courage, they never 
place their bodies or their cushy 
jobs at risk.

Whatever the state of liber-
alism in the past, those who are 
mislabeled liberals today may oc-
casionally preach the creed that 
Voegeli ascribes to them, but they 
certainly never practice it.

George W. Dent, Jr.
Case Western Reserve

University School of Law
Cleveland, OH

William Voegeli replies:

I agree with Professor Dent 
that modern liberals frequently 
preach one thing and practice 

another. This human failing is 
far too common, of course, to be 
judged as a distinctive quality of 
liberalism. The question is what 
else it reveals.

He suggests it tells us that 
liberalism has changed for the 
worse: the “Left is no longer 
liberal.” That’s not wrong, but I 
think a more complete account 
would be that the contradictions 
in liberal thinking have mani-
fested themselves in dilemmas 
more obvious and severe than 
the ones liberals faced 50 years 
ago, when Joseph Cropsey wrote 

“Conservatism and Liberalism.” 
The old ideal of racial integration 
in a color-blind society, for ex-
ample, has been dislodged by the 
new one of diversity, but no one 
can give a clear account of what 
this requires or how it should 
work. The liberal response to 
such dilemmas has been ad hoc 
and unprincipled, consistent 
only in the sense of serving, in 
the ways Prof. Dent describes, 
liberals’ immediate political in-
terests as they understand them.

Thus, asking liberals to revert 
to the time when they weren’t 
such hypocrites won’t really solve 
the problem, which will recur 
chronically. Liberals can only be 
good liberals by being ex-liber-
als, discarding flawed ideas for 
sounder ones. As Cropsey put it,

The perfection of plurality 
supporting the consumma-
tion of unity may permit 
or require the cultivation 
and expression of all idio-
syncratic differences; but 
it could not tolerate differ-
ences of an invidious char-
acter. At least two classes 
of differences are invidious: 
differences of opinion as 
to good and bad, right and 
wrong, or just and unjust; 
and differences of interest. 
Whether a liberal society 
would be in fact a free soci-
ety, and if not, whether the 
oppressions would conduce 
to the highest good, are 
grave questions unknown 
to liberalism.
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look closely: 

The stirring conversation in 
the Claremont Review of Books 

continues on line in Upon Further Review. 
Richard Epstein and Brad Watson on classical 

liberalism and the Constitution.
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Upon Further Review
edited by William Voegeli

                                      The conversation in the 
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Harry Victor Jaffa died at the age of 96 on January 10, 2015. The Claremont Institute for the Study 
of Statesmanship and Political Philosophy was founded by a few of his students in 1979, and he served 

on the Institute’s board of directors from its inception. He was named a distinguished fellow of the 
Institute in 1989. The mission of the Claremont Institute, to recover the political philosophy that ani-
mated the American Founding and to revive the statesmanship that made it possible, is part of what 
Jaffa called “the scholarship of the politics of freedom.” We attempt to live up to the standards of that 
scholarship, and that politics, in the Claremont Review of Books. In the spirit of that scholarship 

Jaffa contributed to, and occasionally criticized, the CRB from the beginning. 

His funeral was held in Claremont on January 16. His students Michael Uhlmann, Edward Erler, 
Thomas West, and Larry Arnn delivered versions of these eulogies there. Michael Anton offers 

reminiscences of a more recent student.

Harry V. Jaffa, 1918–2015
in memoriam

Society. He, I, and the late James Jack-
son Kilpatrick had been asked to address 
a then very hot topic in American politics: 
the right to dissent. In law school the year 
before, I had studied and written about the 
Supreme Court’s treatment of the subject. 
Despite what I thought was exhaustive re-
search, nothing had prepared me for Harry 
Jaffa, who gently pointed me toward a deeper 
understanding of legal obligation than any-
thing I had previously encountered.

I have no specific recollection about what 
he, I, or Kilpatrick said during our formal 
presentations. I do recall rather vividly what 
happened afterwards, which proved to be the 
most important part of the day. It consisted of 
my sitting across a restaurant table from Har-

didactic, inquisitive, impatient, importunate, 
stern, argumentative, and exhausting. 

I take my text for the day from a medieval 
aphorism that, according to Leo Strauss, orig-
inally applied to Aristotle. Solet Jaffa quaerere 
pugnam. To reassure those whose Latin is as 
rusty as mine, that translates as “Jaffa is ac-
customed to seeking a fight.” I have replaced 
Aristotle’s name with Jaffa’s, a change that 
would please Harry—perhaps too much so. 
In any event, the aphorism aptly describes the 
man we bury today. Harry Jaffa was nothing 
if not quarrelsome. Some people knew only 
that side of him. But this complicated man 
was hardly so monochromatic. 

I first met Harry in the fall of 1965 in 
Chicago at a meeting of the Philadelphia 

Sure-footed Intellectual Grace
by Michael M. Uhlmann

We knew this day was coming; 
indeed, we have known it for a 
long time. Given Harry’s remark-

able longevity, however, and his even more re-
markable stubbornness and mental trim until 
almost the very end, there were times when 
the inevitable didn’t seem so inevitable after 
all. Now that the final curtain has fallen, it is 
apparent that life without Harry is going to 
take some getting used to. He was more than 
a great teacher; he was an omnipresence in 
the lives of his students—in my own case, for 
nearly half a century. And what a presence! 
At once avuncular, warm, gentle, humorous, 
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ry as he placed his personal stamp upon the 
universe. What a flood of words and ideas! 
Whole paragraphs, pages, books, and librar-
ies came tumbling out, on everything from 
the Goldwater campaign and the future of the 
Republican Party, to the virtues and vices of 
National Review and the burgeoning conser-
vative movement, to Shakespeare as political 
thinker, to the centrality of natural right in 
the American political tradition, to the great-
ness of Leo Strauss, the American Founding, 
Abraham Lincoln, and Winston Churchill. 

I had never encountered anything like this 
in my life. There was no finger-wagging, only 
an endless stream of learned reflections, for 
the most part gently delivered, one thought 
begetting another in a long chain of reasoned 
discourse, which, if one followed the links 
(which I was barely capable of doing), con-
nected the condition of America circa 1965 to 
forgotten lessons taught by Aristotle. The af-
ternoon ended with Harry saying to me, “You 
know, the kinds of questions you’re interested 
in studying really can’t be answered by exam-
ining law books and court decisions. Why 
don’t you come to Claremont to study the real 
thing?” 

What followed involved many 
long conversations with Harry, 
who simply wore me out until I 

said yes. He did one thing more: he made 
it financially possible for me to undertake 
graduate study, thanks to his intervention 
with the Earhart Foundation and, later, with 
Henry Salvatori. I came away from our first 
long encounter in Chicago with two distinct 
impressions: first, that this was one of the 
most brilliant men I had ever encountered 
or likely would ever encounter; and second, 
that he was a kind man—tolerant of my igno-
rance, God knows, and unfailingly generous 
with his time. Before meeting Harry, I had 
poked around in—“read” would be too strong 
a word—his Crisis of the House Divided, but as 
a more or less standard-issue Yale graduate of 
that era, one who had concentrated in history 
and literature and avoided all political science 
courses, I hadn’t a clue about the book’s nov-
elty or significance. I had also nibbled at Leo 
Strauss’s Natural Right and History, but, again, 
had only the faintest idea about the mean-
ing or importance of political philosophy, the 
battle between the ancients and the moderns, 
the theological-political problem, or for that 
matter any of the other grand questions that 
would consume the next four years of my life. 
I was, in short, an authentic ignoramus. What 
Harry saw in me I cannot altogether say, but I 
am grateful beyond measure that he saw some-
thing worthy of his attention. 

The brilliance and kindness I first encoun-
tered in Chicago were on even more abundant 
display after I arrived in Claremont. Harry 
and Marjorie could not have been more gen-
erous. Their house on Baughman Avenue be-
came the graduate students’ home away from 
home. Food and drink were always available 
and in abundant supply, as was conversa-
tion, whether in the living room or in Harry’s 
cramped study down the hall. I was joined in 
these intellectual revels by a sizable group of 
others who had already been lured to Clare-
mont, or soon would be, by Harry’s Socratic 
charm. Unlike me, most of them were deeply 
versed in political philosophy before they got 
here, and they were more than kind in helping 
me along. For that, too, I am grateful.

Harry’s classroom teaching was 
anything but exciting and only oc-
casionally connected to the specific 

readings for the week. But that didn’t mat-
ter much. We came to hear him explain the 
meaning of life, and to watch him weave his 
magic that, as I say, connected contemporary 
America to Lincoln to the founding to Shake-
speare to the ancients, with a sure-footed in-
tellectual grace that took our breath away. As 
inspirational as that could be, the most endur-
ing part of his teaching occurred not in the 
classroom, but in one-on-one (or small-group) 
sessions in his office and, more importantly, in 
his writing. I have reread many of his essays 
and come away each time with new insights. 
I recently began my third reading of A New 
Birth of Freedom, and one of these days I’m go-
ing to find my dog-eared copy of Crisis, with 
its broken spine, loosened pages, and 50 years’ 
worth of marginalia.

Harry’s skill as a writer is not often re-
marked, but it should be. His prose is power-
ful, crisp, uncluttered, often eloquent, and for 
many of us logically compelling. He eschewed 
the passive voice whenever possible, and har-
bored deep suspicions about the mischief of 
adjectives, which, he rightly said, subverted 
the power of nouns. He was altogether too 
fond of exclamation points, a habit of his I 
tried but failed to cure. Like everyone else, I 
was even a greater failure on those occasions 
when I tried to tone down his more acerbic 
rhetoric. All of us ground our teeth at some 
of his ad hominem excesses. Certainly both 
Harry’s reputation and the world would be 
better off without them, but as I say, solet Jaffa 
quaerere pugnam. I think—I certainly hope—
that in the fullness of time, his acerbity will 
not deter future students from absorbing his 
substantive arguments.

The New York Times gave him generous 
space—for the Times—in its obituary notice. 

But rather too much of it was taken up with 
the controversy surrounding the acceptance 
speech he drafted for Barry Goldwater’s nom-
ination in 1964. For many, that’s how it will 
ever be. Their number includes some of his old 
friends who also studied under Strauss, and 
who believed that Harry’s political ventures 
were, to say no more, a lapse in good judgment. 
Many, I suspect, were Democrats of the old 
school who wanted all presidential candidates 
to sound like Adlai Stevenson. They later 
switched their allegiance to John F. Kennedy, 
which was certainly an improvement, but the 
idea of supporting the party of Lincoln in the 
’50s and ’60s was probably outré. The idea of 
supporting Goldwater was thought breath-
takingly foolish. And the infamous “Extrem-
ism in the defense of liberty…” line was, well, 
utterly beyond the pale. (One friend, so the 
story goes, sent a telegram that read, “Dear 
Harry: Great speech. Nothing wrong with it 
that 10,000 carefully chosen words couldn’t 
explain.”) More seriously, some of his friends 
thought it dangerous to mix politics and phi-
losophy in this way; others thought it an un-
fortunate distraction from the real business of 
exploring the truth. 

This is not the time to rehash this 
controversy, concerning which Harry 
has already given a robust (if not en-

tirely compelling) defense. This much needs 
to be said, however. He saw early on, and be-
fore anyone else save perhaps Strauss himself, 
the deep fault line that was beginning to open 
in American politics, which, unless checked, 
might radically alter the defining principles of 
the regime. For Harry, the fault line appeared 
most dramatically in the softening of the 
Democratic Party’s disposition in the Cold 
War. While many of his friends, as I say, were 
still enamored of Franklin Roosevelt’s party, 
Harry was already moving toward the GOP. 
He realized that the remnant of Lincoln’s 
party offered little to commend itself, but, in 
contrast to the Democrats, at least it seemed 
to offer the promise of a respectably conser-
vative alternative to an unlimited government 
at home and a lowering of our guard against 
Soviet Communism abroad. If the West were 
to survive, Harry convinced himself, it would 
need a political vehicle, embodied in a rein-
vigorated Republican Party.

Say what one will about the Goldwater 
speech, the ensuing decade tended to confirm 
Harry’s prescience about the state of American 
politics. Eight years later, the Democrats nom-
inated George McGovern and embraced the 
agenda of the New Left; and the trend has ac-
celerated ever since. FDR’s party today in both 
domestic and foreign policy is virtually defined 
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by a rejection of everything that was once cel-
ebrated, without apology or embarrassment, 
under the banner of American exceptionalism. 

Finally, permit me a few thoughts 
on Jaffa’s astoundingly productive 
scholarly life. The most enduring part 

of the Jaffa legacy, I think, will consist in two 
remarkable, interconnected achievements. 
The first is his attempt to recover and recon-
vey the true meaning of the Declaration of In-
dependence, which had been buried beneath 
layers of historicist dust and detritus. The sec-
ond is his discovery and articulation of Abra-
ham Lincoln’s statesmanship, which had also 
been hidden from view by political cynicism 
and historicist cant. The two achievements, 
taken together, opened a new way of thinking 

about the American Founding and the slavery 
crisis, one that will enable future generations 
of students to see and to savor the nobility 
and superiority of the American proposition. 
When one considers the condition of Ameri-
can political and historical scholarship when 
Crisis of the House Divided was published in 
1959, these achievements are stunning accom-
plishments and, in my view, unmatched in 
the annals of modern American scholarship. 
Whether they will survive the nihilist wave 
that now threatens to break upon us, we can-
not know. But if not, that will certainly be no 
fault of Jaffa’s. And if the regime does with-
stand the assault, he will deserve full marks 
for teaching us how to man the battlements. 

In the meantime, let us recall the words 
spoken by Abraham Lincoln in his eulogy 

to Henry Clay. They may be fittingly said of 
Harry Jaffa as well: “He loved his country 
partly because it was his own country, but 
mostly because it was a free country, and he 
burned with a zeal for its advancement, pros-
perity, and glory, because he saw in such the 
advancement, prosperity, and glory of human 
liberty, human right, and human nature.”

With your permission, I should like to 
close with a blessing: may the God of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob smile upon Harry Jaffa 
and grant his soul eternal rest in the garden 
where the citizens of Jerusalem and Athens 
are forever joined in harmonious conversation 
about whatsoever things are true. 

Michael M. Uhlmann teaches political science at 
Claremont Graduate University.

A Lifelong Seminar
by Edward J. Erler

It was nearly 50 years ago that i 
arrived in Claremont to study with 
Harry Jaffa and his teacher, Leo Strauss. 

The first course I took from Dr. Jaffa was a 
year-long seminar on Plato’s Republic. We 
made our way through the first two (of ten) 
books—this was my introduction to close 
textual reading. When he set his mind to 
it, few were better at it than Jaffa. I subse-
quently took other seminars on Plato from 
him, as well as courses on Aristotle, Shake-
speare, and Abraham Lincoln. The breadth 
of his interests and the depth of his under-
standing were on constant display in these 
seminars. Jaffa also introduced me to Profes-
sor Harry Neumann, who taught philoso-
phy at Scripps College and at the Claremont 
Graduate School. I took several seminars 
from Professor Neumann, who was a first-
rate Nietzsche scholar. Jaffa and Neumann 
gave a joint seminar every year for at least ten 
years. Since my own teaching career allowed 
me to live in Claremont I was able to attend 
many of those seminars. Although the topics 
varied, it was always a debate between Aris-
totle and Nietzsche, and it took place at the 
highest level—without polemics or acrimony. 
For me, it was a wonderful experience, listen-
ing to perhaps the most profound students of 
two of the greatest philosophers. 

Jaffa also introduced me to competitive cy-
cling, and we spent many hours training and 
racing together. We were neighbors and be-
came friends, and eventually, in his declining 
years, I became the trustee of his estate. It was 

a marvelous journey: a lifelong seminar with 
an outstanding political philosopher.

Jaffa’s essay on “The Unity of Tragedy, 
Comedy, and History: An Interpretation of 
the Shakespearean Universe” alone is suffi-
cient to secure his place as a preeminent in-
terpreter of Shakespeare. And his early essay 
on Aristotle, published in the original edition 
of the History of Political Philosophy edited 
by Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, and his first 
book, Thomism and Aristotelianism, might 
have launched a career as an outstanding 
commentator on that philosopher’s work. But 
he saw a more urgent task in directing himself 
to the study of America, and he was the first 
of Leo Strauss’s students to do so.

Strauss wrote in the context of the “cri-
sis of the West.” Jaffa extended his teacher’s 
analysis to the “crisis of America.” Indeed, it 
was his contention that “the crisis of Ameri-
can constitutionalism” is “the crisis of the 
West.” This view, which he vigorously de-
fended in the 1990s, seems particularly rel-
evant today as America enters what some 
scholars have called the “post-constitutional 
era” and the West lapses into paralysis, 
seemingly uncertain of its purpose and un-
able or unwilling to defend itself against its 
enemies. Strauss had written that the “un-
resolved contest” between reason and revela-
tion “is the secret of the vitality of Western 
civilization.” Jaffa argued that the American 
Founding preserved this “vitality” by sepa-
rating church and state, recognizing equally 
the claims of both reason and revelation and 
thereby making constitutional government 
possible by excluding sectarian issues from 
political life. “In this way,” he wrote, “the 

very differences between Jerusalem and Ath-
ens become the highest ground of harmony 
and peace.” If Jaffa is correct—as I am con-
vinced he is—the American Founding, and 
only the American Founding, preserves the 
vitality of the West.

Jaffa’s best known work is crisis of 
the House Divided: An Interpretation of 
the Lincoln-Douglas Debates. Historians 

and political scientists, of course, had ac-
knowledged the existence of the debates, but 
no one before had believed that they were 
worthy of extended analysis. Jaffa discov-
ered in the Lincoln-Douglas debates the key 
to understanding the very soul of American 
politics. The soul of America was exposed in 
its greatest crisis, and the debates were the 
prelude to that crisis. Jaffa believed that Lin-
coln’s election and the statesmanship he dis-
played in leading the Union to victory in the 
Civil War had restored America’s founding 
principles, but he believed, too, that Lincoln 
had in some sense re-founded America on 
a higher, Aristotelian level, countering the 
corrosive elements of modernity that Jaffa 
believed had been inevitably present in the 
founding.

In his last major work, A New Birth of 
Freedom: Abraham Lincoln and the Coming 
of the Civil War, published in 2000, which I 
regard as his magnum opus, Jaffa revised his 
opinion of the American Founding. What 
led him to this revision, I believe, was a bet-
ter understanding—a deeper understand-
ing—of what Leo Strauss called the “theo-
logical-political question.” New Birth is an 
extended, profound, and subtle rehearsal 
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of that important question—the primary 
question that confronts political philosophy. 
Those Aristotelian elements he thought had 
been imported into our politics by Lincoln, 
he discovered had always been present in the 
founding. For Jaffa, the American Founding 
cannot be understood simply as an expres-
sion of modern natural right. There are ele-
ments of classic natural right present in the 
founding that insulated it from modernity’s 
most corrosive effects. 

I believe this is the book—or nearly 
the book—that Strauss himself would 
have written had his primary concern 

been the crisis of America rather than the 

crisis of the West. Many of Jaffa’s critics have 
argued that America is a thoroughly modern 
regime based on low but solid principles—it 
is Machiavelli and Hobbes, they argue, who 
define America’s character. Jaffa came to real-
ize that the important distinction in the his-
tory of political philosophy was not so much 
between ancients and moderns as it was be-
tween reason and revelation. Modernity, of 
course, attacked both reason and revelation as 
sources of moral and political authority; the 
American Founding, as elucidated by Harry 
Jaffa, appealed to both reason and revelation 
as its authoritative ground—“the laws of Na-
ture and of Nature’s God.” Thus, the found-
ing, properly understood, provided the great-

est antidote to modernity’s worst elements. 
This was Jaffa’s deepest reason for defending 
the founding. He devoted almost his entire 
career to explaining its character. His text has 
been the Declaration of Independence; his 
many books and articles are the Guide of the 
Perplexed for those who seek to understand 
America’s origins and its principles.

His friends, his family, and his fellow citi-
zens mourn the loss of this great man, this po-
litical philosopher, this remarkable American.

Edward J. Erler is a senior fellow of the Clare-
mont Institute and professor emeritus of politi-
cal science at California State University, San 
Bernardino. 

The Problem of the
Best Political Order

by Thomas G. West

I am glad that others are talking 
about Jaffa the man. For me, the main 
thing was always Jaffa the writer and 

thinker. Although he was always completely 
generous to me and my family, the thing I 
am most grateful for is nothing personal. It 
was his brilliant interpretation of America 
and his analysis of the problem of the best 
political order.

Jaffa’s intellectual point of departure was 
his encounter with Leo Strauss. I believe that 
in Jaffa’s mind, that was the most important 
thing that ever happened to him, with the 
exception of his marriage and family.

Strauss taught Jaffa two big things. First, 
political philosophy is possible. Contrary 
to the almost universal opinion of that day, 
there is a rational case for natural right—the 
idea that there is such a thing as justice that 
is true for all men and all times. Strauss 
convinced Jaffa that the best case for natural 
right is found in the classical philosophers. 
Thus his lifelong interest in Plato and 
Aristotle.

Second, Strauss convinced Jaffa that the 
American Founding was defective. I’ll exag-
gerate for the sake of clarity by summarizing 
Strauss in this way: the founding was based 
on Locke, Locke was a follower of Hobbes, 
Hobbes followed Machiavelli, and Machia-
velli grounded politics on low self-interest. 
But Strauss left Jaffa with a problem: if the 
classics are the standard for us today, and if 
America was based on a rejection of the clas-
sics, then is there any way America can be 
defended? 

Jaffa’s good friend Harry Neumann used 
the term “pre-Jaffa Jaffa” to characterize his 
scholarship up to 1975. Like other Strauss-
ians, Jaffa at first tried to defend America by 
looking for something in the regime that en-
nobled its supposedly low beginnings. Har-
vey Mansfield thought he had found it in the 
U.S. Constitution, which in his view created a 

“constitutional culture” that rescued America 
from the dangerous consequences of the “half-
truth” of equality in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. The pre-Jaffa Jaffa also found the 
ennobling of America in something outside 
the Declaration. In Crisis of the House Divided, 
Lincoln’s statesmanship transformed Thomas 
Jefferson’s Lockean “enlightened self-interest” 
into a lofty moral goal. 

Sometime around 1975 Jaffa, as it were, 
became Jaffa. His long rethinking of the 
founding took place in three stages. The first 
was exemplified by his book How to Think 
About the American Revolution. Various 
conservative intellectuals—Willmoore 
Kendall, George Carey, and M.E. Bradford, 
among others—had denied that the founding 
was based on Lockean natural rights. Martin 
Diamond had claimed that the Declaration of 
Independence provides almost no guidance 
regarding the structure of government. Jaffa 
easily proved them wrong. More important, 
he showed how the founding principles of 
equality and liberty were—if understood as 
the founders and Lincoln did—conservative 
principles. He meant that these principles 
once were, and could again become, the basis 
of a good society.

Jaffa’s revised approach meant that he no 
longer needed Lincoln to vindicate America. 
The founding could be defended on its own 
terms.

More recent conservatives often seem to 
share the reservations of those with whom 
Jaffa tangled in the 1970s. In several of the 
Jaffa obituaries written by conservatives, Jaf-
fa’s Crisis is highly praised, while his post-1975 
writings either are not mentioned at all or are 
passed by with minimal remark. Most conser-
vatives, to say nothing of liberals, have their 
doubts about the founders’ political theory of 
natural rights.

The second stage of jaffa’s reas-
sessment occurred in the Reagan years, 
when liberal attacks on the family and 

on the Christian Right grew more and more 
strident. Jaffa became increasingly interested 
in the fact that the founders were pro-morality, 
pro-religion, and pro-heterosexual marriage. 
Some scholars were arguing that the founding 
was an incoherent amalgam of non-Lockean 
moral and religious traditions with Lockean 
natural rights. Jaffa disagreed, insisting that 
the founders’ understanding was perfectly 
coherent. Without citizen virtue, they main-
tained, government cannot secure the people’s 
natural rights. Some of Jaffa’s writings from 
this period appear in his 1984 book, Ameri-
can Conservatism and the American Founding.

For conservative intellectuals like Allan 
Bloom and Robert Bork, the principles of the 
founding were ultimately destructive of every-
thing good and decent in America—a time 
bomb unwittingly planted by the founders 
themselves. The radicals of the 1960s, Bloom 
wrote in his 1987 bestseller, The Closing of the 
American Mind, “absolutized and radicalized” 
the ideas of equality and freedom that were 

“inherent in our regime.” Jaffa was able to re-
fute that claim because he had rediscovered the 
moral dimension of the natural rights doctrine. 
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The third and final stage of Jaffa’s under-
standing was reached in the late 1980s. In 

“Equality, Liberty, Wisdom, Morality and 
Consent in the Idea of Political Freedom,” 
published in 1987 in the journal Interpreta-
tion, not only is the founding defensible, not 
only is it moral, but now it is the founding it-
self which is the standard of noble politics in 
the modern world. The full expression of his 
mature understanding of America (and not 
merely of Lincoln) appears in what I regard 
as his most insightful book, A New Birth of 
Freedom.

Far from being opposed to the clas-
sical understanding of politics, the 
American regime is required by it—in 

the conditions of the modern world. Jaffa 
argued that the classical political teaching of 
Aristotle had to be modified after the rise of 
Christianity, because the new religion had 
severed the old connection between the city 
and its gods. In a world dominated by a uni-
versalistic religion, a new ground for political 
obligation had to be found that was not tied to 
religious authority. That was the law of nature 
and of nature’s God. 

The founders’ doctrine of toleration elimi-
nates salvation of the soul as an end of poli-
tics. Paradoxically, political life is thereby el-

evated, by removing from it a leading source 
of its degradation—namely, persecution aris-
ing from the conviction of one’s own sanctity. 
The founders’ doctrine also elevates politics by 
announcing a sacred cause, the cause of lib-
erty, which elicits the noble virtues of states-
manship and citizenship. The social compact 
theory challenges men to live up to its moral 
demands, which require concern for others 
(respecting their rights) and self-restraint (the 
virtues of parents and citizens).

Those who complain that the founders 
reduced life to mere self-preservation neglect 
what they actually said. The purpose of poli-
tics, as the Declaration proclaims, is “safety 
and happiness.” These, Jaffa writes in A New 
Birth of Freedom, “are the alpha and omega of 
political life.” That is, “liberty and property 
come to sight as means to the preservation 
of life, but their enduring worth is in the ser-
vice, not of mere life, but of the good or happy 
life…. [I]t is the natural order of these wants, 
directed toward their corresponding natural 
ends, that constitute the architectonic princi-
ples of a society arising out of compact, prop-
erly understood.”

Here, Jaffa brings the political theory of 
the founding back around to the classical 
concern with philosophy as the best life. The 
soul of a true American has a higher destiny 

than mere preservation or acquisition, though 
there is a place in America for these, too.

Speaking for myself and for the many oth-
ers who have learned so much from this man, 
let me say: thank you, Harry.

As a footnote, I would add that in my view, 
Jaffa could have made his argument more con-
vincing if he had lavished on Locke the same 
assiduity and insight that he gave to Lincoln 
and the founders. But Jaffa left the task of re-
assessing Locke to others. Michael Zuckert 
correctly identified this lacuna in The Truth 
about Leo Strauss and wondered why Jaffa had 
never addressed it. My own response to Zuck-
ert’s challenge is this: Strauss grossly distort-
ed Locke for justifiable pedagogical reasons 
in his most exoteric anti-Lockean statements. 
Strauss’s ultimate assessment of Locke was 
much more sympathetic (see chapter 8 of 
What Is Political Philosophy? and chapter 2 
of Liberalism: Ancient and Modern). Locke 
was not an Aristotelian, but his thought was 
far more attentive to the moral and religious 
prerequisites of constitutionalism than one 
would gather from a superficial reading of 
Strauss. 

Thomas G. West is a senior fellow of the Clare-
mont Institute and professor of politics at Hills-
dale College.

Understanding the Good
by Larry P. Arnn

When i met harry jaffa in the 
summer of 1974 he was wearing a 
white shirt and black socks and a 

pair of boxer shorts. Peter Schramm, a fellow 
grad student who five years later would be-
come the Claremont Institute’s first president, 
had done me the honor of asking me to go pick 
up Jaffa (I was newly arrived) and take him to 
the first class of the semester. Jaffa didn’t fully 
remember that he had a class…or who I was…
or what the class was about. And I thought, 

“Goodness, what have I done?” 
I remember everything he said in that first 

class. It was on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. 
We spent the whole semester, and we never got 
out of Book I, but read that very carefully. He 
began the class, “When men get to be old men 
like me [and I’m now older than he was then], 
they make a list of the hundred greatest books. 
But life is too short to read a hundred books. 
No one can know a hundred great books.” He 
said, “I have a list of the three greatest books.” 
The rest was a little cryptic: “Aristotle’s Poli-
tics would require some translation to be fully 

relevant to modern times”; it seemed to be ex-
cluded. “The Bible is its own kind of book”; 
it seemed to be excluded. “Plato’s Republic 
would have to be on any such list.” Then he 
said, “Shakespeare,” and something about his 
writing both tragedy and comedy. Then he 
held up the Ethics and said, “This is a perfect 
book.” Right away one saw that there are some 
things so precious and rare that you must give 
your life to them to know them. And there 
can only be a few. And that to live a good life 
is to live that way. That was the first thing I 
learned from him. Also we learned that family 
was important because understanding starts 
and also ends with understanding of the good, 
including the great good of family life. His 
love for his wife, Margie, and his children and 
his grandchildren was constant and intense. 

There are three things, I think, that I have 
had a special opportunity to see in Harry Jaffa, 
and I’m going to describe two of them. I’m not 
going to talk about Churchill, because I must 
not speak about me except to say that Pro-
fessor Jaffa set me thinking about Churchill 
and introduced me to Martin Gilbert. I have 
studied Churchill for 40 years and discovered 
Professor Jaffa was right about him. 

In the summer of 1976, one of those 
pivotal moments came that Tom West 
described so well. I would ride bikes with 

Jaffa, most days with Ed Erler, and I would 
before or after go to his house and sit and lis-
ten to him read for an hour or two from this 
paper he was writing. The paper was above 
all about Irving Kristol. He was in that year 
discarding a certain orthodoxy that had pre-
vailed, and Irving Kristol was part of that. 
This orthodoxy had affected Crisis of the House 
Divided, which he wrote under the influence 
of fellow students of Strauss, e.g., Martin 
Diamond and Walter Berns, who had writ-
ten about the founding. But in the years that 
passed he had been reading it himself, and the 
bicentennial lecture that Kristol gave in Inde-
pendence Hall for the American Enterprise 
Institute had set him off. “This is wrong,” he 
said. I think he wrote 136 pages, if memory 
serves, for a paper to give at the American 
Political Science Association’s annual meet-
ing on a panel of which Irving Kristol was 
the chairman. (The paper would eventually 
become the core of his book How to Think 
About the American Revolution.) There were 
400 people there; the room was packed. And 
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I will always remember Professor Jaffa best as 
he was reading that paper to me. Sometimes 
he would stand up and march around. And 
then as he was giving the paper at the panel in 
San Francisco—it was one of the most excit-
ing things I’ve seen in my life. He was vibrant 
and full of energy. It was electric.

I met Martin Diamond for the only time 
in my life outside the room where that panel 
was held, and he didn’t come in. I mentioned it 
to Professor Jaffa later. I thought it was disap-
pointing that he didn’t come in. He should have 
come in. And Jaffa’s response was, “Of course 
he didn’t come in.” After Jaffa’s paper, Irving 
Kristol said, “I don’t understand this, Harry. 
I’ve been learning from you for 30 years.” And 
Jaffa sprang to the podium—it looked like he 
reached it in a single step—and exclaimed, 

“Yes, but you didn’t understand, Irving!” 
He wasn’t always exciting in class. He 

wasn’t very organized. Yet sometimes there 
would be a class and you would walk out to be 
surprised that it was dark, because we’d been 
there an hour and a half too long and nobody 
had noticed. 

It came to a head in that summer of 1976 
and the paper that he gave, and it’s the rea-
son he became notorious, also famous if you 
look at the obituaries lately. I think those 
were earth-shaking days, and if we are able 
to save our country, which we must, I think 
that those days will be there at the foundation 
of saving it. And I think if we don’t, we can 
at least understand it better, and then later, 
when somebody gets another chance, they can 
look at that.

The second thing i’ll mention of 
which I have firsthand knowledge: I 
have been ordered about by Professor 

Jaffa perhaps more than any other living man 
has been. It fell to me to manage the Clare-
mont Institute for a long time. Professor Jaffa 
regarded it as his own, as he was right to do. 
And so there’s no estimating the hours that 
I’ve spent listening to him tell me what to do. I 
came to think of him as having a grand strate-
gy. I often disagreed with him, often didn’t do 
what he said, but it was always interesting to 
hear him. We had a couple of conflicts—three 
I can think of—and two of them started down 
that road where he’d write you a letter, quote 
something you said, and invite you to answer 
him; then he’d write about that answer; then 
you’d be at war with him. And he’d humiliate 
you or make you agree, or both. And I still 
have those letters, every letter he ever wrote 
me, and the ones I wrote back to him, and 
in those cases I wrote back in the same spirit 
(I’ve looked at them lately). I’d write him back 
and say,

Dear Professor: I do in fact agree with 
you about this point. And it just so 
happens to fall to me to decide what’s 
to be done about that agreement. It is 
a responsibility of mine. And you can-
not take that from me. And therefore 
you cannot have the authority, and I 
have not been taught by my teachers to 
cower.

I’ve written things like that to him twice, 
and both times he called me immediately 
upon reading it, and he said—first words both 
times, I’ll remember them till the day I die—

“Very good,” he said. The crisis was over. 
It proves, by the way, that he was not a bul-

ly, or a bad man. Once Ursula Meese sat next 
to me at breakfast at a conference right before 
her husband, Ed Meese, walked up and sat 
down, and her first words were, “Good morn-
ing. Harry Jaffa is a bad man.” And I said, “No 
ma’am, he is not.” She said, “Well, how can he 
say these things about my husband?” And I 
said, “Well, some of those things that he said 
about your husband I don’t agree with—as 
you know, I wrote something about it—but 
he actually is right about the point about the 
Declaration of Independence, and he will 
stand no departures.” Ed was sitting there 
and said, “Explain that.” And I said, “Well sir, 
you have given two speeches about the Decla-
ration of Independence, and they are mutually 
exclusive, as Professor Jaffa has pointed out, 
and that means that you can’t be right in both 
places, and he’s daring you to state which, and 
he’s even trying to force you to state which, 
which is his way.” And Ed Meese, who’s a very 
gentle and fine man, said, “Well, there may 
be something to that.” Ed, I should say, was 
a friend of mine then and is today, and he has 
done service that makes it a privilege to be his 
friend.

Over that issue professor jaffa 
called me on the phone one time 
and said he had decided that as 

president of the Claremont Institute I had 
to write an introduction to something he 
had written. I agreed to do it and I did write 
it. And in the introduction (you can go 
look it up) I agree with Professor Jaffa, but 
he didn’t like the admiring tone that I took 
about Ed Meese. He wanted it to be more 
like his tone. He mentioned this to me two 
or three times with insistence. And then one 
day he called—I was sitting in my office on 
First Street—and he talked and talked, and 
I started timing it. I had him on the speaker 
phone and I was working. And he talked for 
40 minutes without interruption. And he did 
a rare thing: he said “damn it” twice, into the 

phone. He finally ran down a bit and stopped. 
And I said, “Have you finished?” And he said, 
“Yes.” And I said,

Professor, I will answer you briefly. 
You’ve called me up and you’ve actually 
cursed at me, which you usually don’t, 
and you’ve told me that I have to do 
something. And I reply that I do not.

And I put the phone down. I got home that 
night, and he called up, as he often did, and 
I can mimic the tones in the voice when he 
talked on the phone, especially his greeting. 

“Larry?” And I said, “Professor.” And he said, 
“This is the queen calling.” And I said, “The 
queen?” He said, “Yes. You’re the prime min-
ister. You get to do what you want, but you 
have to spend time talking to the queen.” And 
I said, “What would the queen have with me 
tonight?” 

Running the Claremont Institute was like 
the way Professor Jaffa described the situa-
tion of the the Jews: one is chosen, and this 
is hard duty—one of his favorite things to say. 

Why did he care about this? i 
think the answer is the same as 
the reason he cared about Abra-

ham Lincoln and Winston Churchill. He 
loved them with all his heart. They were 
causes to him. I think I can put the argu-
ment together. The question of the good is 
the first question. I think it issues, if one can 
find it, in beauty and truth. I think that one 
approaches it through the law, which makes 
the authoritative statements in any human 
community. I think that we humans, even so 
great a human as Harry Jaffa and his great-
est heroes, can’t really comprehend all of na-
ture. We approach it through our good and 
our own place in nature, and so he thought 
that his job was to put together an argument 
to vindicate the goodness of the heroes who 
made our country and its institutions so that 
there could still be civilization and freedom 
and justice, after the time that philosophy 
had gone off the rails so badly that it led one 
of the greatest thinkers in the 20th century 
to join the party in Germany that had sought 
the life of Professor Jaffa’s teacher. I think 
that like Leo Strauss, Professor Jaffa sought 
to solve that problem. And I think that he 
had a soul, the only one I’ve ever met among 
thinkers, that was big enough to address it-
self to that problem. And we are less without 
him. And we thank God for him.

Larry P. Arnn is the president of Hillsdale Col-
lege and a former president of the Claremont 
Institute.
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I first encountered harry jaffa’s 
name on the dust jacket of Allan Bloom’s 
The Closing of the American Mind. That 

book was loaned to me by an intellectually 
sympatico cousin about my age. Unlike me, 
he knew himself to be a right-winger from 
the get-go. For me, it took the shock of being 
plunged into the deep end of the loony-left 
cauldron that is Berkeley, California, in the 
fall of 1987. Despite having grown up with 
hippies all around me, and having attended 
my fair share of Cal games, I really had no 
idea what Berkeley was going to be like. It 
took about six weeks for me to realize, “These 
people are nuts!” I am thus a reactionary in 
the strict sense: my politics were formed, at 
least initially, in opposition to that madness. 
But they would be fully formed by Harry V. 
Jaffa and the men he trained and inspired.

Back to that fall of 1987. I devoured the 
first third of Bloom’s book, enjoying in partic-
ular his destruction of various left-wing shib-
boleths (especially affirmative action). Then I 
got to the middle third, with its deep philo-
sophical reflections, and I was lost. I returned 
the book only to discover that my cousin 
hadn’t read past that point either.

The following summer, on an Alaska 
cruise, of all things, I struggled through the 
whole book (having by then acquired my own 
copy). That was a life-changing event. I’m not 
going to say that I fully understood Bloom’s 
argument on that reading; I think around 
two years later I had digested most of it. But 
that was when I “woke up” to philosophy and 
its importance. I had, since a high school 
A.P. English class, an affinity for “the clas-
sics.” But until Bloom explained it to me, I 
could not have explained even to myself why 
I cared.

A year or so after that, I was at a party at 
which there was a girl visiting Berkeley from 
Pomona College, one of the Claremont Col-
leges. There are five undergraduate colleges in 
Claremont, plus the graduate school, plus the 
theology school, which Jaffa later taught my 
fellow graduate students and me to refer to as 
the School of Demonology. All the campuses 
are cheek by jowl and share a central library. 
Students of one can take classes at the others, 
and so on. Anything that happens at one of 
them will be known to everyone at all of them 
in short order.

Anyway, by that time I was a conserva-
tive guerrilla fighter on campus and known 
to be such, and so the conversation turned 

to politics. Apparently, Jaffa was at that 
moment roiling the whole Claremont com-
munity with various provocative statements 
about homosexuality. This poor girl was so 
traumatized that, even at a distance of some 
400 miles, it was all she could talk about: 
that awful Jaffa!

Jaffa…. Jaffa…. Now where had I seen 
that name before? Oh, right! The Bloom dust 
jacket. I loved Bloom, and Jaffa and Bloom 
had written a book together (Shakespeare’s 
Politics, mentioned on Closing of the American 
Mind ’s inside flap), so they must be intellectu-
al compatriots, right? (How much I had still 
to learn!) Hence this Jaffa must also be a great 
mind. I should seek him out.

Which I did. In writing at first, in person 
later.

Being a subscriber to national re-
view, the first thing I did was comb 
through its archives for Jaffa’s articles 

there. Contrary to the opinion of my dis-
traught interlocutor, I found Jaffa’s writings to 
betray not even an inkling of insanity. To the 
contrary, he seemed more lucid and—yes—
moderate than any conservative writer I had 
ever encountered. Not “moderate” in the Dick 
Darman sense (a name much on conservative 
lips in those days) but in the deeper, Aristo-
telian sense which, at that time, I could only 
intuit.

I remained obsessed with The Closing of the 
American Mind, that great gateway drug into 
the pleasures of philosophy. I read everything 
I could find on it. I would go to the library in 
those pre-internet days and search the Read-
ers’ Guide to Periodical Literature for articles on 
Closing and Bloom. I found one by Jaffa—20 
densely reasoned pages—titled “Humanizing 
Certitudes and Impoverishing Doubts,” pub-
lished in the journal Interpretation. I will never 
forget the experience of reading that essay. I 
was down in Santa Cruz for the weekend, and 
my parents asked me to stay at the house of 
one of their friends all day, to let in some con-
tractor and keep an eye on things. I brought a 
photocopy of Jaffa’s piece, over which I pored 
for hours.

But quelle horreur! Jaffa—despite, appar-
ently, being one of Bloom’s oldest friends—did 
not love my beloved book (though he found 
much in it to love). On the contrary, he was 
devastatingly critical. This was like Mommy 
and Daddy fighting—but much worse. Was 
I going to have to make a choice? I found the 

experience of reading that essay exhausting. 
I resisted its theme and conclusions mightily, 
but could not refute a single link in the chain 
of Jaffa’s logic.

Mentally, I did not choose but tried to re-
main on friendly terms with both, like the 
Bush Administration with India and Pakistan.

A year or so after that—now in 
Davis, California, still besotted with 
the Great Books—I took a course 

on Aristotle that covered the Nicomachean 
Ethics and the Politics. We read both of these 
books in class, line by line. The professor, 
Larry Peterman, brought them alive. Now, 
Peterman, it turned out, had been trained by 
Jaffa. This he did not make known, not even 
to me, until he was certain I could be trusted. 
I suppose it was just too dangerous to be “out” 
on a University of California campus.

Struggling with some passage in the Ethics, 
I went to Peterman for help. He offhandedly 
suggested I take a look at Aquinas’s commen-
tary. So I got that from the library and it was, 
indeed, helpful. Then I read the introduction, 
by a modern scholar, who referenced a pio-
neering work on Aristotle by one…Harry V. 
Jaffa! This turned out to be his dissertation 
and first book, Thomism and Aristotelianism. 
That little volume instantly made clear to me 
how closely Peterman’s presentation followed 
Jaffa’s.

So I said to Peterman, “You must have read 
this, right?” He acknowledged that he had. 

“What else are you holding back from me?” I 
cried, indignant. He suggested that I look up 
Jaffa’s essay on Aristotle in the original History 
of Political Philosophy edited by Leo Strauss 
and Joseph Cropsey. The third and current 
edition, which I didn’t even yet own—I still 
knew nothing of Strauss—didn’t have it be-
cause…well, because of Jaffa’s orneriness, but 
that’s a story for others to tell. But I found 
an old edition in the library and read it there. 
Here was a profound work, about a profound 
mind, written by a profound mind. I return to 
this piece every five years or so; my most recent 
read was about six months ago. I keep diving 
into it as deeply as I can and have yet to touch 
the bottom. I may never.

Gradually Peterman revealed to me the ex-
tent of his learning from Jaffa and passed me 
other books and writings. It was at this time 
that I collected the core of my library—pri-
mary sources and scholarly books alike—in 
which Jaffa’s books have pride of place.

Harry V. Jaffa: An Appreciation
by Michael Anton
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Peterman was instrumental in sending 
me to Claremont in 1994. That summer, I 
and three others were Publius Fellows of 
the Claremont Institute. Jaffa had retired 
five years prior from Claremont McKenna 
College but was still active with the Institute. 
He spoke to us many times over the course 
of our fellowship. The first time, he was 
wearing what he always wore whenever I 
saw him (save on ceremonial occasions when 
he would don a coat and tie): untucked polo 
shirt, dress slacks, white tennis shoes, and the 
kind of cheap cap—polyester in front, plastic 
mesh in back—sold in truck stops for $2.99. 
He asked us all who we were, where we had 
been educated, and by whom. As we told 
him he realized that all of us were taught, at 
least in part, by someone he had taught. He 
said, proudly, “You’re my grandchildren! I’m 
speaking to my grandchildren!” We didn’t 
fully realize what that meant at the time, but I 
never forgot it, and over the years its truth and 
significance have become clear.

I stayed in claremont for three years. 
Jaffa was always around. He had been 
ejected from his office after retiring but 

still went to work every day. He at some point 
had commandeered a large room in the base-
ment of the schools’ Honnold Library. This he 
called his “lair.” He was, apparently, a squatter, 
and the library administration was unhappy 
with his occupancy. He cared not a whit.

You could go down there most any day 
and find him at his desk, reading, writing, 
or both. No matter what he was doing, he 
would stop to talk to any student. We used to 
gripe to one another—and sometimes, gin-
gerly, to him—that the worst thing about his 
various feuds was that the time he wasted on 
them could have been better spent on more 
important projects. For instance, he once 
harangued Glenn Ellmers about smoking—
Professor Jaffa was a health nut, to say the 
least—and then, not satisfied with the oral 
chastisement, sent Glenn a long letter, with 
citations to medical studies, that refuted 
every point Glenn had tried to make in his 
defense. To this, Glenn replied with a much 
shorter letter that stopped just shy of saying 
outright that if the professor were to spend 
less time on such endeavors and more on his 
great work, he might by then have finished A 
New Birth of Freedom. The story’s ending is 
happy, though: Jaffa did eventually finish A 
New Birth of Freedom, and Glenn later quit 
smoking.

Of course, we students deserved some of 
the blame for that lost time. We—especially 
Tim Caspar, myself, and above all Tom 
Krannawitter—wasted a great deal of Jaffa’s 

time in those days. To us the time was precious, 
but for such a man as him, there was always 
something better to do. Though perhaps he 
didn’t see it that way. I am grateful for every 
second, but also regretful of the words not 
written as a consequence.

Jaffa knew everything, or at least 
everything important. Much of what will 
be written about him in the coming days 

will focus on Lincoln, American politics, and 
modern conservatism, which is absolutely 
fitting. But his mind was a museum stuffed 
to the rafters with masterworks. Name any 

“great book” and he knew it cold. Books he 
hadn’t studied for 50 years he could recall 
in detail, with total clarity. Montesquieu,       
Machiavelli, Marsilius—all of it. Wonder-
ing about an obscure passage in Shakespeare? 
Ask Professor Jaffa. First he would quote it in 
full, from memory, and then spend an hour 
explaining what it meant, in the context of 
that play, and in Shakespeare’s corpus. The 
same could be said for Plato—a philosopher 
about whom, unless I am very much mistak-
en, he never published a word beyond a pass-
ing reference. And not just the Republic and 
the Apology—he knew all of the dialogues. 
He knew every book of the Bible. And he 
knew more about American literature than 
the entire English faculties of some of our 
elite universities.

I could tell the following story about any 
number of books, but I will confine myself to 
two. I had been obsessed with Moby Dick in 
my senior year of high school and freshman 
year of college. I found all the scholarly inter-
pretations unsatisfying. Somehow, one day 
in the lair, that book came up. Jaffa launched 
into a lengthy—it must have been at least 90 
minutes—interpretation of the whole work: 
its design, its symbols and themes, everything. 
It all came together as he spoke. Of course 
that’s what that means! When he was done I 
said, “So, Professor Jaffa, you’ve written that 
up—can you tell me in what journal so I can 
get a copy?” No, he hadn’t written it up. It 
would have taken ten lifetimes to write out all 
he knew. We later had the same conversation 
about Huckleberry Finn. It remains a source 
of profound regret that I didn’t immediately 
try to put down in notes as much as I could 
remember of what he told me.

My own philosophic obsession—then as 
now, Machiavelli—Jaffa hadn’t studied with 
care since Strauss’s 1950 course at Chicago 
on the Discourses on Livy. But I could—and 
did—ask him any question about Old Nick 
and he always knew the answer. And, funny 
thing, Jaffa in his lair was slightly different 
from Jaffa above ground. Down there, he 

would tell you things. Esoteric things. Not 
that anything he said in any way contradict-
ed or undermined his public presentation. 
It’s just that he showed a little more leg—
more than enough to demolish conclusively 
the caricature of Jaffa as nothing more than 
a grim moralist, the Cato the Elder of the 
Straussians. Speaking of whom, Jaffa also 
loved to tell stories about Strauss and the 
Straussians, a topic on which I at least could 
never hear enough.

Even jaffa’s moralism was more tem-
pered than many realize. He once con-
sented to attend a small party at the 

home of then-Claremont Institute fundraiser 
David DesRosiers and his wife, Fabiana, de-
spite suffering from the misapprehension that 
they were cohabiting. Slightly ill at ease, he 
groped for the right noun to describe Fabiana, 
finally settling on “your…er…lady-friend.” To 
which David replied, “You mean my wife?” 
Jaffa’s face immediately lit up. “Oh!” he ex-
claimed. “That’s much better!”

Jaffa was an Aristotelian to his core, so 
it is perhaps not surprising that for humil-
ity—pointedly not among the moral virtues 
analyzed in the Nicomachean Ethics—he had 
little use. He once was detailing for me the 
myriad hints that Strauss had laced through-
out his works that pointed to his (Strauss’s) 
judgment of America. (This theme Jaffa 
spells out in detail in the autobiographical 
introduction to his last book, Crisis of the 
Strauss Divided.) Now, the question of the 
extent to which Strauss agreed or disagreed 
with Jaffa’s interpretation of American prin-
ciples gets to the very heart of the so-called 
East-West divide among Straussians, which 
has narrowed somewhat in recent years, but 
back then was a yawning chasm. Still not 
quite accepting Jaffa’s insistence that there 
was no daylight between his and Strauss’s 
views, I asked him why Strauss had not done 
any of his own scholarly work on America 
but left only hints. Jaffa replied, “He left that 
for me to do.” Another time, he was inveigh-
ing against a former student who had gone 
on to study with a scholar Jaffa considered 
dissolute and—worse—wrong about the 
most important things. I said that the man 
had done some good work and mildly asked 
what was the harm in being exposed to dif-
ferent points of view. Jaffa shot back, with an 
impish grin: “The Lord thy God is a jealous 
God!”

But I don’t want to leave the impression that 
Professor Jaffa wished to be worshiped un-
critically. He sought students, not sycophants. 
He liked to be challenged and was energized 
by a good fight with us no less than with his 
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many eminent sparring partners. Certainly, 
he wanted you to end up in full agreement, 
but he preferred to win you over after a long 
struggle, like a sport-fisherman finally landing 
that thrashing marlin. It was more satisfying 
for him that way.

Regarding jaffa’s legendary queru-
lousness, others have tried to interpret 
it and put it into context—some to 

explain, some to justify, others to condemn. 
Since I can offer no fresh insights, I present 
instead two stories, one merely amusing, the 
other momentous.

At one of those early meetings in the sum-
mer of 1994, I casually remarked to the other 
Publius Fellows, “Maybe Jaffa will be de-
nouncing us one day!” Ed Erler, a professor 
at a nearby university and a Jaffa student, was 
there—since all of Jaffa’s students, at what-
ever stage of their careers, would seize every 
opportunity they could to hear him speak. So 
there was Professor Erler, in the middle of his 
summer break, well established in his career, 
sitting in a seminar room to listen to his old 
teacher give a talk pitched to 20-somethings. 
When you reside that close to a living Socrates, 
you avail yourself of his wisdom whenever you 
can—I learned from the example Ed set that 
day. Anyway, to my (I thought) clever remark, 
Erler retorted, “Don’t flatter yourselves.”

Ouch! But my prediction would come true 
within two years.

Shortly after the Weekly Standard launched, 
I published a small, light-hearted piece enti-
tled “Conservative Bohemia.” The idea, such 
as it was, was that conservative arts and let-
ters were in a sad state because we lacked in-
cubating neighborhoods akin to Bloomsbury, 
Montmartre, Greenwich Village, or North 
Beach. Much to my surprise, Professor Jaffa 
read it. Less surprising, he tore it to shreds. 
He told tales of the restaurant and saloon his 
father had operated on MacDougal Street, in 
the heart of the Village, before World War II, 
when the area was still genuinely bohemian. 
There was nothing admirable about these 
people, he insisted. Beyond that, he carefully 
traced the concept of “bohemianism” back to 
its roots in Rousseau and dissected and au-
topsied it right then and there. He said all 
this without rancor or insult. While he never 
hesitated to tell us students, bluntly, when he 
thought we were wrong, he also never made 
us feel stupid or small. His purpose was al-
ways to free us from error and guide us to the 
truth. Yet once again, I resisted his conclusion 
but could refute no single link in his logic.

Jaffa’s debates with his peers, alas, were 
rarely so free of acrimony—which brings me 
to what was undoubtedly the most exciting 

thing I or any of my fellow students witnessed 
during our time in graduate school.

In 1996, charles kesler—jaffa’s suc-
cessor in Claremont in so many ways, 
and my principal teacher—was hosting 

a conference. Charles, who had studied with 
Harvey Mansfield, had secured Mansfield as 
a speaker for the conference. It so happens 
that I have had a small number of intellectual 
heroes. Jaffa was one. Harvey Mansfield is 
another. I thus lobbied hard for the honor of 
picking Mansfield up at the Ontario Airport 
and won it. My car was the worst vehicle in 
Southern California at that time (and perhaps 
of all time). I cleaned it as best I could but was 
still so ashamed of it that I irritated the great 
man on the ride. Famously taciturn, he finally 
said to me, sharply, “Stop apologizing!”

Now, shortly before this conference, 
Mansfield had published, in the New Criterion, 
a review of the Library of America’s two-volume 
Debate on the Constitution, a collection of the 
writings for and against ratification. In that 
review, Mansfield used the phrase “self-evident 
half-truth” in the course of summarizing 
Aristotle’s teaching on class conflict.

We mere grad students (some of us, at 
least) thought this was witty. Jaffa was in-
censed. To call the central truth of the 
American political creed a “half-truth,” even 
as a joke, was to dismiss the whole enterprise, 
he insisted. We asserted that Mansfield in-
tended no denigration of America. Rather, 
he was making a point with which Jaffa, a 
supreme interpreter of Aristotle, did not dis-
agree. But Jaffa would give not an inch. He 
penned a blistering attack on Mansfield’s re-
view, focusing on the offending phrase. Once 
again, while his conclusion seemed perverse, 
no link could be refuted. Would we have to 
choose? Many did choose. Lines were drawn 
and friendships shaken.

Then the conference. It all went very 
smoothly. We students listened attentively to 
panel after panel, speaker after speaker—in-
cluding the sprightly, grave, and brilliant Mil-
ton Friedman. Jaffa spoke last. The conference 
was in a classroom with theater-style seating. I 
was in, if not the uppermost back row, well to-
ward it. Mansfield—who had given a talk on 
manliness but was now in the audience—was 
a few rows in front of me.

When Jaffa finished his criticism of the 
“Calhounites” (after John C. Calhoun, the 
defender of Southern slavery) in the contem-
porary conservative movement, the field was 
opened to questions. Mansfield, who was 
one of those just indicted, launched a vigor-
ous rebuttal. He said that Jaffa and himself 
and their many colleagues and friends were 

engaged in a war—and then accused Jaffa of 
standing behind the lines firing into his com-
patriots’ backs. He also implored Jaffa to stop 
referring to his friends and ex-friends as “Cal-
hounites.” Jaffa responded, no less passionate-
ly. He categorically denied, not the specifics of 
the allegations, but the interpretation of them. 
I fall far short of doing justice to Mansfield’s 
and Jaffa’s careful but heartfelt remarks. The 
Claremont Institute has a transcript, I believe.

The rest of us watched and lis-
tened, mesmerized. Henry Kissinger’s 
dictum about the pettiness of academic 

disputes notwithstanding, the stakes ap-
peared to us to be the very highest—the fate 
of conservatism, of the country, of the good 
itself. Professor Harry Neumann, who was 
also in the room, would later dub this inci-
dent “the Ten-Minute War.” It was discussed, 
debated, analyzed, scrutinized, and obsessed 
over for all my remaining days in Claremont. 
Sort of the way Bilbo’s disappearance from 
his 111th birthday party was the talk of the 
Shire for years afterward.

Milton Friedman, who had no background 
in these controversies, was appalled. Carrying 
great authority that towered above his 4’11” 
frame, he tried to calm the waters. “Gentle-
men! Gentlemen! We’re all friends here!”

Little did he know.
Mansfield’s father, Harvey, Sr., got Jaffa his 

career-making job at Ohio State. It was Jaffa 
who introduced Harvey, Jr., to Strauss. But 
this, too, is a story best left for others to tell.

For my part, Charles had arranged to 
feed all 37 conference attendees at his house. 
His wife, Sally Pipes, and I were to cook the 
whole dinner ourselves, which we did—three 
courses. At one point we ran out of stove 
space at Charles’s, and I had to run back to 
the house where I lived and cook the haricots 
verts there—but we pulled it off.

After the dinner, triumphant and flush 
with wine, I resolved to conduct a little “shut-
tle diplomacy” and patch things up between 
Mansfield and Jaffa. After all, I had by that 
point known Jaffa for more than a year and 
Mansfield for about 30 hours. Who better? 
So I went back and forth between their tables 
and exhorted them to come to terms. Mans-
field was game. Jaffa was defiant. “If Harvey 
can’t see that what he said was wrong, then 
there’s no basis for friendship.” “He’s quar-
reled with everyone he’s ever loved,” Mansfield 
said to me, sadly.

But this story, too, has a happy ending. 
Charles told me many years later that they 
did patch things up, possibly because by then 
I had butted out. I am in any event grateful 
that I never had to choose.
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Regarding jaffa’s most famous pub-
lic act—he contributed the “extremism 
in the defense of liberty” and “modera-

tion in the pursuit of justice” lines to Barry 
Goldwater’s 1964 acceptance speech—I can 
say only this. I worked part-time at the Insti-
tute the whole time I studied in Claremont. 
One day we received a letter addressed to Pro-
fessor Jaffa. It was from Senator Goldwater. 
I don’t recall it word for word, but I can give 
you the sense of it very quickly. The senator 
said that he didn’t care what anyone thought, 
he didn’t regret a single line in his 1964 ac-
ceptance speech, least of all its two most fa-
mous lines, and if he could, he would repeat 
that speech three times a day for the rest of 
his life. Larry Arnn, at that time president of 
the Institute, framed the letter and put it on 
the Institute’s wall.

After I left Claremont in 1997, I saw Jaffa 
once, by chance, in the lobby of the Yale Club 
in New York. David DesRosiers and I were 
headed to the bar—Jaffa would drink only on 
Churchill’s birthday, and then only to make a 
toast with one small sip of brandy—and there 
he was, in town to give a talk somewhere. Had 
I known about it, I surely would have con-
trived to attend. But in that case, I didn’t need 
to—he delivered the substance of his remarks 
to us right then and there in the lobby. We 
never made it to the bar.

I didn’t see him for another decade or so, 
until the Institute started inviting me every 
summer to spend a few days with the Pub-

lius Fellows, by now relocated to Newport 
Beach. Jaffa would come down at least once 
to talk to each fresh contingent of grandchil-
dren—and by now some great-grandchildren. 
I didn’t always make it to every single session 
during those summers—it was Newport 
Beach, after all—but remembering Erler’s 
example, I never missed one of Jaffa’s. I was 
also pleased that he told the Pubes many of 
my favorite stories. Then two summers ago 
he wasn’t there; I was informed he was too 
frail to give seminars. Last summer, I told 
Institute president Brian Kennedy I wanted 
to go to Claremont to see Jaffa, and he prom-
ised to take me, but I didn’t follow through. 
Another regret.

Perhaps the best yardsticks by 
which to measure Professor Jaffa’s 
life and legacy are the charges leveled 

against Socrates and, through him, against 
philosophy itself. So far was Jaffa from dis-
believing in the God of his city that, if it is 
possible for a man to rescue from oblivion and 
resuscitate God, then Harry Jaffa did it. Far 
from undermining belief, he made it his life’s 
work to convert unbelievers, convince doubt-
ers, fortify waverers, and hold firm the believ-
ers. Or, to be more precise, to persuade—and, 
when necessary, bludgeon—the ignorant and 
misguided into knowledge.

As for his influence on the young, to be 
formed in one’s formative years by Professor 
Jaffa was an unalloyed blessing. No better use 

could be made of one’s life than to live it in 
strict adherence to his teachings, and all who 
have done so have prospered in body and soul. 
Yet ever insistent on the indissoluble union 
between virtue and happiness, he was also 
too wise and too generous to mislead us with 
bromides. Fortune will have her say, he well 
knew, and he taught us in part by illuminating 
Aristotle’s enigmatic remark on King Priam. 
While it is possible to live virtuously and end 
unhappily, as Priam did, it is impossible to 
live viciously and be truly happy. Jaffa dem-
onstrated, in speech and deed, that it is better 
to deserve genuine happiness, whatever the 
outcome, than undeservedly to enjoy some 
facsimile.

Before I discovered Claremont and what 
it stands for, I had no faith and few friends, 
in the highest sense of souls sharing a love of 
the good. Because of Claremont—because of 
Harry V. Jaffa and the people he taught, in-
spired, and influenced—I have had both in 
abundance for 20 years and counting.

Jaffa liked to quote Lincoln’s remark that 
the idea of equality enshrined in the Declara-
tion of Independence is the “father of all moral 
principle” among us. For us Claremonsters—
always happy, no longer quite so few—the 
love of wisdom animating Harry Jaffa’s soul 
was, remains, and will always be the father of 
all intellectual principle among us.

Thank you, Professor Jaffa.

Michael Anton is a writer living in New York.
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Book Review by Diana Schaub

Equality and Liberty
Our Declaration: A Reading of the Declaration of Independence in Defense of Equality, by Danielle Allen.

Liveright, 320 pages, $27.95

Just as there is “fast food” for wolf-
ing and “slow food” for savoring, there is 
speed reading and close reading. Obvi-

ously, faster is not always better. Danielle 
Allen has been practicing slow reading ever 
since her family read the Bible aloud, twice 
through, a chapter at a time, following their 
nightly meal. This discipline prepared her 
well. On the assumption that those trained 
in the most attentive kind of reading also 
practice careful writing (and in Allen’s case 
tremendously engaging writing), let me start 
with a leisurely look at just the title of her 
new book, Our Declaration: A Reading of 
the Declaration of Independence in Defense of 
Equality. 

Allen’s main claim is that “The unani-
mous Declaration of the thirteen united 
States of America” is “Our Declaration.” 
There is no cold, scholarly distance here, nor 
any ideologically-driven hostility. Others on 
the Left might be tempted to refer dismis-
sively to “their declaration”—the document 
penned long, long ago by those dead, white, 
European males. Think, for example, of Mal-
colm X’s oft-expressed view that “the Ameri-
can Revolution was white nationalism” and 

his consequent disdain for patriotic blacks: 
“Imagine a Negro: ‘Our government’! I even 
heard one say ‘our astronauts’!” Danielle Al-
len isn’t having any of that false conscious-
ness claptrap. A scholar at the Institute for 
Advanced Study, she lays emphatic hold of 
the Declaration as her rightful patrimony. 
Moreover, she claims the Declaration not for 
herself alone but for some larger collectivity. 
The “our” for whom Allen speaks is unclear 
from the title—does the Declaration belong 
to all Americans, some subset of Americans, 
or perhaps to an even larger collective like 
all human beings? Indeterminacy aside, the 
rhetorical effect of the possessive pronoun is 
inviting and inclusive. 

Note also that she has shortened the name 
of the document, at least in her main title. By 
leaving off “of Independence,” she makes the 
Declaration into a credo of a somewhat dif-
ferent sort. She is not so interested in the fact 
of our national independence or how it was 
secured by revolutionary warfare, for that is 
not the heart of the document’s contempo-
rary relevance. Her approach is reminiscent 
of Abraham Lincoln’s, for he also concen-
trated on the Declaration’s philosophic rath-

er than historical significance. If the whole 
import of the document had been political in 
the narrowest, most specific sense, well then, 
Lincoln says (in his 1857 Dred Scott speech), 

“that object having been effected some eighty 
years ago, the Declaration is of no practical 
use now—mere rubbish—old wadding left 
to rot on the battle-field after the victory is 
won.” 

The vital meaning lodges else-
where. In his July 1858 Chicago speech, 
Lincoln explains how it is that the large 

and growing proportion of Americans who 
are not direct descendants of the colonists can 
nonetheless fully partake in the republican 
experiment:

If they look back through this history to 
trace their connection with those days 
by blood, they find they have none, they 
cannot carry themselves back into that 
glorious epoch and make themselves 
feel that they are part of us, but when 
they look through that old Declaration 
of Independence, they find that those 
old men say that “We hold these truths 
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to be self-evident, that all men are cre-
ated equal,” and then they feel that that 
moral sentiment taught in that day evi-
dences their relation to those men, that 
it is the father of all moral principle 
in them, and that they have a right to 
claim it as though they were blood of 
the blood, and flesh of the flesh, of the 
men who wrote that Declaration, and 
so they are.

The Declaration is thicker than blood. It is 
the wonderful paradox of American patrio-
tism that a universal claim becomes the foun-
dation of a particularistic allegiance. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, Allen’s own discovery of this 
arose not from pondering her mother’s Euro-
pean heritage or her father’s African-Amer-
ican heritage but from the years she spent 
teaching night courses to recent immigrants: 

“my students in fact re-gifted to me a text that 
should have been mine all along.” Thus was 

“the Declaration of Independence” transformed 
into “our Declaration.” 

Allen’s book has a subtitle as well: 
A Reading of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence in Defense of Equality. Certain 

truths may be self-evident, but a text rarely is. 
It requires interpretation. Accordingly, Allen 
acknowledges that what she offers is a read-
ing—not the only possible reading, but not 
one easily labeled either. Although she at-
taches no qualifying adjective (such as “femi-
nist” or “postmodern” or “progressive”) to her 
reading, she does indicate that it has a pur-
pose. She reads with a view to the defense of 
equality. That sounds unobjectionable—after 
all, the first of those self-evident truths refers 
to humanity’s equal creation. Yet, one might 
wonder, why not a reading in defense of lib-
erty? It seems that the substance of human 
equality consists in an equal claim to liberty; 
certainly, the revolutionary generation was in-
tent on vindicating that claim, to the point of 
violence. 

What’s more, a generation later, Alexis de 
Tocqueville told us that our vigilance should 
be all for liberty because the taste for liberty 
is hard to sustain among a democratic people, 
even one that sings of “the land of the free 
and the home of the brave.” Equality, by con-
trast, is self-propagating, with the passion for 
it being (according to Tocqueville at any rate) 

“ardent, insatiable, eternal, invincible.” The de-
fense of equality usually entails further exten-
sions of equality, which for Tocqueville raised 
the specter of a leveling sameness, resulting in 
social conformity and, eventually, the growth 
of an all-pervasive administrative state. But 
perhaps Allen has a different, more robust un-

derstanding of equality than did Tocqueville. 
It’s also not altogether fair to imply that Al-
len shortchanges liberty, since she seeks to as-
sure us that “we cannot have freedom without 
equality.” 

Still, title and argument alike do assign 
priority to equality. Contra Tocqueville, she 
believes our national tendency is to focus 
on liberty to the detriment of equality; in-
deed, she fears that “under the general in-
fluence of libertarianism, both parties have 
abandoned our Declaration.” Though she is 
not unconcerned with the material dimen-
sions of equality (which is to say she voices 
the obligatory worry about growing income 
inequality), she is vastly more interested in 
other dimensions of equality: linguistic and 
political. 

For her, empowerment begins by 
understanding the power of words, es-
pecially words crafted by collective en-

deavor. “Group writing is not easy,” she tells 
us, “but, when done well, it heads the ranks of 
human achievement.” Without trying to strip 
glory from Thomas Jefferson, she wants to 
celebrate the “democratic art of writing.” She 
traces widening circles of participation: Jef-
ferson authored the first draft of the Declara-
tion; the Committee of Five (which included 
John Adams and Benjamin Franklin) made 
subtle emendations; the 51 members of the 
Continental Congress edited the document 
(pruning the text by 25%—to Jefferson’s great 
consternation); finally, the official calligrapher 
imposed his own punctuation and capitaliza-
tion style. There were also texts that served 
as direct models for Jefferson’s draft, among 
them his own 1775 Declaration of the Causes 
and Necessity of Taking Up Arms, John 
Adams’s Thoughts on Government, the May 
1776 Preamble and Resolution (recommend-
ing new governments in each colony) also 
authored by Adams, and the Virginia Dec-
laration of Rights written by George Mason. 
Behind all of this redaction were the “streams 
of talk” that shaped, and even authorized, the 
written words. Nor does Allen neglect to re-
member the ladies—first among them, Abi-
gail Adams—who participated in these “lay-
ers of conversation.” 

Allen’s account of official and unofficial 
consensus supports the famous claim made 
by Jefferson, in his 1825 letter to Henry Lee, 
that the Declaration was “intended to be an 
expression of the American mind,” draw-
ing upon “the harmonizing sentiments of 
the day, whether expressed in conversation, 
in letters, printed essays, or in the elemen-
tary books of public right, as Aristotle, Ci-
cero, Locke, Sidney, &c.” According to Jef-

ferson, the circles of influence went deep as 
well as broad, reaching back to the common 
philosophic elements in our Greco-Roman-
English political inheritance. Though Allen, 
whom the book flap identifies as “a political 
philosopher,” must know her Aristotle and 
John Locke, she keeps her references to them 
to a minimum, preferring to focus on demo-
cratic breadth. 

Allen’s declaration about the 
Declaration is almost as bold as the 
Declaration itself. “It stands,” she 

says, “even in front of works of individual ge-
nius, because it involves a far greater degree 
of difficulty.” Although her enthusiasm for 

“the incandescent magic of human politics” is 
catching, my own experience of committee 
work is enough to convince me that on the 
rare occasions when committees work well, it 
is because of a conspiracy of the competent. 
Allen herself reveals that it was John Adams 
who insured that Jefferson was on the Com-
mittee of Five, even arranging for Jefferson 
to get more votes than himself so that Jef-
ferson would head up the committee and be 
tasked as the drafter. The United States had 
no single Lycurgus as ancient Sparta did, but 
we certainly had movers and shakers—who, 
moreover, had thought about how the enter-
prise of founding might be different and bet-
ter under modern conditions. Despite Allen’s 
attempt to place the “rowdy patriot working-
man clerk” who engrossed the parchment, 
Timothy Matlack, on a par with the well-
known founders, those guiding presences—
on her own telling—keep peeping out from 
behind the democratic curtain.

In February—when Adams and Lee 
seem to have begun to set their “inde-
pendence” strategy in motion—Adams 
had drafted a to-do list for measures to 
be pursued in Congress that spring. It 
included these two items: “Government 
to be assumed in every Colony” and 

“Declaration of Independency.”

Intending no disrespect to Matlack, I doubt 
his “to-do list” rose to such demiurgic heights. 

I’m not sure either that “degree of diffi-
culty” should be the criterion of judgment. As 
Allen shows, compromises—sometimes very 
unfortunate ones—had to be made in order 
to secure the unanimous adoption of the Dec-
laration. If, as she admits, “the differences be-
tween texts written by a group and those writ-
ten by a single individual are best seen in the 
language criticizing slavery that was cut out 
of the Declaration,” then we might lament the 
loss of both moral consistency and rhetori-
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cal power brought about by the requirement 
to accommodate those disharmonious voices. 
I’m not saying the Lycurgan model is bet-
ter—as James Madison noted in The Federal-
ist, Lycurgus had to mix “a portion of violence 
with the authority of superstition” in order to 
impose his will upon the Spartans. Madison 
claims that another famous founder, Solon, 

“indulged a more temporizing policy” with the 
result that his Athenians did not receive “the 
government best suited to their happiness,” 
but rather the government “most tolerable to 
their prejudices.” The plurality of voices char-
acteristic of democratic procedure means that 
our group efforts will always be more Solon-
like than Lycurgan. Temporizing with preju-
dice is our way. We need to understand why 
that is the case—and what it means for the 
character and limits of American statesman-
ship—as much as we need to celebrate it. 

At the heart of this book are les-
sons in how to read. Allen stresses 
attention to the kind of text (arguing 

persuasively that the Declaration is best un-
derstood as a memorandum), the audience for 
the text (every member of the “candid world”), 
and the structure of the text, which Allen 
argues, in line with a “performative” view of 
language, is organized by an interlocking se-
quence of actions: “declaring reasons or prin-
ciples, presenting facts, declaring indepen-
dence, and pledging solidarity.” The Declara-
tion forms an arc—more technically known 
as a “practical syllogism”—that enables politi-
cal beings to “connect facts with principles in 
order to make judgments.” 

Following this arc, Allen shares her in-
sights into specific phrases of the Declaration. 
There is much good stuff here, which is not 
to say that she always hews to original mean-
ings. A close reading apparently need not be 
a perfectly faithful reading. The gap between 
close and faithful is most evident in her gloss 
on “Nature’s God” and the subsequent God-
references in the document. The statement of 
principles in the Declaration’s second para-
graph declares that “all men are created equal” 
and “are endowed by their Creator” with 
rights; in the final “pledge” paragraph, the rep-
resentatives appeal “to the Supreme Judge of 
the world” and express their “firm reliance on 
the protection of divine Providence.” Both of 
the latter, more orthodox (without being ex-
plicitly Christian) references—positing a God 
who actively judges and protects—were added 
by Congress. Jefferson had both “created” and 

“equal Creation” in his draft, along with three 
uses of “sacred,” only the last of which, “sacred 
Honor,” was kept. The revisers (Franklin and 
Adams) were responsible for the shift from 

When liberals don’t 
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on their side, they turn 
to the one thing they 
never run out of: Pity.
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“compassion” is neither the 
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nor the ultimate purpose 

of government.
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fresh insight.” 
—National Review

“The Claremont Institute’s 
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misunderstand and 
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—Commentary

“Creation” to “Creator.” Although these addi-
tions intensify God’s presence, the most fun-
damental question could still be asked even 
if all we had was the invocation of “the laws 
of Nature and of Nature’s God,” and Allen 
doesn’t shy from formulating it: “Does it mat-
ter whether God is in or out?” 

After some struggle, she decides that He is 
dispensable, since the Declaration

gives us two ways of understanding the 
source of rights. We can see them as 
coming from nature and/or we can see 
them as coming from God. It’s like belt 
and suspenders.

I gather from the metaphor that one can 
choose how to accessorize one’s rights, going 
with a modern, Hobbes-influenced belt or, 
like the Amish, sticking with old-fashioned 
suspenders. Either way, Allen is not one to 
tolerate saggy pants; in other words, the no-
tion of rights must be secured in some fashion. 
However, the Declaration does not actually 
contain the locution “and/or”; it says “the laws 
of Nature and of Nature’s God.” Now maybe 

“Nature’s God” is equivalent to Reason—the 
god of the philosophers—but the Declaration 
also says that we are created beings endowed 
by that Creator with a special standing. Fur-
ther, it was the least orthodox of the found-
ers, Jefferson himself, who was driven to ask 
on another occasion: “And can the liberties 
of a nation be thought secure when we have 
removed their only firm basis, a conviction in 
the minds of the people that these liberties 
are of the gift of God? That they are not to be 
violated but with his wrath?” 

Allen desperately wants there to 
be a solid non-religious foundation for 
rights. She betrays the same discom-

fort that I have seen in my students when they 
encounter Martin Luther King, Jr.’s insis-
tence on the theistic assumptions that inform 
the practice of nonviolent resistance. She 
wants the wiggle-room of the “and/or” for-
mulation. At the same time, she advances an 
exalted conception of rights that does much 
more than aim to secure the basic pre-political 
rights of individuals. She wants to achieve “a 
maximally strong commitment to the right of 
other people to survive and to govern them-
selves”: “One way or another, one must hold 
sacred the flourishing of others.” It’s hard to 
build this kind of political religion on the san-
dy soil of secular self-interest. 

Her account of the connection between 
the Declaration’s truths seems oddly flipped. 
According to a straightforward reading, 
equality of rights is our God-given endow-
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do for a community of people whatever 
they need to have done, but cannot do at 
all, or cannot so well do, for themselves, 
in their separate and individual capacities.” 
(Lincoln)

Despite these canonical antecedents, Al-
len’s tone seems off to me. To illustrate, take 
what she says about collective intelligence 
in a chapter entitled “On Potlucks.” The 
metaphor of a potluck supper as an image 
of democratic excellence traces back to Ar-
istotle. Though Aristotle does indeed make 
an argument for the superior contribution 
of the many as compared to the few, his de-
fense is not without serious qualifications. 
By contrast, Allen’s Aristotle is radically de-
mocratized. About that potluck dinner, she 
says, “All the different ingredients can be or-
ganized into a menu with a clear structure.” 
By whom? A buffet is a success only if there 
is an organizer. Perhaps in recognition of 
this, Allen closes the chapter with a brief ref-
erence to “experts” who “have a crucial role 
to play within the larger democratic com-
munity.” Granted—but even that concession 
doesn’t go far enough, since experts are not 
statesmen. Aristotle’s argument for the valu-
able contributions of the ruled (“the potluck 
approach to knowledge”) only makes sense 
when supplemented by an argument for the 
ruler (and the virtue of prudence which is his 
special contribution). Aristotle argued for a 
corrected, tempered, and high-toned version 
of popular rule (which he calls “polity”) rath-
er than democracy. That same preference can 
be seen in the American Founders, who ad-
opted the term “republic” and spoke dispar-
agingly of democracy. 

While both allen and lincoln 
stress the need for consent to le-
gitimize rule, their formulations 

are subtly different. Lincoln says: “no man is 
good enough to govern another man, without 
that other’s consent.” By casting the claim in 
the negative, Lincoln draws attention to hu-
man fallibility. It is considerably more opti-
mistic—indeed naïve—to say, as Allen does, 
that “Each of us is capable of participating di-
rectly in politics because each of us is the best 
judge of her own happiness.” It might be more 
accurate to say that we are each such dread-
ful judges, often so sadly mistaken about even 
our own best interests, that it is a mark of wis-
dom to doubt one’s wisdom. Lincoln saw that 
tremendous harm had been wrought by over-
confident democrats who believed they could 
do whatever they pleased in quest of their own 
happiness. 

Allen’s unrelenting egalitarianism is also 
visible in small ways, such as her use of pro-
nouns. As she explains in one of only ten sub-
stantive footnotes, her practice is to “alternate 
between using the female and the male for the 
third-person generic pronoun so that there is 
a fifty-fifty distribution. The first time I use 
the generic pronoun in any piece of writing, I 
always start with the female to make up for 
centuries of past practice.” This rule of hers 
led to a dilemma, however, when she appar-
ently could not avoid writing the following 
sentence: “When one finally sees an enemy for 
who she is, can one do anything other than try 
to protect oneself from her?” God forbid that 
the reciprocating saw of equality should land 
a sister in such a position. Hence, the apolo-
getic footnote: “A reader may wonder why an 
enemy is ‘she.’ …[I]t’s just chance that when I 
got to this sentence it was time for ‘she.’” Hon-
estly, if this is what the “damned female scrib-
blers” (to borrow an invidious phrase) are go-
ing to do to the language—demand “equality,” 
then quail at the nasty results, and absurdly 
blame it on the “chance” of the writing process 
as if there were no author in charge—then the 
third person singular feminine pronoun is the 
enemy. 

It wouldn’t be right to end on this 
note of irritation. To her credit, Danielle 
Allen has taken seriously Jefferson’s as-

sertion that both Aristotle and Locke were 
present in the American mind. She attempts 
to discern what such an amalgam could—or 
ought to—look like in our day. Deeply de-
voted to fostering greater civic-mindedness, 
she delivers a pep talk for a more demand-
ing practice of self-government in the guise 
of egalitarian democracy. In the end, her 
aim is perhaps not so unlike Tocqueville’s. 
Whereas Tocqueville sought to privilege lib-
erty in order to avoid the slough of individu-
alistic apathy, Allen believes that the privi-
lege-denying language of equality, if properly 
understood as a political desideratum, can 
invigorate and elevate our collective life. She 
wants democracy to be made lofty—not by 
a bracing admixture of aristocracy but by 
our “equal engagement…in aspiration and 
accountability.” It’s not my pot of ale exact-
ly, but Allen may have a better sense of the 
contemporary audience—of what would be 
a fortifying brew for a dispirited citizenry. I 
hope she keeps teaching those night classes; 
we are all improved by the opportunity this 
book offers to audit them. 

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

ment, with government being the humanly-
instituted means to protect those rights. God 
gives rights to each and all; men—which is 
to say, groups of men—must come to the de-
fense of rights (against other men). If I have 
understood her correctly, Allen, by contrast, 
argues that our equal status as rights-bearing 
creatures “flows from the fact that we are also 
equal in being political creatures.” We pos-
sess “an instinct for politics” which is itself 

“evidence that nature is organized to provide 
for our flourishing.” Indeed, she stresses that 
we can “carry out our self-protection in a non-
destructive way” and that “[t]his prospect of 
peace is our great gift, our dowry, our endow-
ment from our creator, nature’s God.” On 
her reading, nature (and/or God) blesses us 
with political life and we, in turn, make vari-
ous beautiful forms of equality our political 
handiwork. Thus, she evokes equality not as 
a pre-political datum, but rather as a flower 

“only half bloomed in this land.” That still-
emergent flower has five petals or facets:

The first facet…describes the kind of 
equality that exists when neither of two 
parties can dominate the other. The 
second facet concerns the importance 
to humankind of having equal access 
to the tool of government, the most 
important instrument each of us has 
for securing the future…. The third 
facet concerns the value of egalitarian 
approaches to the development of col-
lective intelligence…. The fourth facet 
concerns egalitarian practices of reci-
procity…. And the fifth facet has to do 
with the equality entailed in sharing 
ownership of public life and in co-creat-
ing our common world.

There is undeniably an element of 
truth in each of these facets. Indeed, fa-
mous formulations spring to mind: 

• On anti-domination: “As I would not 
be a slave, so I would not be a master. This 
expresses my idea of democracy.” (Lincoln)
• On consent: “Allow ALL the gov-
erned an equal voice in the government, 
and that, and that only is self government.” 
(Lincoln)
• On collective intelligence: Two heads 
are better than one.
• On reciprocity: Do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you.
• On co-creation: “Government is a 
combination of the people of a country 
to effect certain objects by joint effort…. 
The legitimate object of government is to 
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 Book Review by John Channing Briggs

Understanding Greatness
Abraham Lincoln: Philosopher Statesman, by Joseph R. Fornieri.

Southern Illinois University Press, 248 pages, $34.50

The visage of abraham lincoln 
we see in the photographic portraits, 
whatever our particular view of him 

as Civil War president, projects thoughtful 
endurance and penetrating acuity. When 
one attribute, then the other, predominates, 
we have the ambivalence that pervades 
many of our civic and scholarly commem-
orations. In one of his aspects, Lincoln is 
a master of principled restraint, a leader 
who takes risks some have deemed extra-
constitutional, for the sake of preserving 
the Constitution and the Union. The other 
Lincoln is an ends-oriented realist who 
readily employs non-constitutional means 
to pursue moral imperatives or his own am-
bitions, or both, while remaking the Union. 
The first is closer to the traditional ideal of 
the philosopher-statesman, the second to 
the modern man of deeds, the enlightened 
Machiavel. 

In its beginnings, the Republican Party 
reflected some of these ambiguities in its 
restive synthesis of high-mindedness and 
ambitious practical politics. Its principled 
coalition settled the struggle for the 1860 
presidential nomination with a far-sighted 
and shrewd compromise. Once nominated and 
elected, Lincoln extended himself to Union-
backers whose votes he had not won. He in-
vited rivals into his cabinet, where the Union 
could benefit from their contributions while 
their opposition to Lincoln himself was neu-
tralized. For the sake of a stronger Union ef-
fort, he entered into a fraught alliance with the 

“War Democrats.” As the war grew, he gave 
tender treatment to the slave-owning Border 
States and even at times to the South. His sus-
pension of habeas corpus and his proclamation 
of a strategically limited emancipation roiled 
his alliances, too. But all these actions, and 
Lincoln’s explanations of them, manifested a 
willingness to act for principle as well as ad-
vantage. He met his opposition with a rhetoric 
honed by contests for justice and dominance in 

the courtroom, a rhetoric elevated by his capa-
ble grasp of high office. He prevailed, whether 
by force or principle or both, by spelling out 
his highest purposes with daring clarity and 
penetrating imagination. 

Interpreters of Lincoln’s legacy have under-
standably taken different views of its mean-
ing and purposes. But that division has long 
been exacerbated by a greater one: the divide 
between those who focus on Lincoln’s well-
turned thoughts, words, and actions only partly 
bounded by the context of his time, and those 
who think of him as a creature of history, ulti-
mately overshadowed by far larger forces of his-
tory, economics, race, and class. The first group 
must cope with its own tendency to underrate 
or ignore historical context. The second group 
must resist the temptation to let the memory 
of Lincoln fade into the levelling self-assurance 

that his so-called greatness did not and 
could not change the course of history. 

In his new book, rochester insti-
tute of Technology political scientist 
Joseph R. Fornieri takes on this divided 

interpretive tradition with an unwaver-
ing defense of the greatness of Lincoln’s 
character as a statesman and philosopher 
whose qualities played a crucial role in the 
outcome of the Civil War. In character and 
deed, his Lincoln incorporates the great-
souledness described by Aristotle as well 
as the “biblical magnanimity” defended by 
Saint Thomas Aquinas. Lincoln is great 
and “humble before God,” the genuinely 
chivalrous embodiment of William Te-
cumseh Sherman’s praise for him as the 
man possessing “more of the elements of 
greatness, combined with goodness, than 
any other” Sherman had known. The 
theme-setting passage that Fornieri places 
before his preface suggests something high-
er still: that the 16th president’s leadership 
had an uncommon affinity with the suffer-
ing service of the Son of Man. Jesus’ rejoin-
der to his disciples about the true greatness 

of leadership in the new Christian faith sets 
the theme for much of this book: “[W]hoever 
wants to become great among you must be 
your servant, and whoever wants to be first 
must be your slave—just as the Son of Man 
did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 
20:26-28).

In our cynical, credulous era it is too easy 
to dismiss Fornieri’s entire approach as hagi-
ography; but that would be a mistake. Abra-
ham Lincoln: Philosopher Statesman does not 
labor to make Lincoln a Christ figure or a 
man of “biblical magnanimity.” What it does 
is amass and analyze, in a concise set of pages, 
evidence enough to prove it is at least worth 
taking these claims seriously. This close study 
of Lincoln’s thought, words, and deeds reveals 
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standard to strive for, most notably the prin-
ciples of the Declaration, without equating 
virtue with perfection. 

In its best sections, the book pursues 
these elusive and competing qualities into 
some of the dark forests and upland mead-

ows of Lincoln’s statesmanship. But the success 
of Fornieri’s argument is not as complete as it 
might have been if he had paid more attention 
to the paradoxes of Lincoln’s leadership. Per-
haps all students of Lincoln must cope with 
this problem. We do not see all the dimensions 
of his achievements because much of their suc-
cess—and their depth—eludes philosophical 
formulation. The chief strength of this book 
is its accumulation and ordering of impor-
tant evidence; it meets ill-informed skepticism 
head-on. But that strength sometimes leads 
to a listing of Lincoln’s attributes—a formula, 
rather than a genuine grasping of his greatness. 

Fornieri discusses Lincoln’s affinity for 
Shakespearean drama in a single brief para-
graph. His book makes his readers thirst for 
more. After all, Lincoln himself turned again 
and again to the poetical resources of Shake-
speare’s history plays and tragedies as he moved 
through the fiery trials of the Civil War. The 
work of Harry Jaffa and others suggests some 
of the ways this might be done. Shakespeare’s 
plays routinely dislodge and recast modern as-
sumptions about human nature and the possi-
bility of human greatness. Scene by scene, the 
dramas enlarge our capacity to assess Lincoln’s 
statesmanship because they widen the hori-
zon of virtue and tyranny, and keep open the 
possibility of greatness under circumstances 
that call forth and challenge a variety of hu-
man types. When Shakespeare’s Richard II 
famously taunts Bolingbroke by greeting him 
as “Good king, great king, and yet not greatly 
good,” his words preserve and forecast the pos-
sibility that the two might be joined.

The histories show the difficulties leaders 
face when they attempt to combine religious 
and classical understandings of political life. 
The tragedies reveal, above all, the infectious 
power of tyranny in the human breast. Lin-
coln’s virtues as a statesman derive not only 
from his character and his encounter with 
circumstances; they arise at least partly from 
his immersion, by his own account, in Shake-
speare’s plays. There he found versions of all-
too-human, sometimes great-souled charac-
ters, both admirable and repellant, caught up 
in the dramas that mold and test them. There 
he found himself.

John Channing Briggs is professor of English at 
the University of California, Riverside, and the 
author of Lincoln’s Speeches Reconsidered 
(Johns Hopkins University Press). 

New in paperback

Blessed Experiences
Genuinely Southern, Proudly Black
James E. Clyburn
The personal memoir of a civil rights leader—
from the Jim Crow–era South to the Washing-
ton beltway
“Jim Clyburn’s inspirational memoir clearly 
shows the achievements of a man who has 
lived his life battling in the arena—a master 
politician and leading figure in the civil rights 
movement in South Carolina, reflecting on his 
life and motivations.”—Former U.S. senator 
Ernest F. “Fritz” Hollings
376 pp., 46 b&w illus., pb and eb, $21.95; hc, $34.95

The Centennial Senator
True Stories of Strom Thurmond from the 
People Who Knew Him Best
R. J. Duke Short 
Foreword by U.S. Senator Bob Dole
An intimate portrait of a legendary figure in 
national politics as shared by his inner circle
480 pp., 92 b&w illus., hc, $34.95

Making Government Work
Ernest F. “Fritz” Hollings
with Kirk Victor
“Only Hollings could make such a compelling 
case on how to make government work. His 
straightforward style will appeal to anyone 
interested in the inner workings of govern-
ment.”—Bob Dole
256 pp., 16 b&w illus., pb, $21.95; hc, $32.50

800.768.2500 • www.uscpress.com

a depth and coherence to them that demand 
explanation, yet remain hard to explain. 

Fornieri is struck by the affinity 
between Lincoln’s character and the 
cardinal virtues, which he examines to 

support his case that Lincoln is a statesman-
philosopher of the highest order. He focuses 
on six virtues, one for each chapter, but his 
six are reformulations and combinations of 
the traditional seven. The four natural and 
three theological virtues (prudence, justice, 
temperance and fortitude, crowned by faith, 
hope, and charity) become Fornieri’s wisdom, 
prudence, duty, magnanimity, rhetoric, and 
patriotism. Three of the chapters emphasize 
the qualities of wise political leadership; the 
other three concentrate on effective gover-
nance. Magnanimity, which includes “biblical 
greatness,” presides over both series, showing 
forth Lincoln’s greatness as both statesman 
and self-sacrificing philosopher.

In this account, character, political action, 
and philosophical opinion interact. The per-
petuation of our political institutions depends, 
in Lincoln’s view, on policy that is based upon 
philosophical truths: “No policy that does not 
rest upon some philosophical public opinion 
can be permanently maintained” (Speech at 
New Haven, March 6, 1860). What can be 
perpetuated is what has a basis in philosophi-
cal opinion, and those opinions are by their 
nature not equal. They find their ranking in 
exposition, dialogue, and debate leading to 
higher truths. Lincoln repeatedly points to the 
formative power of the self-evident truths set 
forth in the Declaration—formative because 
they animated not only the Constitution but 
the process of lawmaking that followed its 
framing, including, for example, the North-
west Ordinance, which barred slavery from 
the Northwest Territory. Union and liberty 
were preserved and strengthened, not simply 
by means of the founders’ ideas but through 
their legislation, the product of their political 
and moral prudence, which Fornieri argues is 
embodied in turn in Lincoln’s character and 
actions: “The question for Lincoln was how 
to best advance the principles of the Declara-
tion under the circumstances so as to preserve 
both the Union and liberty.”

Lincoln’s prudence presupposed, then, a 
moderate or temperate understanding of “the 
limits of politics,” the demands of time, place, 
and imperfect human nature. In Fornieri’s apt 
phrasing, Lincoln’s temperance “yoke[s] inter-
est to principle.” It takes account of vagaries 
of right and justice without abandoning prin-
ciple, distinguishing itself from those types 
of pragmatism that slide toward expediency 
in accord with the chief practical principle—
advantage. Lincoln’s prudence also sets up a 
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Book Review by Steven B. Smith

Whistling Dixie
Loathing Lincoln: An American Tradition from the Civil War to the Present, by John McKee Barr.

Louisiana State University Press, 480 pages, $35.95

In surveys asking who are america’s 
greatest presidents, George Washington 
and Abraham Lincoln almost invariably 

end up on top. Washington stands virtually 
above reproach, but Lincoln, though he rou-
tinely ranks as a deeply admired leader, has 
always had a small, and at times vocal, band 
of detractors.

In Loathing Lincoln, John McKee Barr 
takes his readers on a walking tour through 
the minefields—and occasionally the sewers 
and swamps—of anti-Lincoln sentiment in 
America. The fight over Lincoln, he rightly 
notes, is more than an exercise in assessing 
presidential greatness. It is a struggle over 
the very meaning of America. This is, above 
all, because Lincoln’s entire political career 
was founded on a controversial interpreta-
tion of America’s central idea, but also be-
cause the issues that Lincoln faced—issues 
like the size and scope of federal authority, 
the role of government in achieving racial 
equality, and the place of executive power 
during wartime—are all issues that remain 
with us today. More than any other president, 

our assessment of Lincoln is very much an 
assessment of ourselves. 

The case against lincoln now ex-
tends for over a century and a half and 
has taken a variety of different shapes. 

The earliest Lincoln-phobes were the defeat-
ed Confederates who developed the myth of 
the Lost Cause. The image of the South as a 
land of grace, manners, and beauty, known 
to most Americans from Margaret Mitchell’s 
Gone With the Wind, was contrasted to a ra-
pacious, capitalist, and materialistic North. 
Lincoln was depicted by these Southern 
apologists as an ambitious frontier ruffian 
who waged a bloody, cruel, and unnecessary 
war in order to impose his own vision of a 
United States on the South and its “peculiar 
institution.” 

The most significant of the Lost Cause 
apologists was Alexander Stephens, Lincoln’s 
erstwhile colleague in the House of Repre-
sentatives and later the vice president of the 
Confederacy (he plays a significant role in the 
Stephen Spielberg film Lincoln). Stephens 

had been a Georgia Whig and a friend who 
Lincoln hoped would join his cabinet, until 
Stephens sided with the Confederacy. Af-
ter the war, in his two-volume Constitutional 
View of the Late War Between the States, he 
depicted the struggle as a contest between 
two principles—federation and centraliza-
tion—with the South as the great defender of 
localism, and Lincoln as a tyrant and usurper. 
Slavery he presented as merely incidental to 
the South’s desire to resist an encroaching 
federal power. 

Did the South secede to defend federal-
ism and states’ rights, or to protect slavery? 
Barr, who teaches history at Lone Star Col-
lege, Kingwood, comments that, on this ques-
tion, “there is no reason to believe that [Ste-
phens] was not absolutely genuine in all that 
he wrote.” But I think he lets Stephens off the 
hook too easily. In 1861, in his famous “Cor-
nerstone Address,” Stephens declared slavery 
to be the foundation of the new Confederacy. 
There is not a word about the limits of fed-
eral power in Stephens’s speech. He zealously 
maintained domination over the black race to 
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be the new cornerstone of all future civiliza-
tion. Rather than Stephens’s being sincere in 
his convictions, it seems more likely that the 
Confederacy’s defeat and the passage of the 
Civil War amendments forced him and other 
Lost Cause apologists to change their tune. 
Rather than proclaiming white supremacy to 
be the enduring truth of the human condition, 
they turned to arguments about federal over-
reach to justify secession.

Stephens’s work, though virtually 
forgotten today, nevertheless had en-
during significance in at least one re-

spect. He charged Lincoln with being in the 
grip of a “mystical” idea of the Union. The 
idea was that Lincoln went to war, not in obe-
dience to a legal or constitutional duty, but to 
pursue some private and ultimately incommu-
nicable religious view. If so, his actions would 
not only be unconstitutional, but treason-
able. This idea of Lincoln’s mystical unionism, 
while still widely believed, is, of course, false. 
There was never anything remotely mystical in 
Lincoln’s conception of the Union. It was built 
around his idea of self-government. A govern-
ment ruled by law and changing easily with 
frequent elections was his definition of a free 
people. What is mystical about that?

Stephens was hardly the worst of the Lin-
coln-phobes. In their 1930 manifesto I’ll Take 
My Stand, the so-called Southern Agrarians 
blamed Lincoln for destroying the older Jef-
fersonian-Jacksonian ideal of a republic of free 
white farmers. Other Lost Causers accused 
him of inspiring the growth of the modern 
expansionist and regulatory state during the 
Progressive period, not to mention our entry 
into the two world wars. 

Lincoln’s name was used by American 
Communists in the Spanish Civil War, call-
ing themselves the “Abraham Lincoln Bri-
gade,” in the fight against General Franco. 
After World War II, Lincoln was blamed 
by libertarians for the growth of the welfare 
state and the expansion of the federal bu-
reaucracy. During the civil rights movement 
of the 1960s, he was denounced by those on 
the far Left for being a racist and doing noth-
ing (or not enough) to advance the cause of 
racial justice. Indeed, the image of Lincoln 
as at best a half-hearted emancipationist—a 

“recovering racist” in one formulation—can 
still be found in the works of Garry Wills 

and Henry Louis Gates. Although criticism 
of Lincoln from the Left was never as consis-
tent or vituperative as from the Right, it more 
or less dried up with the election of Barack 
Obama, who invoked Lincoln when he an-
nounced his run for the presidency in 2007 
and on many, many other occasions.

The two dominant strains of anti-
Lincolnism today come from the neo-
Confederate school associated with 

the late Mel Bradford, and from libertarian 
critics such as Murray Rothbard. Along with 
Edmund O. Wilson earlier in the 20th cen-
tury, Bradford was the best of the highbrow 
reactionary critics of Lincoln. A student of 
literature, he focused on Lincoln’s rhetoric 
and especially his attempt to fuse Biblical 
eschatology with military and political goals. 
He had a point. The Gettysburg Address was 
for him Exhibit A of Lincoln’s effort to forge 
a new civil religion out of the Declaration of 
Independence. For Bradford, Lincoln’s “four 
score and seven years ago” already carried a 
whiff of blasphemy. Most dangerously, the 
speech appealed not to a conservative appre-
ciation for what is settled, tried, and true, but 
to an endless quest to achieve equality; Lin-
coln’s goal seemed an invitation to a kind of 
permanent revolution.

Bradford, who had been President Ronald 
Reagan’s original nominee to head the Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities, found 
himself under attack from fellow conservative 
Harry V. Jaffa. Jaffa was already the author 
of Crisis of the House Divided (1959), which 
made the case for Lincoln by appealing to the 
classic doctrine of natural law. In his essay 

“Equality as a Conservative Principle,” Jaffa 
went further by reappropriating the Declara-
tion and its equality clause for the conserva-
tive movement. Equality, Jaffa argued, was 
not a revolutionary doctrine, but one based in 
the conservative philosophical tradition that 
could be traced back continuously from the 
American Founders to John Locke, Thomas 
Aquinas, Cicero, and Aristotle. 

Not only did Jaffa succeed in placing Lin-
coln within an unbroken tradition of natural 
law, he depicted Bradford’s infatuation with 
the antebellum South as tainted with his-
toricism. Historicism, he had learned from 
Leo Strauss, is the doctrine that each age or 
culture has its own organic principles of jus-

tice. On Jaffa’s telling, it was the slave-holding 
apologists for the South who were at the foun-
dation of the modern doctrines of the master 
race and the master state. Not Lincoln but 
John C. Calhoun and his epigones were the 
true precursors of totalitarianism. In his later 
work A New Birth of Freedom (2000), Jaffa 
connected Calhoun’s doctrines to Joseph de 
Maistre, Martin Heidegger, and the European 
reactionary tradition. 

Murray rothbard was neither 
a Lincoln scholar nor a neo-
Confederate but a self-proclaimed 

“anarcho-capitalist” who saw all the evils 
of contemporary life as descending from 
the modern state. His libertarian attack 
focused on the myth of Lincoln as the “great 
centralizer,” the creator of the Leviathan state. 
Rothbard’s peculiar libertarianism involved a 
defense of the right of secession: every people 
has a right to its own form of government. 
Didn’t the American Revolution begin with 
an act of secession from the British Empire? 
Whether the secession was for the sake of 
freedom or slavery was a purely tertiary 
issue. Rothbard’s views were extreme even 
in the libertarian circles in which he traveled, 
yet they have come to have real cultural 
currency. Thomas DiLorenzo, author of The 
Real Lincoln (2002), argued that the 10th 
Amendment affirmed the right of secession. 
Ron and Rand Paul and Texas Governor Rick 
Perry have all patronized secession. It makes 
one wonder how a philosophy that proclaims 
the liberty of the individual to be the highest 
value can turn a blind eye to the slavery that 
secessionism sought to protect.

The debate over Abraham Lincoln has al-
ways been less about what he did than about 
what he came to represent. He has become 
a kind of political Rorschach test on which 
Americans of all political stripes pin their 
hopes and fears. The struggle over Lincoln’s 
legacy has therefore never been just about the 
past, but also about America’s future. John 
McKee Barr’s Loathing Lincoln reminds us 
just how uncertain that future is. For those 
concerned to preserve Lincoln’s vision of a 
more just, fair, and inclusive America, the 
struggle to secure his legacy is far from over.

Steven B. Smith is the Alfred Cowles Professor of 
Political Science at Yale University.
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cartoon by Frederick Burr Opper, from the New York Evening Journal, 1900
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Book Review by Gerard Alexander

Getting the Right All Wrong
To Make Men Free: A History of the Republican Party, by Heather Cox Richardson.

Basic Books, 416 pages, $29.99

After spending decades griping 
that academics neglected them, con-
servatives can’t complain now that 

the Right is a regular object of study for 
political scientists, sociologists, psycholo-
gists, and, as in Heather Cox Richardson’s 
case, historians. To Make Men Free: A His-
tory of the Republican Party covers the Grand 
Old Party from its founding in the 1850s 
to today. She characterizes that history as 
a struggle between two tendencies or ide-
ologies that uneasily coexist inside the GOP. 
The first is a drive to offer opportunity or so-
cial mobility to average Americans. As she 
puts it, the Republican Party was formed “to 
make sure that all hardworking Americans 
could rise.” Pitted against this is a contrary 
impulse favoring “[r]ich men who sought to 
monopolize land, money, or the means of 
production.” This struggle matters because 
its outcome has often determined whether 
America has charted a progressive course 
or one that is not simply reactionary but 
destructive, given that the ambitions of the 
wealthy “were undermining the natural har-
mony of economic interests and endangering 
the entire country.”

A professor at Boston College, Richardson 
associates the progressive Republican impulse 
with Abraham Lincoln, above all. He offered 
federal land grants for the construction of a 
transcontinental railroad, transferred federal 
land to states to create what would become 
land-grant colleges, passed the Homestead 
Act, which offered federal land to farmers, 
and assaulted the “property” rights of the 
Southern plantation elite by liberating their 
slaves. For Richardson, these policies helped 
spawn a tradition of legislation, regulation, 
and government program-building aimed at 
broad-based economic development and pro-
motion of social mobility, one carried forward 
by Theodore Roosevelt, who busted trusts, 
and Dwight Eisenhower, who embraced the 
New Deal legacy and built the interstate high-
way system.

Lined up against Lincoln, T.R., and Eisen-
hower in this book are William McKinley, 

the robber barons of the Gilded Age, Calvin 
Coolidge, Barry Goldwater, Ronald Reagan, 
George W. Bush, and, more generally, the 

“Movement Conservatism” that has domi-
nated the GOP since the 1960s. These right-
wingers stood for low taxes, rigid protection 
of private property rights, and as little regu-
lation of business activity as possible, which 
in her view contributed not only to concen-
trations of wealth and power, but also to eco-
nomic disasters including the 1873 recession, 
the Great Depression, and the 2008-09 finan-
cial crisis. 

In Richardson’s telling, Movement Con-
servatism’s control of the GOP is virtually 
complete. If the larger history of the party is 
a struggle between opportunity and property, 
it seems property has won decisively, at least 
for now. It is important to say “for now,” be-
cause her story is one of wide swings across 
time. But at least for now, the worst elements 
are in charge. 

What is more striking are three 
things she does not even address. 
First, Richardson never explains 

what causes the pendulum swings between 
the party’s progressive and reactionary wings. 
She suggests that 19th-century Republican 
presidential candidates needed New York’s 
Electoral College votes, and catered to Wall 
Street to get them. That portrays political in-
fluence as driven by interests. But this clashes 
with her depiction of post-1960s Movement 
Conservatism as animated overwhelmingly 
by ideas. If we don’t know what causes each 
party faction to wax and wane, how do we 
know the pendulum will swing again (as she 
hopes)? Perhaps it is driven instead by the 
nature of the GOP’s competition with its 
Democratic opponents, in which case it is a 
mistake to discuss the evolution of the GOP 
in isolation.

Second, and more important, although 
the book is predicated on the assumption 
that there is a zero-sum relationship between 
the interests of rich Americans and the as-
pirations of average citizens, Richardson 

never makes the case for it. Her images of 
class warfare, exploitation, and opportunity-
hoarding don’t really fit the U.S. economy 
since 1945, especially as services, skills, and 
technology have played increasing roles. If 
she is right, it follows that signature postwar 
conservative proposals like lowered inflation, 
more liberal trade rules, more sophisticated 
antitrust practices, lower regulatory barriers 
to entry, tax limitation, and reduced growth 
rates in domestic government spending—all 
of which surely favored wealthy Americans—
must have come at the expense of the middle 
class. That doesn’t sound right. Isn’t it just 
as plausible that at least for the past half-
century, though certain policies might favor 
only the rich and certain other policies might 
favor only the mobility of the less-advantaged, 
many policies promote the interests of both 
wealthier and other Americans? And is it 
crazy to suggest that the Republican Party 
maintains its large and complex cross-class 
coalition in part by advocating the sorts of 
economic policies that simultaneously ad-
vance the interests of upper middle-class, 
middle-class, and many lower middle-class 
Americans? Richardson doesn’t even consid-
er the possibility. In To Make Men Free, it’s 
always 1935 and the “economic royalists” de-
nounced by Franklin Roosevelt are running 
rampant.

Third, richardson doesn’t ask 
whether and how government inter-
vention in the economy promotes so-

cial mobility. She never claims outright that 
all government economic programs have that 
effect, but she defends government activism 
in general, without ever specifying which 
programs might promote mobility and which 
might not, whether some promote it in some 
eras or circumstances but not others, and 
which (if any) are at risk of getting corrupted 
or becoming counterproductive. The impres-
sion is that governmental activism alone pre-
vents stagnation and worse. But we have many 
counter-examples. Although regulatory barri-
ers to entry were meant to protect consumers, 
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in many cases they ended up subsidizing pow-
erful industries at consumers’ expense. Free 
marketeers who opposed these regulations 
and called for their reform or abolition were 
eventually joined, beginning in the 1970s, by 
liberals like Senator Edward Kennedy and 
Justice Stephen Breyer. Was this coalition 
serving the interests of plutocrats by cutting 
back on the regulation of business?

The proliferation of licenses for various oc-
cupations, too, was meant to protect consum-
ers, but has had the same results: empowering 

“insiders,” exploiting consumers, and, in this 
case, limiting options for people effectively 
shut out of many lower-class and middle-class 
careers. Movement conservatives are virtu-
ally the only people calling for serious reform 
in this area (including the new governor of 
Texas, Greg Abbott). Agricultural price sup-
ports and the now mandated consumption 
of ethanol have very dubious effects on the 
pocketbooks of average Americans. Bloated 
and costly public sector employment is com-
peting for scarce state and municipal dollars 
with libraries, infrastructure, and public safe-
ty. Whose interests are being served in that 
competition? Do subsidies for “green energy” 
favor social mobility, or line the pockets of 
Democratic Party cronies? What about the 
minimum wage? Why is Richardson certain 
that big minimum wage hikes favor the poor 
rather than nudging more and more of them 
out of the labor force? Her class warfare nar-
rative just doesn’t account for evidence and 
counter-evidence of that kind.

Or consider tariffs, which were 
a major issue for much of the period 
covered in this book. When Rich-

ardson acknowledges that pre-1930s Repub-
licans favored tariffs, she doesn’t seem to give 
them any progressive credit for it. But when 
she blames the Great Depression on the re-
actionary policies of those same Republicans, 
she also never quite includes tariffs in the list 
of factors that contributed to the disaster. Af-
ter all, if tariffs don’t help the little guy but in-
stead have perverse and even negative-sum ef-
fects, then what about other big-government 
policies? Calls for their reform might not be 
so reactionary after all.

But she marches on as if unaware of such 
a possibility. She doesn’t merely make certain 
assumptions (we all do that), she feels no need 
to engage with those who have different as-
sumptions. How is that possible in this day 
and age, when robust debate on such matters 
spills across the internet in ways accessible to 
all? A contrast might help explain it.

Last year, French economist Thomas Pi-
ketty published Capital in the Twenty-first 

Century, which warned of deepening eco-
nomic inequality in Western democracies 
and proposed sweeping redistributionist 
policies to address the problem. The book be-
came a cause célèbre among liberals and pro-
gressives, and was so widely discussed—in 
basically every major and minor mainstream 
media outlet—that conservatives simply 
had to respond to its evidence, arguments, 
and prescriptions. Two years earlier, Rich-
ard Sander, a respected law professor (and 
economist) at the University of California at 
Los Angeles, and Stuart Taylor, Jr., perhaps 
the nation’s most prominent legal journalist, 
published Mismatch: How Affirmative Action 
Hurts Students It’s Intended to Help, and Why 
Universities Won’t Admit It. Their book of-
fered extensive evidence that affirmative ac-
tion admissions practices at elite law schools 
are distinctly harmful to their supposed ben-
eficiaries, resulting in fewer minority lawyers 
than if the students had attended law schools 
at which their test scores and grades were 
more closely matched to the median student. 
They showed that this dynamic extended to 
programs other than law, and that university 
leaders consistently stuck their heads in the 
sand rather than grappling with what their 
own internal numbers showed was a serious 
problem.

In other words, Mismatch provided a data-
rich and controversial argument about one of 
the most controversial topics of our time. So 
how did liberals and progressives respond? 
Mostly by ignoring the book. Tellingly, nei-
ther the New York Times nor the Washington 
Post reviewed it.

The contrast between capital and 
Mismatch illustrates an unfortunate 
truth. When liberals demand a na-

tional conversation about economic inequali-
ty, they have the cultural power to start it and 
shape it. Conservatives do not. Heather Cox 
Richardson operates inside that liberal co-
coon: the 1980s’ economic boom had nothing 
to do with Ronald Reagan’s policies; defend-
ing private property is the moral equivalent 
of justifying slavery. Throw in independent 
counsel Kenneth Starr’s investigation of the 
Clinton scandals, George W. Bush’s “Mis-
sion Accomplished” banner, and Oklahoma 
City bomber Timothy McVeigh’s inspiration 
from anti-government rhetoric, and you have 
a good rant going. Although they may no 
longer be neglected by academics, conserva-
tives will still have to wait for the day their 
arguments are taken seriously.

Gerard Alexander is associate professor of poli-
tics at the University of Virginia.
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Essay by William Voegeli

The Newest New Right

Although political scientists pay 
close attention to politicians, the favor 
is seldom returned. Neither office-

seekers and -holders, nor the aides who help 
them acquire and wield power, bother to at-
tend academic political science conferences. 
Few journalists turn to political science quar-
terlies for insights, or attempt to translate the 
articles’ graphs, equations, and jargon for lay 
readers.

An important exception was “A Theory of 
Critical Elections” by V.O. Key, Jr., published 
in the Journal of Politics in 1955. Key’s idea, 
subsequently elaborated by other prominent 
scholars, was that the normal configuration 
of American politics is for one of the two ma-
jor parties to be dominant for a period of sev-
eral decades, during which the other is subor-
dinate. The dominant party sets the agenda 
and defines the terms of national debate. It 
doesn’t win every election, but wins most of 
them, leaving the weaker political party to 
take such advantage as it can of temporary 
vulnerabilities: weak candidates, scandals, or 
some crisis. 

An election is critical, or “realigning,” 
when it marks not just an exception to the 
rule, but the emergence of a new rule: the 
party that had been weaker enters upon a 
period of dominance, while the one that had 
been stronger is consigned to a prolonged era 
as the loyal opposition. Usually, the change 
is triggered by the emergence of a new vot-

ing bloc, closely aligned with one party, or an 
existing bloc’s shift in party loyalties. In the 
paradigmatic critical election of 1932, for ex-
ample, working-class voters broke heavily for 
Democrats, and remained an important part 
of the New Deal coalition for many years 
thereafter. During the 36 years preceding 
1932, Democrats occupied the White House 
for only eight. In the 36 years after, they held 
it for 28. Democrats were even stronger in 
Congress, where they held majorities in both 
chambers for all but four of the 48 years af-
ter 1932.

No More Breakthroughs

During the protracted wait for 
the next realignment, Key’s theory 
went from being about American 

politics to becoming a part of it. Politicians 
and journalists came to operate in a longer 
time-frame, thinking about a particular elec-
toral cycle in terms of a more extensive his-
torical cycle. This was the premise of Kevin 
Phillips’s influential book, The Emerging Re-
publican Majority (1969), written for a popular 
rather than an academic audience. Karl Rove, 
blending the roles of political practitioner and 
theorist, was not only the architect of GOP 
victories in 2004, but made no secret of his 
ambition to restore Republicans to a long pe-
riod of dominance, similar to the one they en-
joyed before 1932. The realignment paradigm 

informed as well The Emerging Democratic 
Majority (2002), written by John B. Judis and 
Ruy Teixeira. 

Confirming Hegel’s maxim that the owl of 
Minerva flies only at dusk, however, the idea of 
political realignment became widely accepted 
just as it was becoming inapplicable. Indeed, 
more recent scholarship has strongly chal-
lenged the whole framework of critical elec-
tions demarcating eras of realignment, which 
then endure for decades. “Electoral politics is 
to an important degree just one thing after 
another,” David R. Mayhew wrote in Electoral 
Realignments: A Critique of an American Genre 
(2002). The “Rip Van Winkle view” wherein 

“voters come awake only once in a generation” 
turns out to be “too slippery, too binary, [and] 
too apocalyptic.” 

Recent American politics, in particular, 
shows the major parties to be so closely com-
petitive that neither is the “natural” majority 
while the other is relegated to the minority. 
Electoral advantages are small and ephem-
eral, not decisive and enduring. From 1964 
to 1984, for example, there were three land-
slide presidential elections, where the victor 
received at least 18% more of the popular vote 
than the loser. Since 1988 the greatest margin 
of victory was 8.5% (Bill Clinton against Bob 
Dole in 1996), and the largest portion of the 
popular vote was 53.4% (George H.W. Bush 
in 1988). Similarly, long decades where Dem-
ocrats dominated Congress have given way to 
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an era of volatility. Beginning in 1994, after 
40 consecutive years of Democratic majorities 
in the House of Representatives, the speaker’s 
gavel has passed from one party to the other 
on three occasions. Control of the Senate has 
shifted between Democrats and Republicans 
seven times since 1980. 

With the two parties so evenly matched, 
political combat resembles trench warfare, not 
cavalry charges. The focus is on winning and 
then holding small advantages, since minor 
victories can be of major importance in de-
termining which party will govern and which 
will oppose. Large, decisive breakthroughs ap-
pear, in any case, to be unobtainable.

Enter the Reformicons

With the country closely and 
acrimoniously divided between 
Democrats and Republicans, a sig-

nificant new attempt to build on the GOP’s 
advantages and address its vulnerabilities 
comes from a group who have come to be 
known as the reform conservatives, some-
times called “Reformicons.” Reform conserva-
tism, less than one year after the publication 
of the e-book manifesto titled Room to Grow, 
is an intellectuals’ initiative rather than a 
citizens’ movement. Whether it acquires con-
stituents and goes on to affect elections and 
shape public policy depends on the quality of 
the Reformicons’ recommendations, and the 
acuity of their understanding of the political 
situation.

Room to Grow, subtitled Conservative Re-
forms for a Limited Government and a Thriv-
ing Middle Class, is a collection of essays by 13 
different authors, ten of whom spell out re-
forms in particular realms of domestic policy, 
such as health care and education, while the 
other three chapters address broader themes. 
In one of the latter, Yuval Levin, editor of the 
public policy journal National Affairs, pro-
vides the core Reformicon rationale: The 

“premise of conservatism” he writes, is that 
“what matters most about society happens 
in the space between the individual and the 
state—the space occupied by families, com-
munities, civic and religious institutions, and 
the private economy.” Accordingly, “creating, 
sustaining, and protecting that space and 
helping all Americans take part in what hap-
pens there are among the foremost purposes 
of government.”

Another thematic chapter argues that 
good policy is good politics: unless Repub-
licans formulate and present conservatism in 
terms that deserve victory, they are unlikely 
to achieve it. Peter Wehner (who, like Levin, 
is both a fellow at the Ethics and Public 

Policy Center and an alumnus of the George 
W. Bush Administration) urges conserva-
tives to demonstrate to voters “how apply-
ing conservative principles and deploying 
conservative policies could help make their 
lives better.” Such arguments are required 
because “Americans do not have a sense that 
conservatives offer them a better shot at suc-
cess and security than liberals.” Wehner’s 
formulation suggests Americans might be-
lieve conservatism offers them a worse shot 
at success and security than liberalism does. 
And in admonishing conservatives to tend 
to such elementary political tasks as under-

teering time, or conveying commitment and 
enthusiasm.

The Wonks and the Base

Not surprisingly, reform con-
servatives are conscious of the Tea 
Party, whose emergence six years 

ago is largely responsible for Republicans 
capturing first the House and then the Sen-
ate, as well as increasing the number of state 
legislative chambers the GOP controls from 
36 in 2009 to 68 today, the largest figure in 
the party’s history. (There are 99 state legis-
lative chambers in all; Nebraska’s legislature 
is both unicameral and nonpartisan.) Room 
to Grow mentions the Tea Party in just one 
chapter, and favorably. Ramesh Ponnuru, of 
National Review and the American Enterprise 
Institute, devotes his essay—also on broader 
themes rather than policy details—to “Recov-
ering the Wisdom of the Constitution.” He 
compliments the Tea Party for two efforts: 
first, making constitutionalism a concern 
of the entire republic and all public officials, 
rather than the sole responsibility of the fed-
eral judiciary; and second, making clear that 
the people can, and should, attend to consti-
tutionalism not just as possessors of rights 
that must not be denied, but as stewards of a 
constitutional structure that must not be de-
formed. Thus, Obamacare’s “individual man-
date to buy health insurance ran into trouble 
not because it violated some specific prohibi-
tion in the Bill of Rights, but because it could 
not be justified as ‘necessary and proper’ to ex-
ecute the Article I powers of Congress.”

Echoing Levin’s argument about making 
the space between citizen and state flourish, 
Ponnuru writes, “Conservatism should be 
home to everyone who takes seriously the task 
of strengthening the constitutional struc-
ture of a limited, accountable government 
that serves rather than masters civil society.” 
And he reiterates Wehner’s point about mak-
ing citizens’ lives better when he argues that 
constitutionalism “must make itself attractive” 
by showing that “we can have wider access to 
health care, an affordable safety net, opportu-
nities to learn, and the like, without granting 
ever more power to government.”

As it presents itself, then, reform conser-
vatism is not an adversary of, or a corrective 
for, the Tea Party, but a logical extension of it. 
If that’s how Tea Party activists see the situa-
tion, too, the result would do a great deal to 
brighten Republican electoral prospects. The 
match makes sense in one respect: reform 
conservatism has theoreticians and policy 
wonks, but no obvious base of support; while 
the Tea Party has grassroots enthusiasts, but 

standing citizens’ concerns and addressing 
their “aspirations and worries,” he further 
suggests that those widely shared misgivings 
about conservatism have some basis in fact.

A protracted era of close partisan competi-
tion makes it imperative for each party to at-
tract new voters without antagonizing its base. 
The political criterion for judging any new 
proposal or practice, in other words, is wheth-
er it produces a net increase in votes. Further-
more, added voters must not only outnumber 
subtracted ones, but must also outweigh the 
value to the party that had been provided by 
regulars who stop contributing money, volun-
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needs—or, at any rate, lacks—theorists who 
lay out a comprehensive, subtle argument for 
constitutional conservatism.

Put into Practice

The plausibility of a synthesis of 
Tea Party and reform conservatism is 
suggested by the public career of Mike 

Lee, a first-term Republican senator from 
Utah. In 2010 Lee successfully challenged 
three-term incumbent Robert Bennett, who 
had a lifetime rating of 83.76% from the 
American Conservative Union and the en-
dorsement of the National Rifle Association. 
Lee, who had never run for office before 2010, 
won the Utah GOP Senate nomination by 
promising to fight for limited government, for 
ending “the cradle-to-grave entitlement men-
tality, [and] for a balanced budget.” Bennett, 
according to news accounts, had become un-
popular among Utah Republicans because he 
had voted for the bailout of the major banks 
during the 2008 financial crisis, had pursued 
earmarks aggressively, and had co-sponsored 
a bipartisan health care bill that would have 
imposed an individual mandate.

Since taking office, Lee has been promi-
nent in advocating policy ideas endorsed by 
Reformicons. He has, for example, champi-
oned a tax reform whose biggest innovation 
is a $2,500 credit to parents for each depen-
dent child. Lee’s credit, unlike the existing 
one capped at $1,000, could be used by tax-
payers who had some of the credit left over 
after zeroing out their federal income tax 
obligations, to reduce the liabilities imposed 
by the payroll taxes that support the trust 
funds for Social Security and Medicare. The 
proposal, endorsed enthusiastically in Room 
to Grow, would give families that choose to 
have one parent stay home full- or part-time a 
benefit equal to that enjoyed by families with 
no stay-at-home parent. Federal policy, then, 
would become neutral regarding mothers’ de-
cisions to participate in the paid workforce, in 
a way that government programs to provide 
or help defray daycare expenses are not. The 
measure is, in that respect, explicitly and de-
cidedly “pro-family.” Allowing people to use 
a tax credit to reduce their payroll taxes, as 
well as the matching amount paid by their 
employers, would have the additional benefit 
of disabusing Americans of the notion that 
Social Security and Medicare are “earned 
benefits,” paid for by “contributions” that are 

“kept” in individual “accounts,” all of which 
are then sealed away in Al Gore’s “lock-box” 
somewhere. Helping Americans understand 
the truth—Social Security and Medicare are 
government spending programs, supported 

by taxes like all other taxes—would make 
those huge entitlement programs less difficult 
to reform.

Elevator Pitches

Nevertheless, amalgamating tea 
Party and reform conservatism to 
form an intellectually coherent and 

politically powerful force remains a stern 
challenge. The Tea Party instinct to empha-
size first principles rather than delve into 
policy nuances was expressed first and most 
famously by a passage from Barry Goldwater’s 
The Conscience of a Conservative (1960), which 
is often quoted by Tea Partiers today:

I have little interest in streamlining 
government or in making it more effi-
cient, for I mean to reduce its size. I do 
not undertake to promote welfare, for I 
propose to extend freedom. My aim is 
not to pass laws, but to repeal them. It 
is not to inaugurate new programs, but 
to cancel old ones.

ity through the medium of government 
programs. According to our philosophy, 
addressing your problem with a govern-
ment program is, by virtue of the harm 
it will inflict on the constitutional order 
and the economy, bad for everyone, even 
the people whose problems the govern-
ment program will purportedly solve.

(Republicans shun express elevators.)

Unleashing Potential

Reform conservatism has both a 
program and a philosophy. As Wehner 
says at the very beginning of Room to 

Grow, “Policy is problem solving. It answers to 
principles and ideals, to a vision of the human 
good and the nature of society, to priorities 
and preferences; but at the end of the day it 
must also answer to real needs and concerns.”

The logic of reform conservatism is that if 
the entirety of the conservative response to 
such needs and concerns is an argument about 
all the ways government must not respond, 
lest the proper limits of constitutional gov-
ernance be exceeded, conservatism’s electoral 
prospects are exceedingly dire. The American 
voters declined, emphatically, to repudiate the 
New Deal when Republicans invited them to 
do so in 1936 and 1964. The success of a third 
such effort, undertaken as the New Deal’s 
transformation of Americans’ ideas about the 
legitimate scope of government approaches its 
centenary, is unimaginable.

Wehner’s formulation clearly implies, as well, 
that if conservatism amounts to the principled 
refusal to even try to solve problems or address 
citizens’ real needs and concerns, its defeats 
will be as hard to lament as they are easy to pre-
dict. As his 1992 reelection campaign was los-
ing altitude, President George H.W. Bush was 
reduced to assuring voters, “Message: I care.” If 
the conservative message is, in essence, we don’t 
care—and don’t even care that it’s obvious we 
don’t care—conservatives are going to have few 
celebratory Election Days.

Ponnuru has written that the reform con-
servative label is unfortunate in that it implies 

“we are primarily interested in reforming con-
servatism, when what we’re really after is a re-
form of a government that is simultaneously 
bloated, intrusive, and ineffective.” He also 
regrets “the impression that we are a faction 
competing with other groups, such as liber-
tarian conservatives or tea partiers, which is 
not at all how I view us.”

Nonetheless, if reform conservatism is so 
successful as to become conservatism, period, 
some long-standing habits of thought and ac-
tion are going to have to be set aside—exactly 

Room to Grow does not explicitly criticize 
this declaration, but there’s no doubt that the 
Reformicon project differs importantly from 
Goldwater conservatism. Wehner writes, 

“Rather than talk about conservatism exclu-
sively as a set of rules about what government 
should not be doing, [conservatives] need to 
help Americans see the conservative vision of 
American life—and of America’s government—
as a way to unleash the nation’s potential.”

Since the New Deal’s start 82 years ago, 
Democrats’ elevator pitch to voters has been, 

“You’ve got a problem? We’ve got a program!” 
For many conservatives, from Goldwater to 
the Tea Party, the corresponding argument 
has been,

You’ve got a problem? We’ve got a phi-
losophy! And if you come to really un-
derstand and appreciate that philosophy, 
you’ll realize that your problem is…well, 
your problem. Other people may choose 
to make it their problem—the inclusive 
generosity of religious and civic groups is 
an admirable attribute of a vital civil so-
ciety. But they won’t act on their generos-

Will voters become part
of a new conservative

majority by deftly crafted 
policy proposals?
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the sort of thing conservatives are reluctant to 
do. Going back to the first issue of National 
Review in 1955, conservatives have always 
been eager, in Wehner’s phrase, to unleash 
the nation’s potential. But they’ve also made 
it clear that the most important requirement 
for doing so is leashing rather than reforming 
government. The names of such prominent 
Tea Party-associated organizations as Citi-
zens for a Sound Economy, Freedom Works, 
and Americans for Prosperity clearly convey 
the belief that capitalism, unhindered by gov-
ernment regulation and redistribution, is an 
absolutely necessary and quasi-sufficient con-
dition for economic progress.

Reform conservatism modifies this stance. 
The free market remains necessary to unleash 
national potential, but falls well short of be-
ing sufficient. When there are needs and con-
cerns capitalism cannot address, people will 
and should call on the government to allay 
their fears and address their needs.

Bad Means for Good Ends?

One reason those on the right 
who do not presently consider them-
selves reform conservatives may not 

rush to embrace this approach is the fear of 
a slippery slope. The proposition that govern-

ment should do X better—that is, in a man-
ner less bloated, intrusive, and ineffective—
strongly implies that the government should 
do X. It might be construed more qualifiedly: 
if the government is going to do X, and ad-
dress this or that social need and concern, 
it should do X well rather than badly. That 
formulation leaves open the possibility there 
are some Xs the government shouldn’t do 
at all: categories of needs and concerns that 
fall beyond the legitimate purview of govern-
ment, no matter how adroitly or successfully 
it might address them.

I don’t doubt that the reform conservatives 
believe this, since it would be surprising if 
their answer to the Democratic elevator pitch 
turned out to be, “You’ve got a problem? Well, 
whatever it is, we’ve got a program, too, one 
that’s better for you and the country than 
what liberals are selling.” I cannot, however, 
find the place in Room to Grow where anyone 
says this. The 110 e-pages devoted to describ-
ing how and what government should do 
better do not dwell on anything government 
shouldn’t do at all. Levin, calling on conserva-
tives to attend to the “details of public policy” 
and “develop some technical policy expertise,” 
writes, “The federal government has grown so 
large and complicated that any attempts to 
transform it into a far more bounded, decen-

tralized, nimble set of institutions must begin 
from an understanding of its particulars, and 
this feels to some conservatives like a conces-
sion to technocracy.”

What will be harder to overcome is some 
conservatives’ fears that the reform conser-
vative project entails conceding more than 
the inescapable need for expertise in formu-
lating and implementing public policies. If 
it concedes, instead, the legitimacy of the 
New Deal and Great Society to-do lists for 
government, and confines its critique of lib-
eralism to the use of bad means for achiev-
ing good ends, many conservatives are go-
ing to go AWOL rather than fight for those 
circumscribed goals. Such defections would 
make it difficult for reform conservatism to 
be the path, or even a path, to making con-
servatism more electorally competitive. The 
core conservative argument to voters would 
become that our five-point proposals for 
dealing with this or that social need and 
concern are bounded, decentralized, and 
nimble, while liberals’ eight-point proposals 
are bloated, intrusive, and ineffective. Even 
if completely true, that declaration doesn’t 
rank with, “Give me liberty or give me death!” 
and “Extremism in the defense of liberty is 
no vice,” when it comes to stirring conserva-
tives’ blood.

Amity ShlaesJonah Goldberg

Charles Kesler

Steven HaywardSally Pipes
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Building a Majority

And if recasting the conservative 
critique of liberalism in technocratic 
terms does indeed prove deflating, 

it’s not clear that the resulting loss of votes 
and vigor will be offset by the number of new 
constituents attracted by the reform conser-
vatism agenda. It’s one thing to call on con-
servative activists to develop policy expertise, 
another to expect voters to turn in this home-
work assignment. Will a significant number 
of voters—or even a small number of vot-
ers—otherwise skeptical about conservatism, 
become part of a new conservative majority 
owing to the attractiveness of deftly crafted 
policy proposals?

Maybe. But it sounds like reform con-
servatives are going to try to win by playing 
a game liberals invented, according to rules 
liberals have written, on liberals’ home field. 
If conservatism stops asking whether govern-
ment has the duty and legitimate authority to 
address every need or concern, and confines 
itself to debating how government should do 
so, voters are going to need to be profoundly 
impressed with conservatives’ proposals for 
conservatism to end up being more popular 
than it is now. This may be asking a lot, not 
merely of voters’ attention spans but of their 

willingness to reject the party that endorses 
government intervention clearly and unre-
servedly in favor of the one that offers subtle 
arguments about the best modes of govern-
ment intervention. 

It’s difficult to imagine conservatism pros-
pering unless smart proposals about what 
government should do more deftly accompa-
ny, rather than supplant, bright-line distinc-
tions about what government shouldn’t be 
doing at all. Near the close of Capitalism and 
Freedom (1962), Milton Friedman quotes 
lines the British jurist A.V. Dicey wrote in 
1914: 

The beneficial effect of State interven-
tion, especially in the form of legisla-
tion, is direct, immediate, and, so to 
speak, visible, whilst its evil effects are 
gradual and indirect, and lie out of 
sight…. Nor…do most people keep in 
mind that State inspectors may be in-
competent, careless, or even occasion-
ally corrupt…; few are those who real-
ize the undeniable truth that State help 
kills self-help. Hence the majority of 
mankind must almost of necessity look 
with undue favor upon governmental 
intervention. This natural bias can be 
counteracted only by the existence, in 

a given society,…of a presumption or 
prejudice in favor of individual liberty, 
that is, of laissez-faire.

It’s going to be difficult to dissuade the citi-
zenry from looking with “undue favor” upon 
governmental intervention by promising 
government interventions superior to those 
now on offer. And what if American politics 
remains closely divided? The policies that 
emerge for a Republican president’s signature 
from any Congress without large Republican 
majorities are likely, after all the compro-
mises and concessions needed for passage and 
implementation, to bear no more than a faint 
resemblance to the carefully crafted propos-
als reform conservatives submitted at the out-
set. The ungainly end product will, as a result, 
have weak prospects for attaching voters to 
the reform conservative project. 

The Economy and Immigration

There’s another reason to wonder 
how many additional voters will find 
conservatism more enticing if it turns 

into reform conservatism. After the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, where six of the ten 
authors who wrote Room to Grow chapters on 
policy reforms are associated, published a list 
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of 22 recommendations its employees had put 
forward in the book, blogger Mickey Kaus 
tweeted that nothing on that list of “tinker-
ings” would do as much good for ordinary 
Americans as “a tight labor market.” Wehner 
begins Room to Grow by making clear that re-
form conservatives’ entire focus is on the mid-
dle class, the 85% of Americans “who do not 
consider themselves poor or rich, and who can 
imagine their fortunes turning either way.” In 
tenuous economic times, however, they more 
easily imagine their fortunes turning for the 
worse, which is why, he reports, “the dominant 
mood of the country is anxiety, insecurity, and 
unease.” Wehner quotes National Journal ’s 
Ron Brownstein: middle-class Americans feel 

“pervasive, entrenched vulnerability.” “After 
years of economic turmoil, most families now 
believe the most valuable—and elusive—pos-
session in American life isn’t any tangible ac-
quisition, such as a house or a car, but rather 
economic security,” warns Brownstein.

A prolonged era where the supply of la-
bor was scarce rather than plentiful would 
indeed markedly improve economic secu-
rity. To attract and retain workers, employ-
ers would find it necessary to bid up wages 
and augment employee benefits. It would 
seem much easier for conservatives to allay 
middle-class anxieties, and attract new sup-

porters, by the easily comprehended promise 
to enact and enforce strict immigration laws 
than through demonstrations of technocrat-
ic virtuosity in various realms of domestic 
policy.

Room to Grow has nothing to say, however, 
about immigration. One gathers that this is 
because reform conservatives, like conserva-
tives and Republicans generally, have several 
opinions but no consensus about immigration. 
Levin and Ponnuru have written measured 
articles opposing the immigration reform 
bill passed by the Senate in 2013, which was 
hailed by President Obama but died in the 
House, where it never came to a vote. Wehner, 
meanwhile, co-authored an essay with Mi-
chael Gerson, Washington Post columnist and 
former speechwriter for President George W. 
Bush, that urged the GOP “to welcome rising 
immigrant groups” instead of “signaling that 
America is a closed society.” 

The Abiding Challenge

In this regard, as in others, the 
work that reform conservatives have yet 
to undertake vastly exceeds what they’ve 

already completed. The abiding challenge 
for American conservatives is to practice the 
statecraft that will preserve a self-regulating 

economy in our self-governing republic. The 
abiding danger comes from the democratic 
reactions to the creative destruction of capi-
talism, which understandably and often jus-
tifiably seek to mitigate that destruction. Too 
frequently, however, these reactions take the 
form of government policies inimical both 
to markets’ dynamism, and to principles and 
practices indispensible to republicanism: lim-
ited government, the rule of law, and inalien-
able rights, among others. 

At this early moment in what may prove 
to be long stint on the political stage, reform 
conservatism bears watching more than it de-
serves judging. The conservative cause has not 
always been well served by statecraft that says 
a great deal about fundamental principles but 
little about policy details and implementation. 
It is necessary to correct this habit, but pos-
sible to over-correct it. Reform conservatives, 
like conservatives in general, need to get the 
little things and the big things right, and to 
make clear how the little things conduce to 
the big things.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author, most 
recently, of The Pity Party: A Mean-Spir-
ited Diatribe Against Liberal Compassion 
(Broadside Books).
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

The Browning of America
Diversity Explosion: How New Racial Demographics Are Remaking America, by William H. Frey.

Brookings Institution Press, 212 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $24 (paper)

“We believe our diversity, our 
differences, when joined togeth-
er by a common set of ideals, 

makes us stronger, makes us more creative, 
makes us different,” Barack Obama pro-
nounced at a citizenship ceremony last Fourth 
of July. Until half a century ago most serious 
historians would have called such an opinion 
ignorant or naïve. Ethnic diversity implies 
cultural diversity—if it did not, ethnic diver-
sity would soon disappear. Cultural diver-
sity means division, division means weakness, 
and weakness means, eventually, unfreedom. 
Such, at least, is the traditional view, and his-
tory appears to vindicate it. “Diversity” has 
been an attribute of subject populations: me-
dieval elites communicated in Latin, laborers 
in various vernaculars. Diversity has been the 
form of belonging that typifies empires, just 
as nationality has been the form that typifies 
republics. The British Empire, the Roman 
Empire, and the Habsburg Empire—these 
were diverse. England, Italy, and Austria, un-
til recently, were not. The motto E pluribus 

unum is a sign that the founders saw diversity 
as a challenge to be mastered, not a resource 
to be tapped.

Yet “diversity” today is a sacred term. It car-
ries lots of power but resists easy definition. It 
entered popular constitutional understanding 
with the Supreme Court’s decision in Regents 
of the University of California v. Bakke (1978). 
Justice Lewis Powell held that an affirmative 
action program that reserved spots for minori-
ties at the U.C. Davis medical school violated 
the equal rights of white applicants, but that 

“the goal of achieving a diverse student body is 
sufficiently compelling to justify consideration 
of race in admissions decisions under some cir-
cumstances.” Diversity thus became a euphe-
mism, allowing authorities to connive at pub-
lic-policy goals that they could not openly avow. 

The brookings institution demog-
rapher William Frey would seem a 
good candidate to lead readers to a clear, 

propaganda-free understanding of what diver-
sity is. The title of his new study on ethnicity 

and population change is Diversity Explosion. 
While he never defines the word explicitly, he 
means the decline—in both population and 
vitality—of America’s European-descended 
population, and its replacement by more re-
cently arrived population groups from every-
where in the non-European world. Frey some-
times describes this change as “the browning 
of America.” More than half (53%) of the 
country’s 3,100 counties had declining white 
populations by the first decade of the century. 
In the current decade the white population has 
begun to decline in the nation as a whole. Met-
ropolitan New York and metropolitan Los 
Angeles have each lost a million white people 
since 1990. Fewer than half the babies born 
in 2011 were in the U.S. Census category of 

“non-Hispanic whites.” Three years from now 
most Americans under 18 will be “minorities” 
of one kind or another. In 1970, there were 
only two cities with more than a million black 
residents: New York and Chicago. Now there 
are seven. Los Angeles County and adjoining 
Riverside County have 6.1 million Hispanics. 
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In days when people spoke more freely 
about such matters, dramatic change in the 
dominant population of the world’s dominant 
power would have been occasion for specula-
tion and worry. About whether, for instance, 
as more of its citizens come from non-Euro-
pean backgrounds, the United States will 
change its idea of its cultural heritage. Or 
whether, considering the occasional tawdri-
ness of whites’ behavior toward minorities in 
centuries past—displacing Indians, enslaving 
Africans, deporting Chinese—there is cause 
to worry about race relations once the shoe is 
on the other foot. Or whether European civi-
lization, which from the time of Columbus to 
the time of Goodbye, Columbus, seemed to roll 
ever westward as if by a law of nature, is now 
beginning to ebb.

Frey’s attitude toward these 
changes is much the same as President 
Obama’s: demographically, America is 

bound for glory. “Rather than being feared,” 
Frey writes, “America’s new diversity—poised 
to reinvigorate the country at a time when 
other developed nations are facing advanced 
aging and population loss—can be celebrated.” 
Any “resistance” to diversity can be explained 
by Americans’ “fear of change, fear of losing 
privileged status, or fear of unwanted groups 
in their communities.” 

Now there are certainly good reasons to 
be glad of the size of our recent immigra-
tion. The U.S. labor force will grow 5% be-
tween this decade and 2030, and it would 
have shrunk considerably otherwise. Yet Frey 
could do with a reminder that what he is cel-
ebrating in passages like these is youth, not 
diversity, that natives ought to be as capable 
of bearing the next generation of children 
as the foreign-born, that their failure to do 
so may be an effect of something dire rather 
than the cause of something to be “celebrat-
ed,” and that policymakers have seldom been 
able to predict the outcomes of wholesale de-
mographic change. 

Clashes await. Frey sometimes has a sharp 
eye for them. Only 23% of those born in the 
Baby Boom generation and before believe 
America’s new diversity is a “change for the 
better”; 42% call it a change for the worse. 
The interests of America’s aging, infertile 
white population and its young, fecund im-
migrants will necessarily diverge, in ways that 
have nothing to do with anyone’s good or ill 
will. Both groups are dependent on govern-
ment services, but in different ways. Sixteen 
percent of whites are over 65, versus 7% of 
minorities. The former, broadly speaking, 
want cheap drugs, lavish pensions, and a la-
bor market in which young people will push 

wheelchairs and fix meals for next to nothing; 
the latter want new schools for their children, 
government-funded day care, and a so-called 
living wage. This year, for the first time, white 
families are supporting more dependent se-
niors than children. For them, the welfare 
state is no longer in any sense an “investment,” 
the way its social-democratic designers used 
to claim. It is, to use an appropriately Baby 
Boom expression, a drag. 

Such statistics lend themselves 
to reflections about decadence and to 
questions about what it is we are really 

importing. It is not so much diversity, perhaps, 
and not so much labor, as traditional families. 
A third of Hispanic households consist of 
families in which a married couple lives with 
children, and a third of Hispanics are under 
18. A third of Asian-American households 
consist of these families, too, and the coun-
try’s Asian population is now ten times what it 
was in 1970. Among whites, by contrast, such 
families make up only a fifth of households—
except in those rare communities nationwide 
where the white population is growing. There, 
white habits resemble those of immigrants, 
with a third of families consisting of married 
couples and children. 

Frey notes that over time Hispanics “tend 
to become ‘Americanized’ with regard to 
family and household relationships.” But, 
for now, new immigrant groups—or at least 
those individuals visible to the IRS—bear a 
disproportionate burden. Pay-as-you-go wel-
fare states, in which all benefits are drawn 
directly from present earnings, are spectacu-
larly unfair to those who procreate. Everyone, 
in time, has a claim to the benefits. But one 
group pays almost all the costs of produc-
ing, nurturing, and educating the next gen-
eration’s workforce: parents. For taxpayers, 
welfare states offer massive disincentives to 
having children. Both the old (who have al-
ready paid for others’ benefits) and the young 
(who will pay in the future) have legitimate 
but incompatible claims on the welfare state. 
Trying to honor both is one reason the coun-
try is now in such a fiscal predicament. Frey’s 
solution is to “persuade seniors that the key 
needs among striving young minorities—ed-
ucation, affordable housing, and steady em-
ployment—will work to benefit the Social 
Security and medical care programs that se-
niors will need in retirement.” Persuade all 
you like, but it’s not true, or at least not soon 
enough. In a pay-as-you-go system, there’s a 
lag of half a generation or a generation be-
fore education produces benefits (which, of 
course, not all education does). Politicians 
might reasonably ask seniors to consider 

posterity; but if anyone were capable of do-
ing that, we wouldn’t have got ourselves so 
deep in debt in the first place. An economy 
built around mass immigration may lead to 
underinvestment in the future. Indeed, this 
may constitute an off-balance-sheet liability 
that makes the apparent economic benefits of 
immigration illusory.

Frey’s book includes an innovation 
that renders his statistics either clearer 
or less trustworthy, depending how you 

look at it: he treats the U.S. Census category 
“Hispanic” as a race. That is a fateful change, 
because Hispanics account for more than half 
of the country’s new “diversity.” 

Is this move defensible? “Hispanic,” as 
defined by the Census Bureau, as well as by 
common sense, is not a race. It is rather a des-
ignation of immigrant provenance that has 
been applied in ways ever more bizarre as the 
years have passed. It classifies people by na-
tional language—not the language of the im-
migrant—so that a youngster from the Do-
minican Republic gets lumped together with 
an Indian from the Bolivian highlands (even if 
that Indian does not speak Spanish), not with 
a Haitian who grew up ten miles away (even if 
that Haitian does). 

The problem is that government, however 
punctilious its definitions, has treated His-
panics as if they were a race. Ethnic lobbies, 
too, mix foreigners and Americans, non-citi-
zens and citizens, under the same “Hispanic” 
category, in a way that renders meaningless 
many of the statistics that rank their progress. 
The prospects of Ramón “El Pachuco” Rodrí-
guez of Maryvale, Arizona, who arrived from 
Sinaloa in his 30s a couple years ago without 
a high school degree or even a green card, are 
deemed somehow relevant to those of Low-
ell “Skippy” Rodriguez of Greenwich, Con-
necticut, and Groton. The linguistic/national 
nonce-adjective “Hispanic” gets passed on as 
if it were a genetic inheritance so that Skip-
py (who may be “Hispanic” only because his 
great-grandfather owned the largest newspa-
per in Buenos Aires) can collect, on behalf of 
newly arrived El Pachuco, a “diversity” bonus 
that will allow him to bump a more deserving 
applicant from a spot at Yale.

“It is safe to predict that racial classifications 
will be modified in the future as multiracial 
marriages and populations proliferate,” Frey 
writes. But this prediction is not safe at all. 
There now exists a market of racial classifica-
tions. Whether such classifications as “black” 
and “Hispanic” get modified will depend on 
whether they continue to produce jobs, pro-
motions and college placements. In the case of 

“Hispanic,” if a classification is something you 
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1965 Voting Rights Act that call for special 
scrutiny of Southern institutions were uncon-
stitutional. But if voting institutions resemble 
the ones Frey describes, it would have been 
arbitrary to rule otherwise. 

Since the 1990s, when Frey noted that 
whites were fleeing areas of high immigration, 
the separation between whites and all minori-
ties has, he says, “softened.” He speculates 
that immigration may have helped blacks 
and whites get along because other minori-
ties have provided a “buffer” between them, 
although he offers no data to back up his as-
sertion. A sixth of newly married whites are 
married to someone of another race, but it is 
not easy to figure what this means since the 
non-racial category of Hispanics is, again, 
involved. Such intermarriage may be rising 
because whites are growing more tolerant or 

because new “races” have been introduced into 
American life that stand outside the historic 
black-white clash. White-Asian marriages 
outnumber white-black marriages, despite a 
vastly higher black population. 

Yet white-black marriages have been ris-
ing since the 1960s, by about 50% per decade, 
and now amount to roughly one eighth of the 
number of black-black marriages. Frey finds a 
strange asymmetry in such racially mixed mar-
riages: three quarters are between black men 
and white women. Frey does not give an ex-
planation of where this imbalance comes from, 
though in a footnote he hints that it might in-
volve a trade of the man’s economic status for 
the woman’s social status. Whatever the cause, 
something other than straightforward assimi-
lation is at work—some social force that acts 
very differently on whites than on blacks.

can be incentivized to belong to, then it doesn’t 
meet anyone’s commonsense definition of a 
race. A faulty classification produces a faulty 
reading of society. To argue that Hispanics 
should or should not be eligible for programs 
of racial integration designed for blacks in the 
shadow of Jim Crow is to put the cart before 
the horse. We have these categories in the first 
place only to promote people’s insertion into 
race-based programs. 

Frey is more interested in tracing 
the arrival, spread, and assimilation of 
immigrants than in examining the cen-

turies-old divide between whites and blacks. 
Black population growth is steady but not 
spectacular—midway between the exploding 
populations of new immigrants and the de-
clining one of whites. Still, his discussion of 
black population trends contains some of the 
book’s most surprising data. For the first time 
since slavery, immigration accounts for as 
much population growth among blacks as it 
does in the country at large. Over the past 20 
years millions have arrived from West Africa, 
the Horn of Africa, and the Caribbean—a 
wave so large that a tenth of American blacks 
are now immigrants.

Meanwhile, the trickle of native blacks 
to the American South, which began in the 
1970s, has in the last two decades become 
a torrent. It has reversed the migration to 
Northern cities that went on uninterrupted 
for most of the 20th century. The South is the 
only part of the country that is gaining native-
born blacks, but it is gaining a lot of them, and 
the gains in Georgia have been particularly 
large. Atlanta recently passed Chicago as the 
country’s second-largest black metropolis. 

Blacks are moving to the South in part 
because they are being welcomed there. The 
five most residentially segregated metropoli-
tan areas in the country are Milwaukee, New 
York, Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland. The 
ten least segregated cities are all in the South 
or Southwest, including Charleston, Raleigh, 
Greenville (South Carolina), Lakeland (Flori-
da), and Augusta (Georgia). 

This may be because Southerners are nicer 
than Northerners, but Frey argues persua-
sively that the federal government was more 
able to enforce the Fair Housing Act of 1968 
in new housing than in old, and most new 
housing built after 1968 was in the Sunbelt. 
By measures not just of segregation but also of 
income, poverty, and educational attainment, 
blacks today do considerably better in states 
that were segregated until the 1960s than in 
states that were not. The Supreme Court has 
been much criticized for deciding, in Shelby 
County v. Holder (2013), that the parts of the 
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In a 1973 episode of “all in the family,” 
Archie Bunker spoke of a co-worker every-
one called Black Elmo, “so’s not to get him 

mixed up with regular Elmo.” Sophisticates 
have long belittled the worldview that white 
people are the only “regular” Americans. Yet 
we have built our official racial policy around 
exactly this conception. Our politics, as rejig-
gered by civil rights laws and affirmative ac-
tion, assumes a mainstream culture, and the 
ebbing of the white majority in the United 
States is going to present genuine govern-
ing problems. Frey consistently fails to see 
this. “Although whites are still considered the 
mainstream in the United States,” he writes, 

“that perception should eventually shift.” 
But how can it and why should it? Affirma-

tive action has become such a lucrative source 
of privilege that lobbying has made it impreg-
nable, even in a country that has shown, by 
twice electing a black president, that it has no 
need of it. But our regime of affirmative ac-
tion requires a majority sensitive to pangs of 
conscience. When Frey offers policy prescrip-
tions, he focuses on closing this or that “gap” 
between minorities and whites—as if the case 
for vigorous government action then required 
no further elaboration. Activists and govern-
ment make a similar assumption. But once 
whites are a negligible part of the electorate, 
whose incomes (or life expectancies, or college 
achievements) are aggrieved minorities’ to be 
contrasted with? If blacks remain poor when 
whites are merely another L.A. minority, what 
kind of remedies will be suggested by the 
Mexican-American power structure and its 
Asian supporters? If whites are poorer than, 
say, Asians, against whose incomes will the 
poorest minorities’ be calibrated? Assuming 
whites cannot be transformed from a repen-
tant majority into a scapegoat minority (on 
the model of European Jews historically, or 
the Chinese in Southeast Asia more recently), 
then our ability to make “voluntary” inter-eth-
nic transfers of money, jobs, and prestige may 
be nearing its end. 

We have not prepared a regime to follow 
our half-century-long experiment with af-
firmative action. The transition will be more 
complicated than we assume. Should whites 
cease to be the majority, they will then become, 
by definition, just another subgroup. They 
show signs of following the interest-group log-
ic that, since the 1960s and especially in the 
last decade, has “racialized” the politics of all 
other subgroups. “[T]he social, economic and 
demographic makeup of the white population 
is becoming ever more distinct,” Frey writes, 
also noting their increasing tendency to vote 
Republican. Whites, even the very youngest, 
favored the underwhelming Mitt Romney in 

the last presidential election by between 7 and 
23 points, depending on age cohort. This is 
not as extreme a polarization as that of non-
whites, who in 2012 gave Obama margins of 
victory between 58 and 64 points, but it is a 
significant change. It will have repercussions 
for our politics. In Georgia last fall, Democrat 
Michelle Nunn, an impressive candidate and 
the daughter of a long-beloved U.S. senator, 
lost after getting only 23% of the white vote. 
Weeks earlier, political analyst Nate Cohn had 
written in the New Republic that by 2016, due 
to the influx of blacks to Georgia, it should be 
possible for a Democrat to win Georgia with 
that many white votes. A racially polarized 
democracy is a terrible prospect. “Future elec-
tions like this one,” Frey writes of 2012, “will 
not be demographically sustainable.” One 
fears he means politically sustainable.

Like “multiculturalism,” the word 
“diversity” is both a sociological descrip-
tion and an ideological program. Prop-

aganda is baked into it from the beginning. 
Frey is as independent-minded a demogra-
pher as there is working today, and yet he can-
not employ the term without getting sucked 
into the bien-pensant maelstrom: 

Given the growing, more diverse racial 
populations that are central to the na-
tion’s future, it is imperative that the 
kinds of laws and policies put in place 
to ensure equal access to employment, 
housing, education and voting are en-
forced, monitored, and—where neces-
sary—augmented to accommodate new 
groups and needs, including the inte-
gration of immigrants and their fami-
lies. …[T]he demographic die is cast…
racial minorities will not just “fit in” but 
will hold sway….

A need to atone for slavery and segregation 
was once the justification for the “laws and pol-
icies” Frey describes. Many and perhaps most 
Americans have lost the thread of this historical 
narrative. These laws and policies now seem to 
require no justification. So to whom, ultimately, 
will the “new groups” address their “imperative” 
demands for “equal access” when “sway” is held 
by people with no felt responsibility to atone 
for America’s historic sins? Into what kind of 
society will these new groups fit? Of what will 
these “augmented” monitoring programs con-
sist, and against whom will they be directed? 

“Diversity” is leading us down an ominous and 
unfamiliar stretch of road.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard.
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Lincoln’s speeches, we witness how 
deep wisdom and democratic rule 
can indeed coexist…. This book 
achieves its high purpose: revealing 
both Lincoln’s daring mind and his 
prudent political art.

— Diana Schaub
     Loyola University Maryland

The greatness of  Lincoln is here 
analyzed with exceeding care…. 
This is a splendid effort and display 
of  political philosophy, offering new 
matter for appreciation and showing 
how Lincoln’s thoughtfulness was the 
crown of  all his great qualities.

— Harvey Mansfield
     Harvard University
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Book Review by Benjamin Balint

The Rise and Fall of the New Republic
Insurrections of the Mind: 100 Years of Politics and Culture in America, edited by Franklin Foer.

HarperCollins, 608 pages, $27.99 (cloth), $17.99 (paper)

“Seventy years is a long time for 
a magazine to survive,” AFL-CIO 
president Lane Kirkland said in 1984 

at the 70th anniversary celebration of the flag-
ship of American liberalism. The “survival of 
the New Republic for that long is a sign that 
clean living, intellectual consistency, and uni-
form good judgment are not essential keys to 
a long life.”

Thirty years further on, to mark its cen-
tennial, the magazine’s most recent ex-editor, 
Franklin Foer, has put together an anthology of 
political and cultural comment that amply con-
firms Kirkland’s quip. Insurrections of the Mind 
includes more than 50 passionately argued es-
says culled from the pages of the New Republic. 
They range across the rise and fall of Commu-
nism; religion and race; poverty and education; 
the women’s movement and gay rights; the 
economy and the future of democracy. 

Unlike The New Republic Reader assem-
bled 20 years ago by Dorothy Wickenden, 
organized by theme, Foer groups the pieces 
chronologically by decade. This invites us to 

read his book as a map not only to the topog-
raphy of a venerable magazine, but also to the 
peripatetic pathways of American liberalism.  

Herbert croly, author of a pro-
gressive manifesto much admired 
by Teddy Roosevelt, founded the 

magazine in 1914. As future contributor Ar-
thur M. Schlesinger, Jr., said, it was a year 
that “marked the high noon of American 
progressivism.”

Croly and his colleagues seized the mo-
ment to join a strong defense of civil liber-
ties to calls for social equality. Taming the 
excesses of unbridled capitalism, they argued, 
required a strong, efficient federal govern-
ment guided by a vision of social progress. 
Attaining such purpose entailed a pragmatic, 
disinterested, even scientific cast of mind. A 
1915 editorial pledged to cultivate “a social 
and political opinion which, free from moral 
prejudice, strains toward scientific proof, as 
the hypotheses of the physicist strain toward 
physical laws.” 

The editors placed great faith in such pur-
poseful progress. As a 1916 piece boasted: 

When historians of the future come to 
examine the origins of the movement 
for social advance that gives the present 
its distinction, they doubtless will be 
impressed by the antithetical impulses 
that generated our enthusiasm for re-
form. They will find the passion of the 
humanitarian yoked with the zeal of 
the scientist; the sentimentalist and the 
rationalist fighting side by side against 
the established order.

Such impulses were crucial to expanding the 
federal government’s social and economic re-
sponsibilities, culminating in the New Deal.

Yet this faith was even then testing itself 
against foreign pressures that were altering 
the older view of America’s relations with the 
world. If progressivism was the American lan-
guage during the first two decades of the 20th 
century, liberalism would become the trans-
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Atlantic vocabulary, one in which the New Re-
public early on voiced the view that establish-
ing liberalism at home would be inextricably 
linked with its achievement abroad.

On the eve of the First World War, the 
editors’ recognition that American isolation 
had ended only intensified their hopes for 
the spread of liberal ideas. They argued for 

“benevolent neutrality” in favor of the Allies, 
and insisted on “peace without victory”—a 
settlement that would neither impose venge-
ful terms on the vanquished nor exclude Ger-
many as a full and equal party to the peace.

The Versailles settlement at war’s end 
dashed their faith both in Woodrow Wil-
son (with whom the magazine had enjoyed 
especially close relations after the election of 
1916) and in the scientific approach to politics. 
In “consenting to a vindictive Treaty,” Croly 
wrote in the magazine in 1920, Wilson had 
both “rendered future inter-class and inter-
national wars inevitable” and “shattered what 
was left of American progressivism as a coher-
ent body of conviction.” 

After croly’s death in 1930 the 
magazine, in pursuit of a new coher-
ence, swerved harder to the left. Foer 

concedes that between the wars the magazine 
“willfully glanced past the horrors of the Soviet 
Union,” and too often apologized for its show 
trials and purges. (Foer devotes only 19 pages 
of the anthology to the 1930s, compared to 
124 pages for the 1990s.)

Longtime contributor Irving Howe noted 
in Literature and Liberalism (1976), yet anoth-
er New Republic anthology, that during the 
1930s “the passions of politics became the ob-
sessions of literature.” The “back of the book,” 
devoted to literary and cultural criticism, re-
flected just such a sensibility: literature as sub-
limated politics. 

Under the influence of literary editor Ed-
mund Wilson, the back of the New Republic 
had helped introduce modernist writing to 
America. But with the arrival at the magazine 
of Malcolm Cowley three weeks before the 
Wall Street crash, the tone shifts. Cowley, a 
Communist fellow-traveler, believed that po-
litical and literary radicalism were two forms 
of the same hybrid commitment. The maga-
zine had earlier backed the Russian Revolu-
tion. An April 1918 editorial defended the 
revolution on liberal grounds and anticipated 
that it would result in “an incalculable im-
provement in the chances of human progress.” 
But as his successor, Alfred Kazin, said, Cow-
ley now bent the trajectory of the magazine 

“in the direction of a sophisticated literary 
Stalinism.”

The magazine’s batting average would not 
improve much against the fascist threats to 
human progress. In early 1933, it dispatched 
CBS radio commentator H.V. Kaltenborn to 
Germany. He offered readers this assessment 
of Hitler: “He is sworn to obey the Consti-
tution and is likely to do so. The time for a 
Fascist coup d’état is past. Hitler himself had 
definitely lost prestige and power before he 
won the chancellorship.” Bruce Bliven (Cro-
ly’s successor) later noted that “the old liberal 
tradition in America had been isolationist 
and pacifist, and the editorial board of that 
day [the late 1930s] suffered from a cultural 
inertia that made its members slow to recog-
nize the world changes which necessitated a 
new approach.” During the Second World 
War, Foer says, the New Republic “devoted 
more pages to the impending doom of Euro-
pean Jewry than almost every other Ameri-
can publication.” He includes here Kazin’s 
bracing piece from January 1944 excoriating 
those “who think that you can dump three 

sole intellectual tradition”—Straight moved 
the magazine from New York to Washing-
ton. There it adopted the confident “inside 
the beltway” style that has marked its pages 
ever since. Not that the New Republic had 
much suffered from a sense of alienation 
from political power. At one time or an-
other, the magazine’s editors had cozied up 
to Woodrow Wilson and to Henry Wallace, 
Franklin Roosevelt’s second vice president 
and TNR editor from 1946 to 1948, as they 
later would to Eugene McCarthy, Hubert 
Humphrey, and Al Gore. But under Gilbert 
A. Harrison, owner and editor from 1953 to 
1974, the early sense of being on the periph-
ery entirely gave way.

Martin peretz, a harvard lec-
turer married to an heiress of the 
Singer Sewing Machine fortune, 

bought the magazine in 1974. Over the next 
decades Peretz displayed a talent for mentor-
ing bright young men like Michael Kinsley, 
Hendrik Hertzberg, Charles Krauthammer, 
Leon Wieseltier, Andrew Sullivan, Michael 
Kelly, Peter Beinart, and Franklin Foer. Un-
der their editorships, the magazine swung 
toward liberal interventionism in Bosnia and 
Kosovo, and then in Iraq, and toward a liberal 
hawkishness on behalf of Israel. (To demon-
strate that the magazine’s Zionist credentials 
predate Peretz, Foer includes a 1957 essay by 
Reinhold Niebuhr called “Our Stake in the 
State of Israel.”) 

The autonomous “back of the book,” long 
since liberated from its Stalinist fetters, 
meanwhile flourished. Foer’s judicious selec-
tion includes superb pieces of literary criti-
cism (James Wood on Norman Mailer); art 
criticism (Jed Perl on Gerhard Richter); and 
film criticism (by Stanley Kauffmann, who 
reviewed movies for the magazine for more 
than a half-century).

But several of Foer’s selections from the 
front of the magazine illustrate a more recent 
tone of liberal sneering: animus for Ronald 
Reagan (Hendrik Hertzberg’s diatribe “The 
Child Monarch”) and for George W. Bush 
(Jonathan Chait’s piece “Mad About You: 
The Case for Bush Hatred”).

In 2012, Chris Hughes, a co-founder of 
Facebook, bought the financially imperiled 
publication. (He contributes a bland after-
word to Insurrections of the Mind.) Shortly 
thereafter, Peretz wrote that he no longer 
recognized the magazine he ran for 35 years: 

“The New Republic has abandoned its liberal 
but heterodox tradition and embraced a leftist 
outlook as predictable as that of Mother Jones 
or the Nation.”

million helpless Jews into your furnace, and 
sigh in the genuine impotence of your un-
deniable regret, and then build your Europe 
back again.”

After the war, the new republic 
was taken over by Michael Whitney 
Straight, a son of the magazine’s gen-

teel early funders. During his student days 
at Cambridge University in the mid-’30s, 
Straight had been recruited as a Soviet agent 
alongside Anthony Blunt, Guy Burgess, and 
Kim Philby. (When he learned in 1963 that 
President Kennedy wished to nominate him 
as chairman of the newly formed Advisory 
Council on the Arts, Straight unburdened 
himself to the FBI and MI-5, but his role was 
kept from the public until 1981.) Incredibly, 
in 1957 and 1958 the magazine would com-
mission Philby to write nine pieces about the 
Middle East.

In 1950—the year Lionel Trilling said 
that “in the United States at this time, liber-
alism is not only the dominant but even the 

The New Republic,
founded on faith in 

technological progress, 
foundered on a

Silicon Valley version
of that progress.
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Last fall, Guy Vidra, formerly of Yahoo, 
joined the New Republic as its first-ever chief 
executive, and hastened to announce plans to 
recast the magazine “as a vertically integrated 
digital media company.” In early December, 
Foer, Wieseltier (literary editor for 32 years), 
and nearly all of the staff and contributing 
editors resigned en masse. Foer was replaced 
by a former editor of the Atlantic Wire and 
Gawker, Gabriel Snyder. “The New Republic 
has always been both in love and at war with 
its prior self,” Snyder wrote in his first editor’s 
note. “The best way for any new editor of this 
magazine to respect the spirit of the institu-
tion is to first recognize its defining character-
istic is a habit of reinvention.” 

Yet much eulogizing ensued. A group of 
former editors and writers lamented that “lib-
eralism’s central journal should be scuttled 
with flagrant and frivolous abandon.” The 
New Republic, founded on faith in technologi-
cal progress, now foundered on a Silicon Val-
ley version of that progress.

The most recurrent refrain in this 
collection-cum-epitaph is the liberal 
reckoning with the failures of liberalism. 

The most insurrectionary piece in Insurrections, 
for example, is Lewis Mumford’s essay from 
1940, “The Corruption of Liberalism.” 

Continually hoping for the best, the 
liberal remains unprepared to face the 
worst…. Liberalism has been on the 
side of passivism, in the face of danger; 
it has been on the side of appeasement, 
when confronted with aggressive acts 
of injustice; and finally, in America to-
day, as in England yesterday, liberalism 
has been on the side of “isolation” when 
confronted with the imminent threat of 
a worldwide upsurgence of barbarism.

Similarly, Alfred Kazin’s 1944 piece re-
marks on “some very elemental things which 
liberals especially have not always cared to 
face,” including the tragedy of a “desperate 
and unreal optimism.”

In fact, each decade lends this self-ques-
tioning a new resonance. In the 1950s, Rein-
hold Niebuhr warns readers of “the danger of 
abandoning strategic fortresses in the interest 
of ‘peace in our time’ only to be forced to fight 
in the end without those fortresses.” In the 
’60s, Christopher Jencks takes on the failures 
and frailties of the New Left. Michael Walzer 
worries in 1975 that we have “lost the courage 
of our loathing.” Paul Berman, in 2003, takes 
war-weary European liberals to task because 

“they cannot imagine how to be liberal demo-
crats and wield power at the same time.” 

Three years after Berman’s complaint, a 
disheartened New Republic editorial ac-
knowledged that “liberals have grown chas-
tened and confused, afraid to think big 
ideas.” If, despite its landmark achievements, 
liberalism has—along with its once eminent 
magazine—lost its sway over American poli-
tics, if its progressive impulses have lost their 
steam, if “liberal” has become a term of op-
probrium, this book’s sampling of the last 
hundred years of liberal thinking goes some 
way to explaining why. 

For almost despite itself, Insurrections of 
the Mind illustrates how the liberal promise 
has been corroded not only by lapses in what 
Kirkland called “intellectual consistency and 
uniform good judgment,” but by the gaps 
between liberalism at home and illiberalism 
abroad. Perhaps liberalism has suffered above 
all from its inability—most acutely felt by lib-
erals themselves—to come to grips in a cen-
tury of unprecedented barbarism with what 
Mumford searchingly but not very scientifi-
cally called “the crucial problem of evil.” 

Benjamin Balint is the author of a cultural histo-
ry of Commentary magazine, Running Com-
mentary: The Contentious Magazine that 
Transformed the Jewish Left into the Neo-
conservative Right (PublicAffairs).
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Book Review by Michael S. Greve

Too Big to Succeed
Why Government Fails So Often—And How It Can Do Better, by Peter H. Schuck.

Princeton University Press, 488 pages, $27.95

Peter h. schuck, professor emeritus 
at Yale Law School and one of the na-
tion’s most perceptive and productive 

social scientists, paints a grim picture of our 
government. Most Americans take a similarly 
gloomy view: fewer than 10% trust the federal 
government to do the right thing all or most of 
the time, and only 4% are confident that the 
government, having decided to solve a problem, 
can actually do so. The readiest explanation 
for the alarming degree of disaffection is that 
Washington in fact fails regularly and often 
spectacularly. The failure rate has increased 
with government activism over the past five 
decades; so, predictably, has civic discontent.

The country retains considerable strengths, 
such as a stable constitutional culture and a 
comparatively resilient and productive econo-
my. And in our lifetimes, the federal govern-
ment has made great strides in reducing pov-
erty and discrimination. (The United States 
also won World War II and defeated the So-
viet empire, but Schuck’s inquiry is limited to 
domestic policy.) Those achievements, how-
ever, are paralleled by massive, pervasive gov-
ernment failure. On the author’s account, the 

vast majority of government programs fail to 
satisfy minimal criteria of cost-effectiveness, 
equity, and manageability. His judicious anal-
ysis, buttressed by reams of policy studies, ex-
tends from large examples (the fraud-ridden, 
financially unsustainable Medicare program) 
to small ones (catfish inspection); from pro-
gressives’ sacred cows (green energy, student 
loans) to corporate welfare (farm subsidies); 
from disaster relief to Dodd-Frank, and from 
Amtrak to the Affordable Care Act.

While all this sounds congenial 
to libertarian ears, Peter Schuck is 
a lifelong Democrat and self-de-

scribed “militant moderate.” He comes not to 
condemn but to conduct a systematic exami-
nation of government performance “in a prag-
matic, moderate, meliorist spirit.” Why Gov-
ernment Fails So Often—And How It Can Do 
Better is a model of learning and scholarship, 
an eminently teachable book that will surely 
enrich many undergraduate courses in Amer-
ican politics and policy. Its impact on our pub-
lic, political debate, in contrast, is bound to be 
limited, and its suggested policy reforms are 

too cautious to address the massive govern-
ment failures Schuck so ably details.

In explaining the federal government’s 
appalling record, Schuck quickly dismisses 
some of the usual suspects. Partisan polariza-
tion and congressional gridlock, he writes, are 
probably consequences rather than causes of 
political dysfunction, and the role of money 
in politics is overrated. The actual causes are 
deep-rooted and systemic. 

Six powerfully argued chapters, constitut-
ing the heart of the book, analyze and richly 
illustrate the “structural sources of policy fail-
ure.” Ignorance, collective irrationality, and 
warped incentives compromise the design and 
implementation of government programs. In-
adequate information, inflexible and incom-
petent management, and a lack of government 
credibility are equally inescapable hindrances, 
as is a federal bureaucracy that is increasingly 
demoralized, poorly equipped, marginalized, 
and publicly scorned. Freely acknowledg-
ing his intellectual debts to Mancur Olson, 
F.A. Hayek, and James Q. Wilson, Professor 
Schuck synthesizes their scholarship with el-
egance and erudition.
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The best and most original chap-
ters explore the limits of law and 
the interplay between markets and 

politics. Law is essential. Once it becomes 
ubiquitous, however, its inherent paradoxes 
and defects dominate. Simple legal norms 
are mismatched to a complex world; try to 
match the real world, and law becomes im-
penetrable and uncertain. Legal ambiguity 
can be a handmaiden of sensible compro-
mise—but also an invitation to abuse and 
excessive litigation. Law’s proceduralism and 
inertia serve the rule of law—and stifle and 
crowd out private initiative. 

Oddly missing is any serious discussion 
of economist Ronald Coase’s insight that law 
(outside injunctions against force, fraud, and 
monopoly) works best when it serves not as an 
instrument of social control but as a means of 
facilitating private bargains through default 
rules (which cannot crowd out anything and, 
if unworkable, will simply be ignored). Still, 
Schuck provides masterly analysis of law’s in-
herent limits to steer social behavior. Much 
the same holds with respect to markets and 
politics. Regardless of whether government 
subsidizes, prohibits, or incentivizes market 
transactions, it cannot control exchanges 
everywhere, on all margins. It is simply re-
pricing private transactions, with unknown 
and unknowable effects.

The knowledge problem and the limits of 
law afflict governments everywhere. Stateside, 
however, these problems are aggravated by 
uniquely American factors: government frag-
mentation, due to federalism and the separa-
tion of powers; a correspondingly weak bu-
reaucratic system; and a political culture that 
remains profoundly individualistic, pluralis-
tic, moralistic, tolerant of social and economic 
inequality, and distrustful of government. 
Once upon a time, these features—products 
of a democratic Constitution that preceded 
the construction of a European-style central 
state—inhibited the growth of government. 
Once a “new system”—that is, a federal gov-
ernment without a conceptual limit to its pol-
icy space or any limit to public expectations—
took hold, the hard-wired constitutional and 
cultural factors cut the other way. They now 
exacerbate policy failure and render useful re-
forms unlikely. 

Government does not fail unfailingly. A 
chapter on success stories includes Social 
Security, the G.I. Bill, the interstate high-
way system, the food stamp program, the 
1965 Voting Rights Act, the earned income 
tax credit, airline deregulation, and welfare 
reform. None of those programs, Schuck cau-

tions, was a perfect success. Sound programs 
have suffered unwise expansions, and demo-
graphic and fiscal trends threaten to under-
mine once-successful programs. But on bal-
ance the programs succeeded. They benefitted 
large groups at a cost that was viewed as tol-
erable and, moreover, as a kind of investment. 
They rested on broad public support, and they 
“did not need to create new values or trans-
form deeply rooted behaviors.” Alas, Schuck 
concludes, the political and institutional con-
ditions that made those programs possible are 
much less likely to obtain in the future.

He warns eloquently of the dire 
consequences of persistent govern-
ment dysfunction—the colossal 

waste of resources; the failure to help those 
most in need; the drag on economic growth; 
threats to government legitimacy. Even so, 
in exploring how government can do better, 
he proposes little beyond managerial, cross-
cutting reforms—improved congressional 
procedures, better enforcement mechanisms, 
incentive-compatible grant systems, improved 
information, sunset provisions for federal 
statutes, and the like. Here and there—mostly 
in footnotes—the author supports program-
specific reforms; but he resists any grand in-
stitutional reforms. Such steps, he warns, are 
bound to founder on the law of unintended 
consequences; and in any event, they are non-
starters. Incremental good-government re-
forms cannot cure deep-rooted pathologies, 
but they would do some good, and they should 
command broad support:

Liberals should worry that their ability 
to generate public support for govern-
mental programs is increasingly hostage 
to low quality performance and vulner-
able legitimacy. Conservatives should 
accept the fact…that big government is 
here to stay while continuing to insist 
that its policies be effective and conform 
to our political and cultural values. 

The hortatory tone is that of a “militant mod-
erate” without a prospect of recruits. 

Contemporary liberalism has ceased to 
care about public support for its programs 
or even sensible results. Its avatars crammed 
the last missing piece of an all-encompass-
ing transfer state (the Affordable Care Act) 
through Congress on the cynical theory that 
a gusher of subsidies would render an un-
popular law unrepealable. For everything else 
on the liberal to-do list, there’s debt financing 
(think entitlement programs) and bureaucrat-

ic maneuvering in lieu of legislation (think cli-
mate change). Because liberalism feeds on the 
systemic forces of government failure so ad-
mirably described by Schuck, it has no use for 
his meliorism. Pragmatic reforms will have to 
come from inside the conservative tent.

The occupants of that tent, for their part, 
are unlikely to heed a call for mere pragma-
tism—to stand athwart “big government” 
and yell, “Be effective, and consonant with 
our values!” Conservatives fear that many 
government policies have dangerously com-
promised our values. That disposition will 
only be reinforced by Schuck’s insistence 
that “government’s ends be tailored to its 
institutional means and capacities.” By his 
own lights, the last time that was even argu-
ably true was five decades—and hundreds of 
progressively more ambitious, meddlesome, 
wasteful, counterproductive, inequitable, un-
manageable, debt-financed programs—ago. 
Meliorism effectively condemns America to 
becoming Argentina—faster, probably, than 
the European Union, though perhaps with 
better cost-benefit analysis along the way. 
That is not a plausible political position, nor 
for that matter a responsible one.

There is every reason to be skepti-
cal and perhaps a bit nervous about the 
profusion of Tea Party-ish silver-bullet 

solutions, from balanced budget amendments 
to a repeal of the 17th Amendment. Say this, 
though: conservative activists at least try to 
proffer what Schuck proclaims beyond hope 
and reason—solutions that might be com-
mensurate to systemic government failure. 
To that end, they seek to engage questions 
“about the nature, role, and scope of govern-
ment.” For perfectly sensible reasons, Schuck 
puts those questions beyond the scope of his 
project; more problematically, he pronounces 
them separable from questions of effective 
government. Conservatives, for the most part, 
don’t believe it. They want to make a fuss over 
the Constitution.

As an accomplished political scientist, 
Peter H. Schuck knows that this insistence, 
while now a peculiarly conservative province, 
is a constant and distinctive feature of Ameri-
can politics. As a militant moderate, he ought 
to consider the possibility that it may be a 
comparative advantage, and perhaps our last 
best chance. 

Michael S. Greve is a professor at the George 
Mason University School of Law, and the author 
of The Upside-Down Constitution (Harvard 
University Press).
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Book Review by John G. West

Revolution, Not Revelation
The Evangelical Origins of the Living Constitution, by John W. Compton.

Harvard University Press, 272 pages, $45

Roscoe filburn likely did not in-
tend to write the obituary for the 
American Constitution. The citizen-

farmer from Ohio simply wanted to grow 
enough wheat on his 95-acre farm to support 
his family. But when he produced more bush-
els than allowed by New Deal bureaucrats 
claiming to exercise the federal power to regu-
late “interstate commerce,” he found himself 
subjected to fines.

Not one to give in without a fight, Filburn 
sued, making a common-sense argument: 
growing wheat so he could feed his own cows 
and bake his own bread was not commerce, let 
alone commerce between the states. Unfor-
tunately, common sense was in short supply 
at the Supreme Court. In Wickard v. Filburn 
(1942), the Court ruled 8-0 that even wheat 
reserved for personal use could be regulated 
under the Constitution’s Commerce Clause. 
After all, the Justices opined, the more wheat 
Filburn grew for his family, the less wheat he 
would purchase from others, which might 
eventually affect its market price.

By that logic, of course, virtually any ac-
tivity could be regulated as interstate com-

merce—even if it wasn’t interstate, and even 
if (as in this case) it wasn’t commerce. Justice 
Robert Jackson said as much, declaring that 
even if an “activity be local, and though it 
may not be regarded as commerce, it may still, 
whatever its nature, be reached by Congress if 
it exerts a substantial economic effect on in-
terstate commerce.”

Although there were other court decisions 
that ratified the New Deal, it is hard to find 
another one that signaled quite so decisively 
the demise of the founders’ idea of limited 
government and its replacement with what 
Progressives called the evolving or “living” 
Constitution. This overthrow of the found-
ers’ Constitution by Progressives was noth-
ing short of a revolution in our constitutional 
system—or so many scholars, especially on 
the conservative end of the spectrum, have 
claimed over the past two decades.

John compton begs to differ, and in 
The Evangelical Origins of the Living Consti-
tution he tries to show why. In his view, far 

from being a radical departure from the past, 
the Progressives’ idea of the living Constitu-

tion had deep roots in American politics and 
jurisprudence, specifically in America’s 19th-
century evangelical moral reformers who cru-
saded against lotteries and intemperance.

An assistant professor of political science 
at Chapman University, Compton argues 
that these reform crusades, starting in the 
early 1800s, conflicted with the original 
Constitution’s protection of property rights; 
and that subsequent legal wrangling to 
stretch the Constitution’s meaning to accom-
modate these assaults on property supplied 
precedents upon which later Progressive re-
formers could draw. Seen in this light, the 
Progressive revolution was not revolutionary 
at all; it was an outgrowth of a long history of 
constitutional development. 

Compton’s account is sophisticated, and 
he clearly has immersed himself in the de-
tails of 19th-century politics and culture. 
Though he acknowledges that his “study can-
not settle the question of whether the con-
stitutional changes of the 1930s should be 
regarded as legitimate,” he clearly hopes that 
his new account will bolster the Progressive 
cause by making it appear more evolution-
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ary than revolutionary. But for all his careful 
scholarship, he cannot distinguish the pro-
verbial forest from the trees. 

For one thing, compton exagger-
ates the tension between evangelical 
reformers and the original Constitu-

tion. He depicts the founders as champions 
of an amoral commercial republic in which 
property rights were virtually absolute. If 
this were an accurate description of their po-
litical philosophy, Compton’s analysis might 
be more persuasive. Evangelical efforts to 
restrict previously-licensed sellers of alcohol 
or the operators of lotteries unquestionably 
interfered with property rights. Contrary to 
Compton, however, this doesn’t make their ef-
forts inherently incompatible with the found-
ers’ constitutional principles. 

In their understanding, property rights 
were sacred but not absolute. Liberty with re-
gard to property was not the right to do what-
ever one pleased anytime one pleased. Rather, 
it was the right to freely use property for law-
ful and morally unobjectionable purposes. 
Put another way, liberty was not an excuse for 
license. That is why the founding generation 
as a whole had few qualms about restrictions 
on economic activities such as prostitution or 
even commerce on Sundays. 

Once one understands this fact, it is hard 
to see why evangelical efforts to curtail the 
selling of alcohol or ban the operation of lot-
teries posed a serious threat to the founders’ 
conception of ordered liberty. Some evangeli-
cal proposals may have been foolish or over-
zealous, and evangelical reformers may have 
overreached in certain cases when arguing 
for restrictions that violated the vested rights 
of particular property owners. But the origi-
nal constitutional order already accepted the 
principle that restrictions on illicit economic 
activities need not be a violation of property 
rights.

Compton himself concedes that traditional 
common-law principles and public policy al-
lowed for the abatement of economic activities 
deemed “nuisances,” but he fails to grasp the 
importance of his concession, contending that 
evangelicals had a much more negative view of 
certain economic activities (especially the sell-
ing of alcohol) than did most of the founding 
generation. True, but the founders already ac-
cepted in principle that the right of property 
did not protect immoral economic activities, so 
the evangelicals were disagreeing about the ap-
plication of a principle, not the principle itself. 

Yet there is a deeper problem with Comp-
ton’s analysis. Even if Progressives made use 
of previous court decisions upholding state 

and national efforts at moral reform, their use 
of those decisions seems to have been oppor-
tunistic. If one wants to uncover the real roots 
of Progressive thought, one needs to look 
elsewhere—in particular, to G.W.F. Hegel’s 
historicism and Charles Darwin’s natural sci-
ence. In the broader sweep of history these 
were far more significant to the development 
of the Progressives’ radicalism than any 19th-
century evangelical preacher.

The appeal of darwinian biology 
to the Progressives was especially sig-
nificant. Imbued from the start with a 

kind of quasi-religious fervor, Darwinism was 
ready-made to be applied to the social and 
political realm in a wide variety of ways. In-
voking Darwin, Progressives claimed that not 
only history but science itself confirmed their 
evolutionary view of the Constitution. Wood-
row Wilson argued as much during his cam-
paign for president in 1912, proclaiming that 

living political constitutions must be 
Darwinian in structure and in practice. 
Society is a living organism and must 
obey the laws of Life…. All that pro-
gressives ask or desire is permission—in 
an era when “development,” “evolution,” 
is the scientific word—to interpret the 
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Constitution according to the Darwin-
ian principle.

Darwinian biology also fueled a vigorous 
form of coercive utopianism during the Pro-
gressive era. Nowhere was this more evident 
than in the eugenics movement, which invoked 
the prestige of science in order to breed a bet-
ter race. It was no accident that the Second In-
ternational Congress of Eugenics in 1921 was 

held at the American Museum of Natural His-
tory, one of the nation’s premier scientific insti-
tutions, or that its guest of honor was Leonard 
Darwin, son of the famed British naturalist. 
The message presented to all concerned was 
that eugenics was unassailable as public policy 
precisely because it represented the authority 
of modern biological science applied to politics; 
attack eugenics and one would be guilty of at-
tacking the authority of science itself. 

One speaker at the conference, Alleyne 
Ireland, made explicit the consequences of 
this Progressive fusion of science and poli-
tics for the future of representative democ-
racy, declaring that current conditions had 
rendered “utterly unsuitable” America’s 
original form of government established by 
the Constitution and the Declaration of In-
dependence. He complained that America’s 
founders believed that “governments derive 
their just powers from the consent of the 
governed,” and they set up arrangements 

“designed with a view to making abuse of 
power difficult.” But in an age when govern-
ment must increasingly provide a wide range 
of social services, society could no longer af-
ford to rely on government by non-experts. 
Instead, it was “imperative…that the om-
nipresent activity of government should be 
guided by the light of scientific knowledge 
and conducted through the instrumentality 
of a scientific method.”

In the end, what those who cham-
pioned the living Constitution were truly 
demanding was not a living Constitution 

at all. It was a dead Constitution—dead to 
any stable meaning that might have imposed 
real limits on government power. One hopes 
that in their more unguarded moments some 
defenders of the new order might have ex-
pressed at least a moment of regret for the 
Constitution that the Progressives had so ef-
fectively displaced. 

I recall a conversation years ago with the 
late Leonard Levy, one of the great constitu-
tional historians of the last generation. Winner 
of the Pulitzer Prize in History for his book 
Origins of the Fifth Amendment (1968), Levy 
spent much of his life trying to understand the 
founders’ political thought. Nevertheless, as a 
proud New Deal liberal, he remained largely 
unsympathetic to conservative arguments for 
constitutional originalism. So I was shocked 
one day when he expressed to me his dismay 
that members of Congress no longer even pre-
tended to ask whether they had the authority 
to pass some new regulation of the economy. 
Legislators, he lamented, simply assumed that 
they had the power to do whatever they want-
ed, and judges obliged them. 

John Compton may believe that the Pro-
gressive view of the Constitution was not rev-
olutionary, but Levy was not so blind. 

John G. West is a senior fellow at Discovery In-
stitute and author of Darwin Day in America: 
How Our Politics and Culture Have Been 
Dehumanized in the Name of Science (ISI 
Books), which has just been reissued in an ex-
panded paperback edition.

Passionate… 
intelligent.

“
—JONATHAN RAUCH, author of Kindly 
   Inquisitors: The New Attacks on Free Thought

“

J ournalists face constant intimida-
tion. Whether it takes the extreme

form of beheadings, death threats, gov-
ernment censorship, or simply political
correctness—it casts a shadow over
their ability to tell a story.
     No one knows this better than 
Flemming Rose, the editor at the Danish
newspaper Jyllands-Posten who, in
2006, published cartoons of the
prophet Muhammad, inciting a world-
wide firestorm. In The Tyranny of 
Silence, he not only recounts that story,
but takes a hard look at the slippery
slope of attempts to limit free speech in
a world that is increasingly multicul-
tural, multireligious, and multiethnic.

AVAILABLE NATIONWIDE
HARDBACK: $24.95  • EBOOK: $12.99

Tyranny_Claremont_4C.qxp_Layout 1  12/16/14  2:02 PM  Page 1



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2014/15
Page 57

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Jeremy Rozansky

Warrior of Zion
Jabotinsky: A Life, by Hillel Halkin.

Yale University Press, 256 pages, $25

The zionist revolution, led by in-
tellectuals, scientists, polemicists, and 
theologians, was as bookish and theo-

rized as any in world history. But Zionism 
could not have triumphed—Israel would not 
exist—without vigor, fortitude, and disdain 
for comforting illusions. No one of its leaders 
directed every step from dream to statehood, 
especially not Vladimir Jabotinsky, who often 
advocated the road not taken. But Zionism, 
a movement conceived in political amateurs’ 
utopian fantasies, received a forceful push 
from Jabotinsky toward its fulfillment: a sov-
ereign Jewish nation.

It requires a subtle understanding of both 
letters and politics to assess Jabotinsky’s moral 
imagination, literary core, and strategic vision. 
Fortunately, Hillel Halkin, the treasured es-
sayist and preeminent translator of Yiddish 
and Hebrew, is equal to the task. In part be-
cause Jabotinsky was a hated rival of David 
Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister and 
founding hero, his ideas and achievements 
have been unfairly disparaged and distorted. 
Nearly four decades have passed since the 
breakthrough 1977 electoral victory of Me-
nachem Begin’s Likud Party over the Labor 

Party, which had governed Israel since its 
founding. With Halkin’s biography of Jabotin-
sky, students of Zionism finally have a volume 
that illuminates the Israeli Right’s progenitor.

Jabotinsky was born in Odessa in 1880. An 
international city on the Black Sea, planned 
by the French and Italians, cosmopolitan 
Odessa had too many small ethnic factions 
for any one to dominate. For a time, the Jews 
were the largest group. 

Within Jabotinsky’s Odessan household, 
the Jewish laws of diet, Sabbath rituals, and 
prayer customs were all observed. His out-
look, therefore, combined that of David Ben-
Gurion and Chaim Weizmann, Zionist lead-
ers who were born in the shtetl, with that of 
the assimilated Theodor Herzl, the father of 
Zionism. Though the religiosity of his home 
did not dictate inner piety, Jabotinsky was al-
ways a Jew. In Odessa one could easily leave 
Judaism and assimilate. As a result, those who 
chose not to discard their Jewishness more 
deeply felt its conspicuousness.

Jabotinsky was drawn to journalism for 
reasons he could not explain, even to himself. 
Like many young Russian Jews he moved west, 
to Switzerland and then Italy, eventually be-

coming the Rome correspondent of Odessa’s 
liberal daily, Odesskaya Novosti. Jabotinsky 
adored Italy, enjoying his bohemian life there 
while also admiring Garibaldi’s fusion of na-
tionalism and democratic humanism. Halkin 
theorizes that his late adolescent years in Italy 
left Jabotinsky with the image of a free, decent 
society’s possibilities, and a desire to establish 
another one like it on the Mediterranean for 
his people.

Jabotinsky returned to Odessa in 1900, not 
expecting to stay. His editor at Odesskaya No-
vosti offered him a job as a columnist, however, 
and he was soon reading Zionist literature 
and defending it in his columns. (The First 
Zionist Congress had met in 1897). Soon 
he felt impelled to organize and petition on 
behalf of Zionism. Dozens of Jews were mur-
dered, hundreds more wounded or raped, in a 
1903 Easter Sunday pogrom a hundred miles 
from Odessa. The atrocity turned him into a 
firebrand.

That summer, after joining a jew-
ish self-defense force, he represented 
Odessa at the Sixth Zionist Congress, 

where he voted against the famous Uganda 
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Proposal—the Herzl-backed plan to add to 
the British Empire a semi-independent Jewish 
colony near Lake Victoria. That plan raised 
a fundamental question about the meaning 
of Zionism and, therefore, of Jewish identity: 
Was Zionism the strategic quest for Jews’ safe-
ty and sovereignty? Or was it about realizing 
centuries of Jewish longing—for safety, yes, 
but also for Jerusalem? Jabotinsky contended 
for the second course as a practical imperative. 
How could Zionism succeed, he asked, if it 
did not channel the deep-seated yearnings of 
the Jewish psyche?

For the next decade, his journalistic work 
took him through Eastern Europe and the Ot-
toman Empire, including Palestine. Traveling 
in the Balkans convinced Jabotinsky that ev-
ery people was, in the last analysis, on its own. 
As he put it with Hobbesian clarity, “Justice 
exists for those with the physical power and 
persistence to appropriate it for themselves.”

When world war broke out in 1914, he saw 
an extraordinary opportunity for the Jews to 
secure a state. The formation of a Jewish army 
became his idée fixe. The Jews would put to-
gether a volunteer force to fight on behalf of 
the British, mainly in the division devoted to 
re-conquering Palestine, in exchange for “cer-
tain promises.” It was audacious but not crazy. 
Choosing sides might well be a better strategy 

than being blamed as non-contributors by the 
eventual winners, and scapegoats by the losers. 
But Zionist leaders dismissed the idea. Ac-
cording to their assumptions—passive, trust-
ing, and utopian—armies possessed all of gen-
tile life’s most arrogant, brutal features. In Alt-
neuland, Theodor Herzl’s novel describing the 
imagined Jewish state, the Jews had no army.

Undeterred, jabotinsky headed to 
Palestine to recruit Yosef Trumpeldor, 
a renowned Russian-Jewish veteran 

of the war with Japan. Having lost an arm in 
combat, Trumpeldor was perhaps the most 
visible symbol of Jewish martial bravery since 
Judah Maccabee. Trumpeldor’s valor and en-
thusiasm fired the imagination of many Jews. 
It took two years, however, to establish the 
38th Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers, in which 
Jabotinsky served as second lieutenant. (That 
David Lloyd George, a philo-Semite, became 
Great Britain’s prime minister in December 
1916 was a critical turning point.) Made up 
mostly of Jews from London’s East End, the 
38th would be among those forces that broke 
the Ottoman lines after crossing the Jordan 
River in the Battle of Megiddo, a September 
1918 victory that hastened the end of the war.

Despite the pledge to support a national 
home for the Jewish people in Palestine, Brit-

ain’s postwar conduct did more to impede 
than further that goal. The desire to appease 
Palestine’s Arabs encouraged a policy of uni-
form evenhandedness: after a lethal Muslim 
riot in 1920 in the Jewish Quarter of the Old 
City, several Jews were arrested for defend-
ing themselves with illegally possessed fire-
arms. As leader of the defenders, Jabotinsky 
demanded that he too be arrested, and the 
British authorities were happy to comply. His 
protest, as well as the humane image of him 
translating Dante’s Inferno into Hebrew from 
his medieval cell in Acre, made him a hero.

Emboldened, he began to lead the opposi-
tional faction within world Zionism. Never 
embracing the movement’s socialist aims, Ja-
botinsky was transformed into an insurgent 
by new events. First, he blamed the Zionist 
leaders for Yosef Trumpeldor’s death, after 
they refused to issue an order to withdraw 
from settlements under attack by Bedou-
ins. Second, Zionist Executive leader Chaim 
Weizmann colluded with the British govern-
ment to set quotas on Jewish immigration 
to Palestine. For Weizmann, Zionism was 
about “the transformation of values” of the 
Jews, “converting into peasant farmers an ur-
banized people.” Such a transformation had 
to be done slowly. Jabotinsky responded with 
the creed of “Zionist monism,” the insistence 
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on severing the cause of resettling the Jews 
from any other ideology, such as Bolshevism:

I can vouch for there being a type of 
Zionist who doesn’t care what kind of 
society our “state” will have; I’m that 
person. If I were to know that the only 
way to a state was via socialism, or even 
that this would hasten it by a generation, 
I’d welcome it. More than that: give me 
a religiously Orthodox state in which 
I would be forced to eat gefilte fish all 
day long (but only if there were no other 
way) and I’ll take it.

Halkin does not quite let him get 
away with the insistence that his Zi-
onism was simply about statehood. 

Throughout the 1920s, Jabotinsky built up 
Betar, a Jewish paramilitary organization and 
youth group associated with his ideas. (“Be-
TaR” is a Hebrew acronym for B’rit Trumpel-
doR, the Trumpeldor League.) Several years 
after its creation, Jabotinsky wrote a manifes-
to for Betar in which he, like Weizmann and 
his heroic peasant and like virtually every oth-
er intellectual in Europe, envisioned an ideal 
man. His, though, was aristocratic at best and 
fascist at worst, defined by severe dignity and 
discipline.

The 1920s were riven by discord among 
the three main Zionist factions—Weiz-
mann’s General Zionists, Ben-Gurion’s La-
bor Zionists, and Jabotinsky’s Revisionists. 
In 1929, Jabotinsky committed a political 
mistake with far-reaching consequences, 
though in hindsight his analysis seems far 
from mistaken. He told a rally that any rap-
prochement between the Jews and the Arabs 
was impossible: their interests were too oppo-
site, their cultures too different. He did not 
call for expelling the Arabs, only for the Jews 
to achieve their own majority as soon as pos-
sible. Nonetheless, the British banned him 
from Palestine for incendiary speech. He 
would never return.

Soon after his exile, the British retracted 
earlier pledges to support a Jewish national 
home in favor of a policy of strictly contain-
ing Jewish settlement in Palestine. Weizmann 
resigned, his strategy of trusting the British 
a shambles. The General Zionists’ majority 
collapsed, and Ben-Gurion and Jabotinsky 
fought over the scraps. Ben-Gurion would 
soon sweep into power, after a nasty campaign 
likening Betar—who wore brown shirts—to 
the rising Nazi Party. What’s more, the Re-
visionists were blamed for the murder of a 
prominent Labor Zionist, and the Labor lead-
ers allocated the limited immigration visas to 

their own members. They also battled over 
whether to accept a British partition plan that 
would cordon off the Jews into an indefensible 
strip of coastal plain. 

Events in the 1930s, however, made 
the Labor-Revisionist debates irrele-
vant. With a bloody Arab revolt threat-

ening the Jewish settlement in Palestine, and 
Hitler’s rise threatening millions of European 
Jews, Ben-Gurion elevated saving Jews over 
socializing them. Never to be outdone, Jabo-
tinsky held diplomatic meetings with Eastern 
Europe’s anti-Semitic rulers (but never with 
the Nazis, whom he regarded as singularly 
evil). He asked these dictators to assist the 
Zionist cause by pressuring the British gov-
ernment into allowing them to send their 
Jewish minorities to Palestine. This idea went 
nowhere. Nor did his next grand plan of rais-
ing a Jewish army to fight Hitler. It was in this 
frantic race against the clock—pursued with 
what now looks like prophetic urgency—that 
Jabotinsky would go to New York to raise 
money in 1940, only to die of a heart attack 
at age 59. His secretary on that final trip was 
a young scholar, Ben-Zion Netanyahu, who 
would later father three sons.

Today, Benjamin Netanyahu’s Israel re-
sembles Jabotinsky’s Zion more than it does 
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Ben-Gurion’s or Weizmann’s. More Israeli 
roads, squares, and parks are named after 
Jabotinsky than any other figure, even Herzl. 
Its economy is freer than either socialist en-
visioned. The heroic peasant ideal has largely 
been replaced by multiple ideals, each reflect-
ing Israel’s key subcultures—warrior, entre-
preneur, cosmopolitan, and Talmudic master. 
Jabotinsky’s Zion made much more room for 
religion than did his rivals’, and modern Is-
rael is more religious than pretty much every 
major Zionist expected. Most of all, though, 
Israel has (by necessity) inherited Jabotin-
sky’s unflinching realism about the Arabs.

Halkin interlaces jabotinsky’s 
thrilling life with a discussion of 
the ideas found in his speeches, es-

says, polemics, and especially his many nov-
els, like 1927’s Samson the Nazarite, a retell-
ing of the biblical story in which Samson 
is portrayed as a free spirit who is called to 
refashion the Jews into a disciplined martial 
force. Although revisionism branded itself as 
correcting the course of Zionism by reverting 
to Herzl’s original, Halkin shows that Jabo-
tinsky brought new ideas.

The nation, according to the logic that held 
sway in the 19th century, is an organic form of 
social order, a mediating institution, in effect, 
between the individual and the world. The 
Jews, according to Jabotinsky (and, indeed, 
Judaism), are a nation. But Jabotinsky denied 
any moral uniqueness to the Jews’ mission in 
the world. They were not to be a “kingdom of 
priests,” but simply to take their rightful place 
among all the other nations.

Despite denying something so fundamen-
tal to the biblical account of Jewish national 
origins, he was not hostile to religion, which 
he regarded as imperative for the society he 
hoped to build. He sounded positively Ameri-
can in his simultaneous case for free exercise 
and against religious establishment:

Yes, religion must remain a private 
matter…but it cannot be a private mat-
ter whether there are temples of wor-
ship or not; whether Mount Sinai and 
the Prophets remain living spiritual 
forces or are embalmed behind glass 
in museums like mummified Pharaohs 
and Aztec relics…. It is imperative for 
a “state”—and for us as a nation—to 
keep the eternal flame from going out, 
so that…a space be maintained in the 
public arena for those who preach and 
contend in its name.

His case for religion is a mix of the utilitar-
ian necessity of it to teach moral behavior en 

masse and a decent respect for its own unique 
and compelling claims.

One can of course seek to formulate the 
noblest moral system without bringing 
the divine into it; this is what I’ve done 
all my life. Now, though, I’m convinced 
that it’s more correct to treat ethical 
fundamentals as connected with super-
human mystery…I’ll go even further: 
the pathos of religion, in and of itself, is 
needed. I’m not sure it can be rekindled 
in anyone’s soul—perhaps, like musical 
pitch, it’s an innate trait that few people 
are born with.

Most of Jabotinsky’s rivals regarded religion 
as an utter relic. The role of Jewish belief in 
Israeli life today is often explained in terms 
of demographics, as a historical accident 
brought on by the mistake of subsidizing the 
religious populations. The reality is closer to 
Jabotinsky’s. The Jews born to Israel’s secular 
coast are seeking out religious knowledge and 
asking to incorporate traditional rites in their 
most consequential events, like births, mar-
riages, and deaths. The “superhuman mystery,” 
the “pathos,” remains more miraculous and 
morally compelling than the gritty task of 
farming the desert soil.

Jabotinsky differed from the social-
ists on political economics as well. He 
could well be called a capitalist, though he 

could just as easily be called a social democrat. 
More friendly during his time there to Italy’s 
anarchists than to its Marxists, Jabotinsky 
commended an ideology of “individualism,” 
which he described with all the exuberance of 
adolescence in a poem:

A single right is all I know:
The right to my own self. That’s all— 
   and yet
It’s great and has no bounds. No one  
   can owe
A thing to anyone.

Rebelling against the socialist reliance on 
hierarchy, he argued that free and “civilized 
men” have not leaders but “stewards, execu-
tives, simple trustees.” Yet for all his musings 
about the limits of centralized authority, he 
advocated an extensive welfare state. Educa-
tion, medical care, housing, food, and even 
clothing were to be provided.

Jabotinsky’s anti-socialism was, in the first 
place, prudential. Socialism, at least in the 
form of the single labor union of the Jewish 
population in British Mandate Palestine, dis-
tracted from the ultimate goal of saving the 

Jews of Europe, and deprived the Jewish set-
tlement of immigrants, capital, and prosper-
ity. Secondly, he favored capitalism due to his 
respect for the merchant class. He denied that 
agricultural labor was morally superior to the 
life of the urban businessman. “For genera-
tions, doing business was the pillar of Jewish 
life—why abandon it now?” As a narrator in 
one of his pamphlets exclaims, “Back to the 
shop counter! Back to the stores, the banks, 
the stock exchange—not only to buying and 
selling, but to industry, to manufacture, to ev-
erything ‘practical.’”

Everything practical included military pre-
paredness and a martial spirit. Given Jabotin-
sky’s understanding of geopolitics, he idealized 
the warrior as much as socialists idealized the 
swamp-drainer. “I would like to see military 
training become as common among Jews as 
lighting Sabbath candles once was,” he wrote. 
Jabotinsky was virtually alone among Zionists 
in two predictions: that the Arabs, would fight 
for every inch of land; and that Hitler was in-
deed capable of monstrous, genocidal evil.

The warrior ideal—noble, iron-
willed, self-mastered, austere—com-
bined dignity with discipline. Jabo-

tinsky urged Jews to form a “machine” or an 
“orchestra” that projected power with maximal 
effectiveness. He tried to finesse the conflict 
between this collectivism and his avid individ-
ualism by appealing to the principle of consent, 
a consenting cog being perfectly free. At other 
times Jabotinsky provides a different explana-
tion: Individualism was for ordinary times. In 
dire moments, discipline and the disciplined 
use of power were essential. That the 1930s 
were dire for the Jews is incontrovertible.

Hillel Halkin’s discussion of Jabotinsky’s 
thought has the effect of heightening its 
contradictions. This is honest and intended. 
Though Jabotinsky devoted himself to the 
Jews, he had little use for Judaism. The Jews 
had no special role in the world, he said, but 
each one was “a prince.” He secretly loathed 
living in the holy land and was content to be 
exiled. He wrote beautifully against the spill-
ing of innocent blood, and later advocated it. 
He abhorred fascists, yet from time to time 
resembled them. He avowed individualism 
and yet demanded total subordination to the 
group. Perhaps Jabotinsky changed as the 
circumstances changed. More likely, he held 
conflicting convictions. Yet no one can deny 
his importance to the Zionist achievement, 
both as a geopolitical strategist and as an in-
tellectual gadfly. 

Jeremy Rozansky is research analyst at the Tik-
vah Fund.
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Book Review by Michael Barone

The Language of Liberty
Inventing Freedom: How the English-Speaking Peoples Made the Modern World,

by Daniel Hannan. Broadside Books, 395 pages, $26.99

England in effect is insular, she is mari-
time, she is linked through her exchang-
es, her markets, her supply lines to the 
most diverse and often the most distant 
countries…. 

She has in all her doings very marked 
and very original habits and traditions. 
In short, the nature, the structure, the 
conjuncture that are England’s differ pro-
foundly from those of the continentals.

So said charles de gaulle in his 
January 1963 press conference vetoing 
Britain’s admission to what was then 

the Common Market and now is the Euro-
pean Union (E.U.). Daniel Hannan, currently 
an elected member of the European Parlia-
ment from South East England and an ad-
vocate of British withdrawal from the E.U., 
couldn’t agree more. In Inventing Freedom 
(titled How We Invented Freedom in Britain) 
he explains why. 

The whole idea of one nation or one group 
being superior in any respect infuriates con-
temporary academia. Today’s universities 

preach “multiculturalism,” which in practice 
means that all cultures are morally equal—
except for ours, which is worse. But the facts 
tell another story. Nations are successful, 
Francis Fukuyama argues in The Origins of 
Political Order and Political Order and Politi-
cal Decay (reviewed here in Spring 2011 and 
Fall 2014), if they develop an effective state, 
the rule of law, and political accountability. 
His shorthand phrase for this is “getting to 
Denmark.” But of course it is not the Danes 
but the English-speaking peoples, as Han-
nan calls them, echoing Winston Churchill, 
who have done this most effectively, starting, 
as Hannan says, with the United Kingdom, 
and then the United States, Canada, Austra-
lia, New Zealand, and more recently Ireland, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and, he hopes, In-
dia. As for Denmark, Hannan notes that the 
Scandinavian countries, the Hanseatic cities, 
and the Netherlands—linked with Britain 
across the highways of the North Sea and 
the Baltic—have made similar progress, and, 
he might have added, have become effectively 
English-speaking in the last half-century.

All states develop according to 
the DNA that was fixed at the mo-
ment of their conception,” he writes. 

For Britain that moment was in the distant 
Anglo-Saxon past when the isolated island 
developed forms of representative government, 
elective kingship, and a unitary state, in that 
order. He cites historian Alan Macfarlane’s 
discovery that the English also had a culture of 
the “absolute nuclear family,” in which parents 
were free to disinherit and children to choose 
spouses, in contrast to the dominance of ex-
tended families prevailing then and now in 
continental Europe. That’s a point emphasized 
even more strongly in James Bennett and Mi-
chael Lotus’s America 3.0 (reviewed here in Fall 
2014); both books agree that the result is that 
the right to own and dispose of property has 
been stronger in England than in Europe for at 
least a thousand years. From which you get the 
rule of law, binding even on the monarch. 

Hannan is surely correct in saying origins 
matter, and Bennett and Lotus are surely right 
in saying that culture tends to control. But, as 
Churchill insisted in his History of the English-

“
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Speaking Peoples (1956-58), and as he indisput-
ably demonstrated in his own life, individuals 
matter, too—sometimes a whole lot. Hannan 
gives us a largely political account of the inven-
tion of freedom, with many zigs and zags along 
the way. The Norman conquest of England in 
1066 resulted in an attempt to impose conti-
nental feudalism on a non-peasant people. It 
failed because, as the writer Gay Talese said 
of the current proprietor of the New York 
Times, “Sometimes you get a bad king.” King 
John was forced to sign Magna Carta (the Brit-
ish omit the “the”), guaranteeing “the Law of 
the land”—celebrating its octocentennial this 
summer. Fifty years after Magna Carta, Si-
mon de Montfort rebelled against John’s son 
Henry III and summoned what amounted to 
the first Parliament, itself an echo of the Saxon 
Witan. The roots of Fukuyama’s trio—effec-
tive state, rule of law, democratic accountabil-
ity—were planted pretty firmly in English soil 
three-quarters of a millennium ago.

They weathered numerous storms 
in the religious-war-torn 17th century, 
even as absolutist government gained 

ground on the Continent—yes, even in Den-
mark. Puritans rebelled against Charles I, who 
had ruled for 11 years without a Parliament; 
when he was beheaded, it was done pursuant 
to an act of Parliament (albeit one denuded of 
most of its members). After Oliver Cromwell’s 
death, Parliament restored the monarchy, but 
the Stuart kings Charles II and James II were 
seen as too cozy with their absolutist cousin 
Louis XIV. James’s Catholicism and his sus-
pension of laws passed by Parliament (sound 
familiar?) prompted the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688; Parliament offered the crown to his 
son-in-law (and nephew) the Dutch William 
III and his Protestant wife Mary, in a ceremo-
ny in which they accepted a Bill of Rights—
parts of which were copied into our own Bill 
of Rights almost exactly a hundred years later.

England’s guarantee of rights established 
the principle that the king could only spend 
monies appropriated by Parliament, which has 
met every year since. It also meant a tolerance 
of religious diversity, of a sort found on the 
Continent only in William’s Netherlands. 
England had an established church (as did 
Scotland and Ireland) to which public officials 
had to swear fealty. But people could practice 
other religions, including Judaism—including 
even Catholicism, which the English at the 
time considered a sort of totalitarianism. The 
British North American colonies—Calvinist-
founded New England, Anglican-adhering 
Virginia, Catholic-founded Maryland, Quaker-
founded Pennslvania—had similar religious 
diversity, so throughout the Anglosphere there 
was something like free-market competition 

among religions, as compared to the monopolies 
enforced in almost all of Europe. 

Hannan is at pains to make sure 
readers understand that English-
invented freedoms were not formed 

by or for any one ethnic group—that they 
are open to all. He makes brief reference to 
historian Gregory Clark’s evidence that Eng-
lish institutions may have encouraged high-
intelligence people to have more children than 
others, but he puts much more emphasis on 
the diversity of ethnic origin of those exercis-
ing English-invented freedoms in the Anglo-
sphere not only today but in the pretty distant 
past. The Anglo-Saxons did not wipe out the 
Celtic Britons, he argues, but intermarried 
with them; the Normans did not displace 
the Saxons; and Cromwell was pleased to 
welcome back the Jews expelled in 1290. The 
North American colonies were multireligious 
and multiethnic from the beginning; Canada 
is multilingual as well; Canada and Australia 
have been welcoming high-skilled Asian im-
migrants; New Zealand has a large and politi-
cally active Maori minority; and India—well, 
India is more multiethnic, multilingual, and 
multireligious than the whole continent of 
Europe taken together.

It has been only in the last 325 years, since 
the Glorious Revolution, that the Anglo-
sphere (a term invented only in 1995, Hannan 
notes) has expanded to become the dominant 
world power. During the Wars of the Roses 
and under the Tudors and the Stuarts, the 
English stayed pretty much island-bound (ex-
cept for limited colonization in the Americas). 
King William III, observes Hannan, wanted 
the English throne to help him defend Hol-
land against the expansionist Louis XIV, 
and he got Parliament to finance the first of 
several hugely expensive wars against France 
that raged, on and off, until Waterloo in 1815. 
London’s commercial power, based on prop-
erty rights and the hard currency wrought by 
the Bank of England, enabled Britain to bor-
row at low rates and prevail against a France 
that had four times the population.

Parliamentary power was especially vital 
because of the cloud hanging over the mon-
arch’s title much of this time. James II’s Cath-
olic son and grandson laid claim to the throne 
and led armies into Britain in 1715 and 1745. 
William (who reigned 1689–1702) was resent-
ed as a Dutchman and George I (1714-27) and 
George II (1727-60) were Germans; George I 
spoke to his ministers in French. George III 
(1760–1820) was thoroughly English, but the 
British colonials in North America believed 
he was abridging their rights as Englishmen, 
rights enshrined in the Glorious Revolution 
settlement and asserted alongside their natu-

ral rights in the Declaration of Independence 
and later enshrined in the U.S. Constitution 
and Bill of Rights. Hannan calls the Ameri-
can Revolution the Second English Civil War. 

From william’s time on, britain and, 
in the 20th century, the United States 
have fought wars against hegemonic, 

absolutist, and totalitarian governments that 
threatened to dominate Europe, and the world. 
They prevailed against France, against the kai-
ser’s Germany, against the Nazis and impe-
rial Japan, and, largely bloodlessly, against the 
Communist Soviet Union. In the process they 
have made the English model of an effective 
state, the rule of law, and democratic account-
ability the goal, and very often the achieve-
ment, of nations the world over—and have 
made the English language the lingua franca of 
the world and even, to the discomfort of some 
of Hannan’s colleagues, of the European Par-
liament. Charles de Gaulle, who was fluent in 
English himself, would have disapproved, but 
he would have understood. Hannan begins 
Inventing Freedom by recounting the religious 
service held on the HMS Prince of Wales in 
Argentia Harbour, Newfoundland, at which 
Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt 
met on August 10, 1941. Britain had survived, 
with America’s help, the terrible months be-
tween the fall of France and Hitler’s invasion 
of the Soviet Union—months in which Hitler 
and Stalin and Tojo were allies and were ad-
vancing toward control of Eurasia. “As for the 
role England played in the most dramatic and 
decisive moments of the Second World War,” 
de Gaulle, who was in London in those years, 
said in 1963, “no one has a right to forget it.” 

Churchill in his histories did his part to 
make sure no one did. Looking back on the 
church service and the reading of verses in the 
King James Bible, he noted, “This service was 
felt by us all to be a deeply moving expression 
of the unity of faith of our two peoples, and 
none who took part in it will forget the spec-
tacle presented that sunlit morning on the 
crowded quarterdeck—the symbolism of the 
Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes draped 
side by side on the pulpit…. Every word 
seemed to stir the heart.” English speakers 
did, as Daniel Hannan argues, pretty much 
invent freedom, and we are among the many 
millions who owe much to those two eloquent 
English-speaking statesmen on the quarter-
deck who did as much as anyone ever has to 
preserve and advance it around the world.

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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Essay by David Pryce-Jones

The Achievement of Martin Gilbert

A twelve-foot high statue of win-
ston Churchill has pride of place in the 
square facing the Westminster parlia-

ment. Set in bronze, Churchill’s heroic stance 
and bulldog expression take for granted that 
here on his own ground stands the prime min-
ister who brought Britain through the Second 
World War, the gravest crisis in its history. 
None of the other politicians of the ’30s, not 
even Josef Stalin, had the imagination and 
grasp to get the measure of Hitler. Isolated 
as he was, Churchill had only intellect and 
language to fall back on, until events were to 
prove him right. To give just one example, his 
statement in the House of Commons on the 
unfortunate Neville Chamberlain’s concession 
to Hitler in the Munich crisis of 1938 is for-
ever final, and all in less than 20 words: “Brit-
ain and France had to choose between war and 
dishonour. They chose dishonour. They will 
have war.” Without Churchill, an English ver-
sion of Vichy France might well have handed 
victory to Hitler with all its consequences. 

But that was then, and this is now, when 
the British view themselves and their national 
achievements with more doubt than pride. On 
May 1, 2000, an especially red-letter day for 
the Left, an incident of no great importance 
in itself nevertheless illustrated how far per-
ception of Churchill and his role had changed 
in the nation. A demonstration against capi-

talism passed through Westminster Square. 
One of the protesters climbed up the statue of 
Churchill and placed a strip of turf on its head. 
The media took delight in writing this up as “a 
green Mohican,” and publishing photographs 
to show this figure of fun. Brought before a 
magistrate, the man responsible turned out to 
be a 25-year-old ex-soldier who had served in 
Bosnia. In court he pleaded that he had been 
acting in support of human rights. 

Holding at various times so many of the 
great offices of state, Churchill left behind him 
plenty of material for revisionists to work on. 
As Home Secretary, he had dealt with rioting 
Welsh coal-miners, and the Left was never to 
forgive or forget it, falsely claiming that he had 
called out the army to restore order. As First 
Lord of the Admiralty, he had responsibility for 
the naval operations at Gallipoli, the landing in 
1915 designed to knock the Turks out of World 
War I but ending in disaster. Although a Com-
mission of Inquiry absolved him of blame, the 
sense that he was reckless remained. As Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer, he returned the coun-
try after the First War to the gold standard at 
its pre-war price. According to the experts, he 
had no choice in the matter, but accusations of 
ruinous incompetence lasted for years after-
wards. And had he not dismissed Mahatma 
Gandhi as a seditious Middle Temple lawyer 
posing as a fakir? He had not become the king’s 

first minister, he growled, “in order to preside 
over the liquidation of the British Empire.” He 
took the side of King Edward VIII, afterwards 
the Duke of Windsor, only to have to threaten 
him with a court-martial for failing to do his 
duty in wartime. 

As soon as World War II ended, moreover, 
the electorate showed its appreciation by vot-
ing him out of office. His successor, the social-
ist Clement Attlee, launched the lengthy ideo-
logical process of disconnecting the future of 
Britain from its past. In this contemporary 
perspective, Churchill is refigured as an arch-
bogeyman, a class warrior, colonialist, imperi-
alist, racist, begetter of the Cold War with his 
defiant evocation of the Iron Curtain dividing 
Europe. Again it was an incident of no great 
importance in itself when President Obama 
returned the bust of Churchill that Britain 
had presented to the White House, but it re-
veals a disdain for the man that the president 
evidently expected would prove popular with 
his constituency.

Martin Gilbert’s Monument

Churchill died exactly 50 years 
ago this January. In documentaries 
flushed out of the archives there was 

the chubby old man, with his trophy cigar, his 
bow tie and high hat, two fingers up in the 
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world-famous “V for Victory” sign. Articles 
and supplements in the media had a tone of 
excavating a figure from quite another world 
at quite another time. Martin Gilbert is the 
historian whose life’s work has been to estab-
lish just who Churchill was and what he had 
achieved. For generations to come, anyone 
weighing the great issues of the 20th centu-
ry will have to take into account the mighty 
monument of an exemplary statesman that 
Martin Gilbert has erected. Too ill to leave 
the hospital and play his part, he died a few 
days after the anniversary of Churchill’s death.

The story goes that Churchill’s son Ran-
dolph was under contract to write his father’s 
official biography. Impulsive and self-indulgent, 
all his life Randolph had tried and failed to be 
a chip off the old block. Finding that the neces-
sary research was beyond his capacity, he adver-
tised for a qualified assistant. A fledgling Ox-
ford don at the time, Gilbert responded, and 
Randolph had the sense or the good fortune to 
take him on. Randolph’s name is given as the 
author of the first two of the eight volumes of 
the official biography, but rumor at the time put 
it about that Gilbert may have been a helpful 
ghost towards the end of Randolph’s life. The 
remaining six volumes anyhow are exclusively 
Gilbert’s. Each is between a thousand and fif-
teen hundred pages long, weighing too many 
pounds to be handled easily. All have two and 
sometimes three companion volumes of similar 
bulk containing supporting documentation—
that is to say, every scrap that Churchill wrote 
or spoke in speeches; relevant correspondence 
from colleagues, friends, military command-
ers, and officials, not to mention Stalin and 
Franklin Roosevelt; diaries; confidential cabi-
net papers; everything and anything that bears 
on the man and the moment. Road to Victory: 
1941–1945, for instance, is Volume VII of the 
biography, covering four years, while its Com-
panion Volume 17, just issued with the befit-
ting title Testing Times, amplifies the narrative 
by providing all available material for the single 
year of 1942. This gigantic and unmatched 
publishing enterprise is in the hands of Hills-
dale College, whose president, Larry P. Arnn 
(himself, at one time, a young assistant to Mar-
tin Gilbert), contributes a Foreword in a spirit 
of solidarity. And this is by no means all. In the 
course of his work, Gilbert has found time and 
energy to write other books concentrating on 
one or another selected aspect of Churchill’s 
life, for instance his leadership in the war, his 
relationships with the United States and with 
Israel, even the self-explanatory In Search of 
Churchill: A Historian’s Journey (1994). His 
central pre-occupation has broadened into his-
tories in hundreds of pages of both world wars 
and the whole 20th century, no less. 

Prime ministers’ biographies are a special 
branch of literature, requiring the narrative 
skill to bring alive the climb to the top of the 
greasy pole as well as the scholarly knowledge 
to set the politics of the day in proper context. 
Great biographies like Lord Morley’s The Life 
of William Ewart Gladstone (1903) or William 
Monypenny and George Buckle’s The Life of 
Benjamin Disraeli (1910-20) inform and make 
judgments, or to put it differently, they have 
found an indirect way of persuading the read-
er that it was right to have voted for this prime 
minister. The opening volume of Charles 
Moore’s biography, Margaret Thatcher: From 
Grantham to the Falklands (2013), is a show-
case example of how an author can do justice 
to a career and at the same time put his own 
gloss on it. 

Just the Facts

The mere existence of those mas-
sive volumes and even more massive 
companion volumes of course speaks 

to Gilbert’s wholehearted admiration of 
Churchill. But his concern is with facts, noth-
ing but facts in chronological order; a restraint 
that gives priority to the archive and almost 
leaves no room for interpretation. Abstaining 
from praise and blame, indeed from anything 
that smacks of his own opinion, he gives the 
reader virtually no direction in making up his 
mind about the issues under discussion. 

The purpose of writing history comes into 
question. Since Gibbon and Macaulay and 
Carlyle, the generally accepted view of histo-
rians has been that they have to educate and 
improve the public. The master historian Leo-
pold von Ranke held the alternative view that 
the past should be represented wie es eigentlich 
war, as it really had been experienced by the 
participants. Derived exclusively from sources, 
history therefore has to be free from moral 
presuppositions, which in the case of most 
authors are closer to prejudice than judgment.

This doctrine casts a shadow over every-
thing Martin Gilbert has written. Only 113 
pages, Churchill’s Political Philosophy (1981) is 
his shortest book, consisting of lectures he de-
livered on behalf of the British Academy. Any-
one led by that title to expect Martin Gilbert’s 
own commentary and analysis will find only a 
compendium of Churchill’s own observations 
abbreviated from the biography or its compan-
ion volumes. In contrast, William Manchester, 
John Lukacs, Roy Jenkins, and a few hundred 
more biographers write about Churchill for 
the evident purpose of illustrating aspects of 
his character or career of which they approve. 

At this point I have to declare an interest. 
Martin and I arrived on the same autumn day 
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those many years ago at Magdalen College, 
Oxford, where we were to read history. We 
had both done the national service obligatory 
at that time, I in the infantry, he in the Intel-
ligence Service learning Russian as a conscript 
in the Cold War. The Oxford syllabus began 
with the Anglo-Saxons and stopped well short 
of the present. Our tutors provided reading 
lists for each week’s obligatory essay. K.B. 
McFarlane took us through the first thou-
sand years of British history. A formidable 
medievalist, he preferred detail to the grand 
sweep. So high was his standard that he could 
hardly bring himself to publish anything, and 
his reputation rested on a long esoteric essay 
about a Lord Hastings and his indentured 
retinue at the end of the 15th century. All 
his pupils had to ask themselves whether this 
was perfectionism or sterility. He’d improvise 
topics for us to research, for instance commu-
nications in Roman Britain or the concept of 
honor in the Wars of the Roses, and then sit 
listening to us with an expression that signi-
fied his disapproval of ignorance. You ought 
to read a book by turning to the index and 
looking up anything you don’t know, was the 
advice of this exceptional example of the true 
Oxford scholar. Other historians in the col-
lege were John Stoye, of Yugoslav origins, au-
thor of a good book about the 1683 Ottoman 
siege of Vienna, and Karl Leyser, of German-
Jewish origins, at that time delving into the 
obscure depths of the Dark Ages in Central 
Europe. 

By the beginning of our second year, it was 
obvious that Martin was a born historian. 
Wasting no time, he already seemed able to 
extract from primary sources what he needed. 
A.J.P. Taylor was also a fellow of Magdalen. 
Conceited and querulous, he consented to 
have as pupils only the eight handpicked un-
dergraduates who were thought to have the 
best prospects for a good degree and fame in 
the larger world. He himself was then a na-
tional figure on account of his lectures on tele-
vision. Delivering them apparently impromptu 
without any hesitation, he had in fact written 
out and learned by heart what he would say. 
The prestigious position of Regius Professor 
of History was then open, and Taylor thought 
that he deserved to be chosen. He had diffi-
culty putting a good face on it when his rival, 
Hugh Trevor-Roper, was appointed instead. 
For Taylor, the objective of historiography was 
to get your point across even if this was only 
prejudice dressed up in persuasive prose. For 
whatever obscure reason, he pretended to me 
that there was no Gulag in the Soviet Union; 
White Russians in Riga, he maintained even 
in the face of evidence, had fabricated this slur 
for propaganda purposes, and it was naïve of 

me to credit it. To portray Hitler as a politi-
cian like any other, as he does in The Origins 
of the Second World War (1961), is a typical ex-
ample of his use of historiography for self-pro-
motion. So low was his standard that he was 
quite ready to suppress or falsify detail for the 
sake of the grand sweep. He expected Martin 
to be his protégé, but Martin instead came to 
a more McFarlaneite conviction that the his-
torian owes it to his subject to be completely 
knowledgeable and impersonal. Too polite 
to be anything but a reluctant polemicist, he 
later edited a collection of essays to give Taylor 
compliments he did not really feel.

Graduating, I soon found myself literary 
editor of Time and Tide, a weekly magazine 
then in the hands of Tim (afterwards Lord) 
Beaumont, heir to a fortune and at the same 
time a vicar in the Church of England. Find 
new talent, the editor instructed. I knew that 
Martin had started his career as a professional 
historian with an interest in imperial India, 
and particularly the Indian Civil Service. One 
of his earliest books, Servant of India (1966), 
was based on the diaries and correspondence 

I am convinced he genuinely desires peace.” 
The latter, on the other hand, had been British 
ambassador in Berlin from 1928 to 1933, and 
he had the foresight to warn his superiors that 
Hitler’s rise to power meant war. 

Zionism

Staying on a semi-permanent basis 
with Randolph Churchill in his house 
in East Bergholt in Suffolk, Martin had 

a ready-made social life. Randolph one day 
took him to lunch at White’s Club, the haunt 
of Evelyn Waugh and immortalized as Bel-
lamy’s in his trilogy, Sword of Honour (1952-
61). Members of the British military mis-
sion to Yugoslavia in the war, Churchill and 
Waugh veered between being on the best of 
terms and the worst. One encounter that took 
place in the entrance of White’s has become a 
bit of British cultural history. In one version, 
Churchill’s guest that day was the well-known 
journalist Alan Brien, but in another version it 
was Martin. What exactly was said is also not 
clear. Converting experience into mischief in 
his usual style, Waugh afterwards complained 
to friends, “What did I do that Randolph 
hired a Jew to insult me in White’s?”

In Oxford days, Martin had told me with 
emotion how as a three-year-old Jewish boy at 
the outbreak of the war he had been sent on 
his own to Canada. Not Jewish, the woman 
who had him in charge took the trouble to 
learn to cook kosher for him, and wrote a 
weekly letter that she pretended came from 
his negligent mother on the far side of the 
Atlantic. In the family background was his 
uncle Leo Trepper, who had the kind of des-
tiny most Jews experienced in one tragic form 
or another in the mid-20th century. Born in 
Poland, Trepper had emigrated to Mandated 
Palestine and become a Communist, only to 
return to Brussels at the outbreak of war in 
order to run the outstanding Soviet spy net-
work known as die Rote Kapelle. It is an irony 
of historic proportions that Stalin disbelieved 
the network’s warning in June 1941 that the 
German army was about to invade. Many of 
Trepper’s agents were liquidated either by the 
Gestapo or the NKVD, then the acronym of 
the Soviet secret police, but Trepper himself 
was to survive years in the Lubyanka. He re-
turned to Israel, and is buried there.

Spared these horrors, the British Jewish 
community had been in some sense privileged 
by Churchill’s defiance of Hitler. Tribute to 
Churchill is Martin’s point of departure for a 
dozen or so books about the contemporary Jew-
ish experience and the central role in it played 
by Zionism, the movement that has recreated 
the Jews as a nation in the homeland of Israel. 

of Sir James Dunlop Smith, private secretary 
to Lord Minto, the Viceroy at the beginning 
of the 20th century.

The reviews he wrote for Time and Tide 
were his first appearances in print. In one 
of them, dated July 27, 1961, he laid out the 
ground rules as he had learnt them at Ox-
ford, with a split infinitive thrown in too: “It 
is necessary for the historian to continuously 
cross known ground, sift published materials, 
and search out new evidence.” The Appeas-
ers (1965), his first book, co-authored with 
Richard Gott (later unmasked by the defec-
tor Oleg Gordievsky as accepting money from 
the KGB), established what has become the 
received opinion that Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain and his clique were not Hit-
ler’s match at the end of the ’30s. Martin was 
already working with Randolph Churchill 
when he wrote biographies of Lord Allen of 
Hurtwood and Sir Horace Rumbold, two 
very different characters who nonetheless typ-
ified the period between the wars. The former 
was a left-wing pacifist who had an interview 
with Hitler, and afterwards deceived himself 
to conclude, “His sincerity is tremendous…. 

Martin Gilbert’s life’s work
has established just who 
Churchill was and what

he achieved.
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Again I have to declare an interest: I used to 
see Martin when he was married to Susie Sa-
cher, as thorough a researcher in the archives as 
he. The Sacher family, directors of the Marks 
and Spencer chain of supermarkets, had been 
lifelong Zionists and owned a house in Jerusa-
lem. Martin took every opportunity to travel to 
Israel, and stay there for long spells of research. 
There’s a tight circle of Israeli academics, writ-
ers, and diplomats with the intellect and the 
will to defend Zionism in times of war as well 
as peace, and Martin fitted easily into it. 

Sympathy with the subject is obvious, but 
as with the books about Churchill he takes 
pains to describe events in the way Ranke 
specified, exactly as they had seemed to those 
living through them. The preface of Exile and 
Return (1978) opens with a statement that he 
is answering questions frequently asked about 

“the nature, the evolution, and the aims of Zi-
onism.” Published three years later, Auschwitz 
and the Allies does verge on controversy. The 
Allied response to the Holocaust, he showed 
unmistakably, had been inadequate. In-
formed about the mass-murder being carried 
out at that extermination camp, Churchill 
exclaimed, “What can be done? What can 
be said?” He would have sanctioned bombing 
the railheads from which Jews were deported 
to their death, but bureaucratic indifference 
and obstruction put paid to any such plan.

In an unusual concession, Soviet Jews in 
principle during the ’70s had permission to 
emigrate to Israel. This issue affected relations 
with the United States; and Arab govern-
ments felt that the arrival of large numbers of 
educated Jews would further alter the balance 
of power in the Middle East in favor of Israel. 
Soviet indifference and obstruction operated 
to withhold exit visas from a number of hand-
picked Jews, refuseniks as they were known. 
Here was a cause, a challenge, ready made for 
Martin, the Zionist and Russian speaker. The 
Jews of Hope (1984) is his only venture into 
journalism, at last a release of the self he so 
carefully screens out of his historical writing.

Nine hundred fifty pages long, The Holo-
caust (1985) is a chronicle excavated from the 
mass of documentation left by victims and 
victimizers. Commentary is superfluous. The 
facts speak for themselves. A year later, Martin 
published Shcharansky, subtitled Hero of Our 
Time, the biography of one of the most promi-
nent dissidents and refuseniks, uncompromis-
ing even during his years in the Gulag. The book 
can only have helped him to reach Israel, where 
as Natan Sharansky—the Hebraized version 
of his name—he built his international reputa-
tion as a publicist of democracy, a Zionist, and 
eventually a government minister. Martin was 
in the habit of sending postcards to his friends 
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with cryptic greetings from some forsaken 
Russian town where he was pursuing refuse-
niks. At some point, in a familiar tactic of the 
KGB to scare off opponents, he was detained 
at Moscow airport, taken aside, stripped to his 
underwear, and photographed, making an apt 
linkage to uncle Leo Trepper. Finest Hour, vol-
ume 6 in the Churchill biography, is dedicated 
to Yuly Kosharovsky and Aba Taratuta, “in 
friendship, and in hope.” The KGB reaction to 
the association of Churchill in 1940 with two 
trouble-making Soviet Jews is easy to imagine.

Israel: A History (1998) is a 750-page 
blockbuster intended to be the last word on 
the subject. However, Israel’s statehood is so 
contested at every stage that the exclusively 
source-based approach tends to begin and end 
in another rehearsal of well-known facts. Saul 
Bellow once observed memorably that Israel is 

“a sort of moral resort area,” in the same way 
that Switzerland is a winter sports area. Un-
like Bellow or Walter Laqueur, another fore-
most historian of Zionism, Martin doesn’t do 
morals. What a corrective it is in these mod-
ernist times to have history told as objectively 
as possible and let morals speak for themselves.

And what persistence! What energy! 
Rightly rewarded, Martin could not help be-
ing enlisted into the establishment. Prime 
Minister Edward Heath asked him to record 
his term in Downing Street. Martin was al-
lowed to sit in on much government business. 
No book came out of it, but the notes must 
be safely preserved somewhere for publication 
one day. Another prime minister, Sir John 
Major, rewarded him with a knighthood. Ron-
ald Reagan sent Air Force One to fly him to 
Washington for consultation about the Soviet 
Jews. Queen Elizabeth questioned him about 
her Jewish subjects. Sir John Chilcot is a for-
mer civil servant appointed to head a commit-
tee inquiring into the origins of the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq, and in particular whether Prime 
Minister Blair acted ultra vires, or “beyond the 
powers.” Martin was a leading member of that 
committee and was due to write up its finding. 
The last time I saw him he told me that the 
evidence suggested that Blair could not have 
taken any different decisions. Awarded a 
prestigious prize in Israel, Martin flew out 
there only to suffer a stroke from which there 
was no recovery. Sir Martin Gilbert C.B.E. 
was the heading on his writing paper and 
cards, the initials standing for Commander of 
the British Empire, but Conscientious, Brave, 
and Exceptional would do just as well.

David Pryce-Jones is a senior editor of National 
Review and the author, most recently, of Trea-
son of the Heart: From Thomas Paine to Kim 
Philby (Encounter Books).
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In a verse eulogy prefixed to the 
First Folio, Ben Jonson famously wrote 
that William Shakespeare had “small 

Latin and less Greek.” Colin Burrow sets out 
to refute the implications of the line—that 
Shakespeare had native genius but lacked 
classical learning—by demonstrating that he 
knew a good deal of classical literature quite 
well, and that understanding the subtle and 
surprising things he did with that knowledge 
is crucial to appreciating his plays. But Bur-
row would have us avoid seeing Shakespeare 
as part of a renaissance retrieval project, or as 
a romantic curator of a remote and homoge-
neous “classical” world. His Shakespeare is 
someone for whom ancient works were alive 
and could reveal important truths. 

A senior research fellow at All Souls Col-
lege, Oxford, Burrow acknowledges that 
Shakespeare’s “knowledge of the classics was 
substantially that of an extremely clever Eliza-
bethan grammar-school boy…used to brilliant 
effect,” an admission that some readers may 
find fatal. Yet much depends on what Eliza-
bethan grammar-school boys actually learned, 
and how Shakespeare made use of it. King’s 
School at Stratford was not Westminster, but 
the study of literature (mostly Latin, with 
Greek enough to read the New Testament) 

was “far more important” in such schools than 
the study of science (“maths”). And Burrow re-
minds us that the boys’ education was remark-
able not only for its reading of ancient texts 
(including Ovid’s Ars Amatoria) but for its 
disposition toward those texts. It was not un-
common for young men of Shakespeare’s gen-
eration to read Cicero, Ovid, Horace, Plautus, 
and (for those in universities) Plutarch, Plato, 
and Aristotle in order to learn “how to live in 
the present”; for them engagement with the 
literature was “driven by need and use” and 
could have “a moral effect on the present.” This 
approach to literature—so very different from 
today’s historicist approaches—Shakespeare 
encountered above all in Plutarch, whose 
comparisons of Greeks with Romans “added 
a transtemporal ethical perspective, which 
assumes that human actions can be judged 
according to the same criteria irrespective of 
time and place, to the ethnographical perspec-
tive of individual lives.” The approach makes 
sense if there are permanent human questions 
and corresponding answers that transcend 
time and place. Burrow does not himself make 
an attempt to establish that there are, but his 
Shakespeare was convinced that there are, and 
(happily for us) determined to present those 
questions and answers on the stage. 

This does not mean that shakespeare 
was oblivious of the differences between 
Elizabethan England and ancient Rome 

or Athens. Rather, he could think “both 
historically and unhistorically at once.” He 
was open to the possibility that what was to 
be learned from accounts of the speeches and 
deeds of citizens of an ancient city might well 
be unavailable in, and superior to, the wisdom 
of his own day. And the translations of classical 
texts that were appearing with increasing 
frequency in Shakespeare’s lifetime (Thomas 
North’s 1579 translation of Plutarch’s Lives, 
for example, or George Chapman’s translations 
of Homer, which began appearing in 1598) 
meant that, if not Shakespeare himself, then 
others who needed to rely on translations of 
classical literature were not without recourse. 
For this and other reasons it was a remarkably 
fruitful time for the cultivation of natural gifts 
like Shakespeare’s. And Shakespeare’s use of 
his grammar-school education and of the great 
learning he acquired afterwards—perhaps 
making use of the libraries of noblemen, 
patrons, or friends—was astonishingly wide 
and deep. 

In explaining how that learning shows it-
self, Burrow eschews “traditional source-study, 
of the kind that lists direct allusions” hunted 
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down by “traditional source-hunters.” He is 
aware, for example, that The Comedy of Errors 
is a melding of several plays by Plautus, but 
he isn’t interested in these direct influences 
of story line or script. Instead, he sets out to 
discover influences at once subtler and more 
far-reaching. For example, one important ef-
fect of the reading of Latin texts was to pro-
vide Shakespeare with “many works which 
ascribed enormous rhetorical skill and power 
to women,” with which his own plays abound. 
More broadly, Burrow’s classically trained 
playwright, initially constrained by the cir-
cumstance of non-aristocratic birth and edu-
cation, set out to overcome those constraints. 
Contemporary playwrights and rivals had 
university degrees, and Shakespeare wished 
to avoid the kind of drubbing that Gabriel 
Harvey gave to the less educated Thomas 
Nashe for ostentatious display of “grammar-
school wit” and learning. 

Shakespeare knew that when playing be-
fore aristocrats few things could be more 
gauche than trying to prove how learned one 
is. So while he could, for example, have Lu-
centio use lines from Ovid’s Heroides to great 
effect in The Taming of the Shrew, choosing 
an epistle from Penelope to Ulysses that mir-
rored the situation on the stage, more typical 
are his comical scenes of bunglers misunder-
standing classical lines.

Most importantly, shakespeare 
learned how to write both from 
performing Latin composition and 

from reading Latin authors. And, as boys 
were supposed to, he learned virtue and elo-
quence from reading the classics, but he also 
learned to raise questions about virtue. In this 
connection, Burrow three times alludes to the 
art of careful writing needed and practiced 
under Roman emperors—by Ovid, “writing 
with some care late in the reign of the emper-
or Augustus”; by Tacitus and Seneca, “those 
wily critics of late-imperial decadence”; and by 
Plutarch, who believed the Greeks superior 
in culture and education to the Romans but 
who “was not about to risk an overt assertion 
of superiority over his rulers.” Their writings 
were “valuable examples for aristocratic read-
ers who felt their own authority to be dimin-
ished by the imperial ambitions of their rul-
ers,” and exemplars for philosophical scholars 
who “wished to…preserve their intellectual 
autonomy” by means of artful writing. An un-
derstanding of the practice of this art allows 
one to see that the thought of Ovid or Seneca 
is Roman, and that of Plutarch, Greek, only 
accidentally and not essentially. 

Burrow, wisely following the work of 
J.H.M. Salmon, finds Shakespeare an admir-

er of this prudential art of writing. But there 
are other reasons, having to do with peda-
gogy and the attractiveness or acceptability 
of the truth to most readers or spectators, for 
prudent philosophic writing—reasons that 
would have impressed themselves on Shake-
speare and moved him all the more to employ 
drama to conceal as much as to reveal. It is to 
be hoped that Burrow, who observes Shake-
speare’s keen attention to the ways in which 
we deceive not only others but above all our-
selves, will employ his considerable talents 
in attention to them. One might then leave 
to others the attempt to determine whether 
Shakespeare addresses the issue of the Eng-
lish corn riots in Coriolanus, or the claim that 
both “Lear and Macbeth are in their differ-
ent ways meditations on the Scottish King 
James VI’s proposed union between England 
and Scotland.” For the transcending of his-
toricism, which the recovery of artful writ-
ing permits, entails not the transposing of 
particulars onto other particulars but the ex-
amination of what is permanent within the 
particular. 

In addition to an initial chapter on 
learning from the past, Shakespeare and 
Classical Antiquity has chapters devoted to 

the influence on Shakespeare of Virgil, Ovid, 
Roman comedy, Seneca, and Plutarch. 

Burrow argues that Shakespeare’s debt 
to Virgil is real but subtle. The declamatory 
set pieces one finds in Virgil’s poetry weren’t 
terribly useful to a playwright who wished 
to present conversations on the stage. But 
Virgil’s presentations of the “affective force 
of speech” (e.g., Queen Dido reacting with 

“superabundant emotional affect” to Aeneas’ 
relation of the sorrows at Troy, and falling 
in love with him) were emulated by Shake-
speare in, for example, Othello’s wooing of 
Desdemona. One might object that Othello, 
unlike Aeneas, is intending to woo his beauti-
ful listener with his tales, so the affect is not 
superabundant. Still, Burrow makes a help-
ful and persuasive case. Interesting, too, is his 
argument that Hamlet (“What’s…Hecuba 
to him?”) suffers from a ‘“modern’ incapacity” 
to feel grief as did the ancients—though one 
might wish for some explanation of this inca-
pacity. Burrow is at his best concerning Vir-
gil, though, when he demonstrates the clas-
sically elevated and austere style of Jupiter’s 
speech in Cymbeline, noting the meter, the 
preponderance of compound adjectives, and 
the replication of the compression of past 
participles (“The more delayed, delighted”).

As for Ovid, Shakespeare does him the 
great compliment of having copies of his 
poetry appear on stage in Taming, Titus An-

dronicus, and Cymbeline. And Burrow argues, 
again persuasively, that of all the Latin poets, 
Ovid had the greatest influence on Shake-
speare, in the first place as a poet exiled from 
Rome and its virtues; then as the poet of fe-
male complaint in the Heroides; next as the 
ironical commentator, in the Metamorphoses, 
on Homer’s and Virgil’s heroes (and hence 
as a probable influence on Troilus and Cres-
sida); but above all as the source of some of 
Shakespeare’s “most philosophically seri-
ous writing.” Shakespeare read Ovid’s tale 
of Philomela in the Metamorphoses “not 
just with great intelligence, but in the light 
of his education, which had immersed him 
in a rhetorical and literary culture that en-
abled him to appreciate the full force of 
both the tale and of the way that Ovid tells 
it.” Philomela’s rape provides the inspiration 
for the rape of Lavinia by Chiron and De-
metrius (see Titus Andronicus II.iii.2), who 
exceed their Ovidian counterpart by cutting 
off Lavinia’s hands as well as her tongue, and 
whose deed is disclosed by Lavinia by point-
ing to the passages on Philomela’s plight in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses (IV.i.44-61). It seems 
unlikely, though, that Shakespeare had to 
learn from Ovid that “rhetorical skill inevi-
tably part[s] company with extreme pain,” 
since the notion of suffering beyond words 
and even beyond tears is available to human 
beings everywhere.

That shakespeare learned this 
from Ovid is made the less plausible by 
the fact that Shakespeare, though draw-

ing from Ovid’s Fasti, was as Burrow himself 
notes moved not to make Lucrece silent but to 

“include Lucrece’s lengthy complaint after her 
rape” (emphasis added). In addition, there is a 
manifest difference, noted by Shakespeare, be-
tween suffering justly and suffering as a result 
of just or upright behavior, a difference Burrow 
overlooks in his description of Philomela’s vow 

“to make her suffering public.” Building on the 
work of Robert S. Miola, Burrow convincingly 
argues that while the influence on Shakespeare 
of Roman comedy is far less obvious than 
that of Ovid, it is deeper. Especially because 
Plautus and Terence were “Romans who con-
sciously put on Greek dress,” using the fictive 
distance of time and place to conceal their cri-
tiques of contemporary Roman life, they were 
of great interest to Shakespeare. Plautus care-
fully asked “about the relationship between be-
ing a citizen and being virtuous,” for example. 
And so Burrow finds mistaken the traditional 
view according to which “Shakespeare read 
a worldly materialistic Roman comedy and 
brought to it the sophisticated skepticism of a 
Renaissance reader.” Plautus is more sophisti-
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cated than that view allows, and was a comic 
poet from whom Shakespeare learned and 
whose thoughts he developed. 

As for Terence, while there are fewer pre-
cise echoes of his work than of Plautus’ in 
Shakespeare’s plays, and certainly fewer 
framed allusions to his work than to that of 
Ovid or Virgil, his deep influence appears in 
how Shakespeare structured his plays—with 
dramatized quizzing prologues, for example, 
or with the use of colloquial language. Equally 
important, since thoughtful contemporaries 
of Shakespeare did not simply assume comedy 
to be healthy for the soul, editors of Terence’s 
works frequently felt compelled to attach 
prefaces that discussed “the structure and 
moral value of comedy,” expanding on Ae-
lius Donatus’ 4th-century commentary. That 
commentary included discussion of the parts 
of comedy, such as “catastrophe…the revers-
ing of affairs toward a happy ending,” which, 
Burrow writes, were “the early-modern equiv-
alent of a writer’s guide to plot construction.” 
Shakespeare would, consequently, have read 
Terence for “tips on how to be a playwright.” 
Here one might wish for a bit more caution. 
In King Lear, after all, Edmund describes the 
approaching Edgar, whose reputation he is 
about to destroy, as being “like the catastro-
phe of the old comedy.” That “old” gives some 
reason to doubt that Shakespeare accepted 
the parts of comedy as discerned and recom-
mended by Donatus and his Renaissance fol-
lowers, as Ben Jonson appears to have done. 
Burrow is more helpful when insisting that 
speculation about an original performance of 
the play at Gray’s Inn, which allowed for a set 
resembling a Roman street, should not lead 
editors to Latinize the play by adding to the 
stage directions phrases such as “to the Phoe-
nix” or “from the Centaur,” as the Oxford Col-
lected Works has done. 

He is helpful, too, when he shows 
Shakespeare engaging in “transfor-
mative substitution,” so that the fi-

nancially endowed and hence powerful Roman 
wife finds an English equivalent in the wife as 
second self or “better part” of a union. And he 
argues that Shakespeare “takes Roman com-
edy inside,” so that scenes occur not only in the 
street but in domestic interiors—scenes, that is, 
that would have been in Roman plays only allu-
sions to off-stage actions. Finally, according to 
Burrow, Roman comedy taught Shakespeare 
the significance of illusions or mispercep-
tions, so that his characters alternate uneasily 

“between belief and experience, and between 
acts of persuasion and truth” to great effect, 
deceived by others or by themselves until the 
truth is disclosed. 

Entering the lists on the question of Seneca’s 
influence on Shakespeare, Burrow finds him 
not only “a vital element of the origins of Shake-
spearean drama” but “a crucial component of 
theatrical meaning.” But the influence—espe-
cially of Seneca’s philosophic (Stoic) works—is 

“elusive,” “deep but indirect,” coming in part 
through Shakespeare’s contemporaries. In re-
porting the substance of this influence Burrow 
might, again, have exercised more caution. He 
claims that according to Seneca, should the 
man of virtue be “overwhelmed by Fortune,” 
he “would rationally choose to kill himself in 
order to avoid subjecting himself to external 
events.” No line from Seneca is adduced in 
support of this claim, and being overcome by 
Fortune contradicts Seneca’s teaching about 
Fortune as a thing unable to harm the virtu-
ous soul (e.g., Epistles 9, 14, 15, etc.). Burrow 
alludes to Seneca’s own suicide, but he fails to 
mention that it was forced on Seneca by Nero. 
More telling against Burrow’s thesis is that, in 
the only place in Shakespeare’s plays where the 
matter of Stoicism and suicide is actually dis-
cussed (Julius Caesar V.i.115-128), Brutus first 
tells Cassius that, following his philosophy 
(Stoicism) he disapproves of suicide, but when 
pressed he admits to Cassius that he bears too 
great a mind to be paraded through Rome’s 
streets, and so, ready to kill himself, he aban-
dons the Stoic teaching on suicide. It is also a 
mistake to argue that according to Seneca, the 
virtuous have “rage” against tyranny, which 
they prudently check outwardly while they 

“boil within.” Like most Stoics, Seneca counsels 
not pretended but genuine resignation. 

Finally, that shakespeare presents 
Hamlet’s famous inaction as “partly the 
consequence of his troubled and hybrid 

inheritance from classical and native Sen-
ecanism” is a theory only a geneticist of influ-
ence could love. The same is true of Burrow’s 
claim that Lady Macbeth’s “I have given suck” 
speech invokes an alternative world “in which 
she becomes Medea” and murders her children 
to avenge herself on Jason. Medea does indeed 
seek within herself “the ‘ancient vigour,’” but 
Lady Macbeth does not; she asks spirits to un-
sex her, and by the end of the play is suffering 
from Christian remorse: “hell is murky.” 

That Lear’s “O reason not the need” speech 
owes a debt to Seneca’s attack on luxury in 
De Beneficiis, as does his understanding more 
generally of nature’s bounty, and that the 
speech’s second part owes a debt to Seneca’s 
Thyestes, is, on the other hand, well argued. 
One wishes only that Burrow had stopped 
there, instead of claiming that in this speech 

“Lear seems just too old to be able quite to 
recall his Senecan texts.” For this conjecture 

replaces the actual drama with a scholar’s 
projection. Lear isn’t forgetful but angry, 
frustrated, on the verge of a breakdown, ow-
ing to the apparent absence of the divine sup-
port he had always assumed justice to have. 
Similarly, when Lear proclaims on the heath 
that he is a man “more sinned against than 
sinning,” it is hard to see how he is following 
lines from Seneca’s Hippolytus, whose hero 
calls upon the gods as follows: “Strike me 
with lightning…I am guilty. I deserve to die.” 
Burrow resolves this manifest contradiction 
by claiming that Lear wants to say these lines, 
but forgets them; it is “a mighty act of erasure 
and amnesia.” But had Shakespeare wished 
to show Lear forgetting lines of Seneca, he 
could, of course, easily have done so. 

Burrow’s examination of plutarch’s 
influence includes the smart observa-
tion that because Plutarch felt a need to 

explain Roman customs to his fellow Greeks 
more fully than he needed to explain Greek 
customs, he provided Shakespeare with more 
revealing details on Rome than on Greece, as 
well as (more broadly) the opportunity to see 
how the presentation of an alien way of life 
might be accomplished. Less helpful is Bur-
row’s claim that “[f]rom his reading in Seneca, 
and indeed in Cicero, Shakespeare might have 
also identified ‘Roman’ with Stoic ethics” or 
Romans with “good old-fashioned Stoics” who 

“believe” they inhabit a “regulated moral order,” 
and for this reason “cannot interpret” (or in 
Caesar’s case cannot “hear”) the other, “archaic 
Rome” of portents, which they inhabit. Bur-
row’s portrait of this spooky, archaic Rome is 
overdrawn; it requires, for example, reading 
Gaius Ligarius’ praise of Brutus for conjuring 
up his mortified spirit as if it entailed literally 
bringing Ligarius “back from the afterlife.” Be-
sides, the so-called archaic elements of Julius 
Caesar make Rome no more spooky—it is in 
fact considerably less spooky—than, for exam-
ple, the Scotland of Macbeth. 

Burrow over-generalizes Shakespeare’s 
Romans, who display very different attitudes 
to the allegedly “archaic” Rome of portents, 
ghosts, and gods. Cassius is for four acts of 
Julius Caesar an Epicurean, not a Stoic; he re-
nounces his Epicureanism in part on the basis 
of what he takes to be divine portents of the 
final battle (V.i.89-101). Caesar, on the other 
hand, is from the start presented as taking 
seriously religious or superstitious rites (I.ii.5-
13; cf. II.i.213-219). Brutus and Casca, far 
from being “intent on separating the language 
of ancient Roman virtue from the world of 
archaic horror in which they find themselves,” 
see ghosts, portents, and the gods as quite 
bound up with their ancient virtue. And the 
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dialogue between Cicero and Casca makes 
clear how unique is Cicero in denying the re-
lation between non-human events and the hu-
man which “portents” require (I.iii.1-37; con-
trast King Lear I.ii.57-58). Finally, as noted 
above, the one Roman Stoic appearing in the 
play, Brutus, explicitly distinguishes the phi-
losophy of Stoicism from having a great “Ro-
man” mind. 

With so much to praise, one hesi-
tates to register any further blame, 
especially since Burrow has through 

his own efforts begun to pierce through the mi-
asma of historicism to recover Shakespeare’s 
presentation of permanent questions and an-
swers in particular settings. But we must note 
that Burrow’s strong interest in biography, 
combined with the paucity of hard facts about 
what Shakespeare actually read and learned, 
leads him to an almost irresistible temptation 
to speculate. “The first four books of the Ae-
neid…seem to have been more frequently read” 
than the rest (emphasis added); Shakespeare 

“might have read” Johannes Sturm’s Nobilitas 
Literata (written in 1549); he “may well have” 
taken cues from the Aeneid; lots of things are 

“likely,” or “ just about possible.” For as Burrow 
sometimes (and to his credit) acknowledges, it 

“is not certain” that Shakespeare read a given 
classical work, or it “is open to debate” wheth-
er a given literary movement influenced him. 
Burrow even admits that “the world of literary 
genetics, like that of comedy, is one driven by 
probabilities rather than certainties.” With his 
own speculations growing, he is finally led to 
defend them by declaring that “life without 
speculation would be unutterably tedious.” 
But tedious, too, is endless speculation, and 
in the case of Shakespeare’s plays, interpreta-
tion without such speculation need never be 
tedious. Finally, speculation about a disposi-
tion toward the past that Shakespeare or his 
characters may have had sometimes overtakes 
what might have been substantive and serious 
argument. For example, in Lucrece’s descrip-
tion of the immensely old Hecuba, “Time’s 
ruin, beauty’s wreck,” we are astonished by a 
timeless reflection on time, beauty, decay, and 
death. But Burrow is intent on seeing in it a 
hidden statement on the inability to bring 
back to life the sufferings of the ancient world. 
He also succumbs occasionally to the scholar’s 
hazard of forgetting that most human beings 
learn things otherwise than from books. It is 
unlikely, for example, that Shakespeare need-
ed to learn from Ovid the enduring quality of 
poetic writings vis-à-vis the bodies and civili-
zations that gave rise to them. Similarly, the 
distinction between reports, or hearsay, and 
seeing with one’s own eyes is certainly present 

both in North’s Plutarch and in Antony and 
Cleopatra, but it is doubtful that Shakespeare 
needed to learn it from Plutarch. And while 
most of Shakespeare’s Romans look to the 
past, as Burrow notes, that fact too is wrongly 
explained as imitation of Plutarch. Until mod-
ern political philosophy, with its inherent pro-
gressivism, had succeeded in transforming the 
West, looking to the past for guidance was the 
rule, not the exception.

The few remaining difficulties arise from 
the author’s ignorance or a failure to reflect. 
It is not true that “Greek women could not 
inherit a household”; Spartan women could 
and did, famously, inherit property from their 
fathers. Burrow observes that there are few 
songs set in the Roman plays and concludes 
that Shakespeare “seems to have imagined” 
ancient Rome “as a largely unmusical place.” 
But Caesar could not fault Cassius, as he does, 

with being amusical were not the souls of 
most Romans musical. Finally, when Plutarch 
noted that Coriolanus lacked an education, 
leaving him “choleric and impatient,” he could 
not mean “the kind of philosophical and rhe-
torical training that went along with Greek 
education,” since Plutarch knew that “Greek” 
education differed from city to city, and that 
in no Greek city was the public education 

“philosophic.”
Yet these difficulties detract only slightly 

from a valuable book by a man of great learn-
ing and obvious love of both classical litera-
ture and Shakespearean drama. Shakespeare 
readers will find much to be grateful for in 
this thoughtful study.

Timothy W. Burns is professor of political science 
at Baylor University and the author of Shake-
speare’s Political Wisdom (Palgrave Macmillan).
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Book Review by Harvey C. Mansfield

Secret Teaching
Philosophy Between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing, by Arthur M. Melzer.

The University of Chicago Press, 464 pages, $45

It is not easy to say just how good a 
book Arthur Melzer’s Philosophy Between 
the Lines is. It does not constitute the dis-

covery, or recapture, of the great books and of 
their relevance to us, which was the accom-
plishment of Leo Strauss in the previous cen-
tury. But it derives, as he says, from Strauss’s 
Persecution and the Art of Writing (1952) and 
provides an important introduction to the 
great books and to the character that shows 
them to be great, their esotericism. Today 
most everyone would freely admit that a great 
book offers a challenge to the mind, that to 
understand it requires a penetrating mind. 

“Esotericism” is the perfection of this require-
ment: let that begin a definition of the term.

A great book is the presentation of a great 
mind, one that reaches beyond its time to a 
universal audience, past and future. It draws 
from the experience of the past and from oth-
er great books preceding it, and it seeks an au-
dience willing to question the assumptions of 
its time. Yet, because a great mind must live in 
a time, a great book addresses its time as well 
as a universal audience. To address one’s own 
time one must live within its assumptions; to 
reach beyond one must question them. With 

the recognition of a double need to assume 
and to question one arrives at the necessity 
for a double addressing, to a double audience, 
each side at odds with the other. With the ne-
cessity of addressing a double audience, one 
arrives at the necessity of esotericism, and of 
its twin, exotericism. 

Happily, arthur melzer, a profes-
sor of political science at Michigan 
State University, does not reason 

as abstractly as this. For this easy deductive 
reasoning makes esotericism seem altogether 
reasonable: the experts speak abstrusely to 
one another and have a simpler language for 
those who have no need for the finer points 
of truth. Melzer starts, however, from the re-
sistance to esotericism in our time, precisely 
on the part of our experts, our intellectual 
historians and philosophy professors, who do 
not merely overlook the existence of esoteri-
cism but also, when confronted with it, deny 
its very possibility. It is amazing to consider 
how so much evidence of esotericism is so 
widely disregarded and, when brought to the 
attention of the experts, so resolutely, even fe-
rociously, denied.

Melzer presents some of “the hundreds of 
statements by philosophers from every his-
torical period openly testifying to the use of 
esoteric writing.” From this task of collect-
ing from so many sources, he shows just how 
much empirical evidence of esotericism there 
is for modern scholars to resist. Of course he 
had to accomplish his compilation unaided 
by the citations or the annotations of these 
scholars, who have managed to suppress nor-
mal human curiosity over secretive commu-
nication and to deflect their own announced 
scholarly goal of analyzing the historical im-
portance of ideas. How could it happen that 
something so reasonable, so well attested, and 
so intrinsically interesting as philosophic eso-
tericism has had what he calls a “lost history”?

Looking again at “esoteric” and “exoteric,” 
one sees that their meaning is not so simply 
distinguished as “permanent” differs from 

“timely.” The timely has interest for the phi-
losopher as well as the permanent. The timely 
is what draws us to the concerns of the day, 
which means of the mortal human body with 
its preservation, comfort, and reproduction. 
In sum, it represents the social and the politi-
cal, altogether the environment of the mind. 
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Our minds, the rulers of our reason, may be 
directed toward what is universal and perma-
nent, but they are encased in mortal, fragile 
bodies that require attention. Their care di-
verts us from exclusive preoccupation with 
the whole of things to these mundane con-
cerns. But on reflection, one realizes that the 
whole must include ourselves, and so must 
comprise what is intelligible to our minds plus 
what is not. 

Pursuing this conclusion, one sees that what 
is not intelligible seems to be the resistance to 
reason that arises from our personal concern, 
or the care for our bodies. Thus resistance to 
reason seems to be a permanent quality of the 
whole of things, shown in the chanciness of 
events—unintelligible—and the idiosyncrat-
ic aberrations of our minds—unintelligent. 
What is timely for us is also permanent in us. 
So the philosopher has something to learn 
about the whole of all things from the whole 
constituted by politics, the whole that is part 
convention of our time, part our permanent 
nature. In politics the philosopher sees the 
combination—the mixture in which we live—
of reason and resistance to reason.

Can human reason overcome the 
human resistance to reason? Can the 
philosopher’s reason become what is 

today called “public reason”? In other words, 
can the difference between reason as it ap-
pears to the philosopher and as it appears in 
politics be overcome? Can the esoteric be-
come generally known and thus overcome its 
difference from the exoteric?

In modern times, this feat has been at-
tempted. So the difference between philoso-
phy and politics—thought to be permanent 
by the ancients and their followers ever since—
came to be regarded as temporary by modern 
philosophers. Their esotericism needed to 
continue for a time until prejudice and su-
perstition were defeated, and then the world 
could prosper and bask in the condition called 
Enlightenment. In the time of Enlightenment 
a permanent change could be instituted in hu-
man societies that would overcome resistance 
to reason and make both esotericism and exo-
tericism unnecessary. 

What happened was not quite this. To 
overcome resistance to reason it proved nec-
essary to ally the mind with human passions, 
with unreason, and to suppose that History 
with all its contrary passions would bring rea-
son to sovereign power (as in Hegel) through 
the force of events said to be identical with 
the logic of arguments. In effect, however, the 
force of events in History took over from the 
arguments, and it came to be denied that rea-
son could speak universally beyond the influ-
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ence of a particular time: historicism was born. 
Historicism does not say that esotericism is 
unnecessary; it says esotericism is impossible. 
Melzer’s book shows that historicism is the 
reason why esotericism was lost to sight, in-
deed lost to History. It was lost both in the 
sense of no longer known to historians, and of 
no longer knowable to philosophers, who dog-
matically denied that esotericism’s attempt to 
reach beyond History could ever succeed, be-
cause every thought is a child of its time.

In this line of thinking, the key to 
understanding esotericism is to under-
stand why it was abandoned and forgotten. 

The reason is that philosophy itself, namely 
modern philosophy, conceived the ambition 
of making philosophy available to all in so-
ciety in the enterprise of the Enlightenment. 
It is not that everyone would become a phi-
losopher; there would still be self-identified 
philosophers, now all the more prominent 
because fulfilling a social and political func-
tion. They would make philosophy available 
through simplifications, so as to replace the 
prejudice and superstition of myth. These 
self-evident truths would make exotericism—
the construction of myth—obsolete, and 
would make esotericism—the concealment of 
truth—unnecessary. In the end, reason would 
defeat the resistance to reason that justifies 
myth. Esotericism, representing and respect-
ing the truth, as thought by ancient philoso-
phers, that resistance to reason can never be 
overcome, would come to an end. The mod-
ern philosophers practiced esotericism them-
selves, to be sure, but Melzer shows that they 
did so with a bad conscience, believing that 
it would be necessary only for the time be-
ing, while the Church and its myths were still 
powerful. 

Esotericism is based on the need, thought 
to be permanent, to fear and to respect the 

power of resistance to reason. Since man is a 
rational animal, the resistance to reason must 
itself be expressed in reasoning and rational 
terms—hence, the need for exotericism, for 
a rational doctrine that closes down exces-
sive reasoning and brings it to a halt in dog-
ma or belief. Exoteric doctrine is part of the 
self-protection of philosophy that is the most 
effectual reason for esotericism (which is not 
so much a doctrine as a practice), for philoso-
phers have reason to fear the authorities that 
may persecute them for questioning author-
ity. But as human beings with mortal bodies, 
philosophers share the common humanity of 
their fellows, for which their fellows deserve 
respect as well as fear. Besides, philosophers 
may learn from their being subject to the mix-
ture of reason and unreason in politics. The 
practice of esotericism joins philosophy to so-
ciety as well as keeps it independent of society, 
justifying while defying political authority. 
To abandon esotericism was the enterprise 
of modern philosophy, first in principle and, 
then, as its persuasions became more success-
ful, in practice. The untoward consequence 
was to hand philosophical justification to 
political authority, and thus to subject phi-
losophy to politics and philosophers to their 
environments, their times. This is historicism.

Historicism is not the only rea-
son Melzer brings up for the disap-
pearance of esotericism from the 

scholar’s horizon. He finds other reasons 
in “modern culture”: according to secular 
humanism, life poses no fundamental prob-
lems that cannot be solved; progress makes 
unnecessary the protection of popular preju-
dice, not to mention the consolation or in-
spiration of religion; esotericism offends our 
democratic egalitarianism; that its secrecy 
contradicts our liberal commitment to open-
ness; that its dishonesty violates our moral 

code of truthfulness; that its caution seems 
to us cowardly; that its embrace of obscurity 
opposes our scientific culture of systematic 
rigor and replicable proof; that it denies the 
promise of universal enlightenment, leav-
ing awareness to the cloistered few; that its 
playfulness with puzzles and riddles seems 
childish and unserious. He concludes: “It 
would be difficult indeed to point to another 
institution that offends us in so many differ-
ent ways.” Yet historicism remains the key 
offense of that institution: reading between 
the lines collides with our certainty that no 
mind can free itself from its background, its 
context, its history.

Although Melzer explains so well why es-
otericism offends us, readers of his book on 
behalf of esotericism will not find it offen-
sive. He himself is actually a pretty reason-
able fellow, courteous to opponents and even 
solicitous for their needs, often providing 
them with arguments they might have over-
looked. No one has gathered and stated the 
arguments against esotericism better than 
he. Because he knows that esotericism runs 
against the grain of modern culture, he does 
not expect, even with overwhelming evidence, 
to prevail. So he never becomes indignant 
over the neglecting and ignoring of so much 
evidence. Nor does he exasperate his readers, 
those he wants to persuade, with obscurity 
and overmuch ironic wit. He doesn’t try to be 
clever, not even by half. His book is compre-
hensive and, though long, easy to follow and a 
pleasure to read. Philosophy Between the Lines 
is respectful to the modern culture Arthur 
Melzer gently reproves, and his treatment is 
designed to convince it. In this sense it is as 
definitive as it could be.

Harvey C. Mansfield is professor of government 
at Harvard University and a senior fellow at the 
Hoover Institution.
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Book Review by C.J. Wolfe

The Philosopher and the Theologian
Aquinas and the Nicomachean Ethics, edited by Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, and Matthias Perkams.

Cambridge University Press, 286 pages, $95

Thomas aquinas mentioned aris-
totle repeatedly in his writings, call-
ing him simply “the Philosopher.” In 

doing so, Aquinas recognized not only Aris-
totle’s greatness but also his importance for 
Thomas’s own project. Scholars frequently 
have questioned the extent to which Aquinas’s 
thought was truly Aristotelian: wasn’t theol-
ogy always more important to Aquinas than 
philosophy? Given that Aquinas is considered 
by many to be the greatest Christian philoso-
pher of all time, such claims raise important 
questions about the relationship between reli-
gious faith and philosophical reason. 

The students of Aquinas have come full 
circle on this issue. In the early 20th century 
most Thomists considered Aristotle’s phi-
losophy to be an essential part of Aquinas’s 
thought. Thomistic manuals from that time 
were quick to make the claim that Aqui-
nas had “synthesized” Aristotelian philoso-
phy and Christian theology. This consensus 
began to break down in the 1930s, when 

“neo-Thomists” such as Etienne Gilson and 
Jacques Maritain emphasized Aquinas’s debts 
to Augustine and the early Church Fathers, 
as opposed to Aristotle. Aquinas, they argued, 
wrote purely as a Christian theologian, offer-
ing no genuinely philosophic insights. In suc-

ceeding years, Thomists such as Charles De 
Koninck and Ralph McInerny returned to 
the older way of thinking about Aristotle’s in-
dispensable role in Aquinas’s work. 

This debate sharpens when it comes to 
competing interpretations of Aquinas’s 12 
commentaries on Aristotle, particularly the 
Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics. In 
certain parts of that commentary, Aquinas 
departed from the text of Aristotle to add his 
own arguments, inviting the reader to judge 
whether those new points were based on faith 
or reason. Over 60 years ago a young Harry 
V. Jaffa wrote a doctoral dissertation (direct-
ed by Leo Strauss) to do precisely that, to 
disentangle Thomas’s reliance on faith from 
his reliance on natural reason. References to 
the perfect happiness of Heaven, for example, 
simply could not have been what Aristotle 
had in mind when he wrote the Ethics 350 
years before Christ. Therefore, Jaffa conclud-
ed in his resulting book, Thomism and Aris-
totelianism (1952), that Aquinas’s purpose in 
writing the commentary was to lure readers 
into thinking Aristotle’s ethical philosophy 
more compatible with Christian theology 
than it really was—to make Aristotle safe 
for Christianity. Views similar to Jaffa’s have 
been expressed by Fr. René Gauthier (the edi-

tor of the official Leonine edition of the Eth-
ics commentary), who claimed, however, that 
Aquinas’s distortions of Aristotle were inad-
vertent, not intentional.

Recently a quite different inter-
pretation of the Commentary on the 
Nicomachean Ethics has been advanced: 

Aquinas did not mislead, on purpose or by ac-
cident, but showed his students how his own 
larger philosophical arguments interlocked 
with Aristotle’s, extending the Philosopher’s 
arguments where questions were left unan-
swered. Jaffa himself directed a dissertation 
by Kenneth Kaiser along these lines in 1986, 
and in philosophy professor James C. Doig’s 
2001 book Aquinas’s Philosophical Commen-
tary on the Ethics: A Historical Perspective he 
argued for a “philosophical interpretation” of 
Aquinas’s Ethics commentary. In one of Doig’s 
examples, Aquinas makes assertions about 
the afterlife in a comment on Aristotle’s dis-
cussion of happiness. Jaffa and Gauthier con-
tended that those assertions rested entirely 
on religious belief. But, as Doig points out, 
in that section of the commentary Aquinas 
uses phrases extremely similar to ones in his 
Summa Contra Gentiles, suggesting a connec-
tion. In both places he asserts: “Because the 
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desire of nature is not in vain, it can be rightly 
thought that perfect beatitude is reserved to 
man after this life.” But in the Summa Con-
tra Gentiles he supports his assertion with a 
philosophical argument for the afterlife. By 
looking deeper into such matters, it becomes 
clear that Aquinas had philosophical rea-
sons for many points that at first glance seem 
based solely on faith. This way of interpreting 
Thomas highlights both the philosophical ar-
guments he made and the debt he owed to Ar-
istotle, since Aquinas often reapplied points 
Aristotle made in books other than the Ethics. 
Aquinas thus used “more Aristotle” to explore 
questions left unanswered by the Philosopher 
in the Nicomachean Ethics.

That brings us to this new vol-
ume of essays, edited by three German 
scholars, which is ideal for readers who 

wish to know what distinctively philosophical 
contributions Aquinas made to ethics. The 
contributors to Aquinas and the Nicomachean 
Ethics largely support an interpretation simi-
lar to Doig’s, based on research into Thomas’s 
reflections on happiness, prudence, justice, 
pleasure, incontinence, friendship, virtue in 
general, and specific virtues, such as cour-
age. They also incorporate what Aquinas said 
about ethics in works beyond the Commentary 
on the Nicomachean Ethics, such as the Summa 
Theologica and Disputed Questions. While 
Doig’s goal was to be historically accurate 
about the purpose of one of Aquinas’s books, 
what these authors seek to assess is the treat-
ment of a given philosophical topic across sev-
eral of his books, and to judge whether those 
arguments have merit.

Twelve of the thirteen essays argue not 
only that Aquinas did not distort Aristo-
tle’s text, but that he significantly improved 
its philosophical arguments. (The one ex-
ception, an essay on friendship and charity, 
judges Aquinas’s attempt to appropriate Ar-
istotle’s notion of philia as simply unsuccess-
ful and leaves it at that.) Each essay follows 
roughly the same format. Aristotle’s position 
on a given topic (e.g., courage) is offered, uti-
lizing recent scholarship; the essay then puts 
forward Aquinas’s position on the same top-

ic; and the author concludes by examining 
whether Aquinas merely appropriated Aris-
totle, or contributed to a deeper philosophi-
cal understanding than Aristotle himself 
presented. Like Doig, the authors also com-
pare Aquinas’s commentary with the com-
mentary on the Ethics written by his teacher 
Albert the Great, a work that Aquinas him-
self helped edit. Overall, the authors bring 
together many sources and insights, sorting 
out what had been a messy debate. The result 
is perhaps the best book in print on Aquinas 
the moral philosopher, as opposed to Aqui-
nas the moral theologian.

Several of the essays concern 
the crucial topic of prudence. In the 
Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle claims 

that prudence is deliberation about the means 
of acting—the ends of action are given by the 
good or bad habits we develop based on our 
upbringing. For people raised by parents who 
allow them to behave badly, according to Ar-
istotle, very little can be done to alter their 
behavior. They are pointed toward a bad end, 
and no amount of philosophical discussion 
can change that. Aquinas differs from Aris-
totle on this. He argues that although most 
of the deliberation we do concerns means, we 
do at least sometimes deliberate about ends. 
Bonnie Kent argues in her essay, “Losable Vir-
tue,” that Aquinas’s altered view of prudence 
allows him to account for dramatic changes in 
people’s lives, for better or worse (“backslid-
ing” as she puts it). She says Thomas’s view of 
virtue is “more realistic,” since he believes that 
a virtuous character is not simply “fixed” from 
the beginning. For example, Benjamin Frank-
lin decided to leave his strict childhood home 
of Boston for the cosmopolitan city of Phila-
delphia, thereby choosing a life of entrepre-
neurship and adventure over the one intended 
by his parents—the drudgery of running the 
family’s printing business. 

Aquinas’s adjustment to Aristotelian pru-
dence required adding several concepts, in-
cluding will and intention. Matthias Perkams 
argues that Aristotle did not have these pre-
cise words or concepts in his Greek. Aquinas 
adopted them from Christian theologians 

such as Augustine, but for good philosophical 
reasons. Another concept Aquinas ties into 
his scheme of prudence is his important idea 
of natural law. As Tobias Hoffmann explains, 
natural law precepts enter the picture because 
Aquinas considers them to be one of the ways 
that we know and choose ends. All of this, 
though absent from Aristotle’s writings, is a 
well-reasoned response to problems with Ar-
istotle’s idea of prudence.

It appears there are some new things 
to consider about ethics since Aristo-
tle’s time, and we have Thomas Aquinas 

to thank for several of those breakthroughs. 
Some reviewers of Aquinas and the Nicomache-
an Ethics have complained that it does not give 
Aquinas’s moral theology its due, in particu-
lar his treatment of grace and of the infused 
theological virtues such as faith, hope, and 
charity. But it seems clear that those aspects 
of Thomism were left out because this book 
was written for a different purpose—correct-
ing misjudgments about Aquinas’s philosoph-
ical arguments. As a Catholic priest, Aquinas 
necessarily rejected the idea that natural vir-
tues could secure the eternal salvation avail-
able only through Jesus Christ. All that his 
proof of the afterlife establishes is that some 
humans will experience it and that the experi-
ence will be of a contemplative character. But 
because grace perfects rather than destroys 
nature, both the natural and supernatural vir-
tues are of worth and should be pursued. 

Discovering the philosophical Aquinas 
also helps avoid the lazy Thomism that 
treats faith-based truths as though they were 
unassailable philosophical principles. Al-
though they may sharply disagree with what 
Jaffa wrote in Thomism and Aristotelian-
ism, contemporary Thomists should thank 
Jaffa for laying down objections that stirred 
them to begin to think through these ques-
tions. Aquinas and the Nicomachean Ethics is 
a splendid example of why Thomists should 
never be stingy in giving Aristotle credit as 
their Philosopher.

C.J. Wolfe is adjunct professor of politics at 
North Lake College and the University of Dallas. 
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Book Review by Matthew J. Peterson

Nature Trail
The Foundations of Natural Morality: On the Compatibility of Natural Rights and the Natural Law, by S. Adam Seagrave. 

University of Chicago Press, 184 pages, $35

The debate over what we mean 
when we speak of rights, especially in 
the American context, often concerns 

what John Locke understood them to mean. 
Locke’s ambiguity is a gift that keeps on giv-
ing to scholarly presses. In The Foundations of 
Natural Morality: On the Compatibility of Nat-
ural Rights and the Natural Law, S. Adam Sea-
grave, a self-identified Aristotelian-Thomist, 
mercifully refrains from attempting the de-
finitive commentary on what he rightly calls 
Locke’s “problematically vague and incom-
plete” account of the basis of rights. Instead, 
he makes not a wholly Lockean but, as he says, 
a “Locke-ish” case for how natural rights arise 
from the very structure of human beings. 

The argument is the fruit of thoughtful ex-
ploration of the depth and import of Locke’s 
claim that “every man has a property in his 
own person.” Seagrave, as assistant professor 
at Northern Illinois University, first wants 
to show how natural rights (broadly speak-
ing, “a basis for moral claims residing within 
or deriving from the individual”) are based in 

this self-ownership, properly understood. For 
Locke, since ownership arises from workman-
ship, and human beings are God’s workman-
ship, we are God’s. 

When we examine this workmanship, as 
the Declaration of Independence proclaims, 
we find that we are endowed by our Creator 
with certain unalienable rights. But how, ex-
actly, do we receive and possess our endow-
ment? What we find we are most proximately 
endowed with are not rights per se, but certain 
capacities that structurally or functionally 
define us as human beings. Our humanity is 
given; God or no God, we do not create what-
ever it is that makes us a part of the human 
species. One of the capacities with which we 
are endowed, which helps mark the human 
species—and which Christianity claims is 
part of how we are made in the image and 
likeness of God—is the manifest ability we 
have to perceive our own activity and sen-
tience. Seagrave argues that this “reflective ca-
pacity of the individual…produces or makes 
the self.” Although there is a wide gradation 

in the intensity of our self-reflection as we go 
about our lives, consciousness is the under-
lying, continuous, maintaining cause of our 
unique self. We say we are not our selves when 
our self-consciousness is impaired by strong 
emotions, alcohol or drugs, or sleep—even as 
the rest of us remains. The consciousness that 
both creates and sustains our active selves is 
part of the capacity or potential of our nature. 
Our active, unique self is the product of the 
workmanship of our humanity or potential 
self. As we say, we make, work on, help, and 
improve our individual selves.

Thus, following locke, insofar as 
the active self exists and is formed by 
our reflective humanity, we are self-

possessed—self-owners—which is why we are 
right to universally refer to our selves posses-
sively. In this way, Seagrave argues, “self-own-
ership constitutes the foundational natural 
right,” and “normative…implications…result 
from the possibility of contravening action” 
that would get in the way of this relationship 
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between our human nature and our unique 
self. His account thus specifically determines 
and severely limits the scope of natural rights, 
as they come in focus only negatively, or when 
our self-ownership arising from our internal 
order is threatened. 

The right to life, for instance, in his account, 
is qualified: since life is simply given to us, it 
cannot be entirely our own. Yet our active, 
unique self is ours, and without life we cannot 
sustain or shape it, and thus we have a right to 
life insofar as it is related to our self. The right 
to life is therefore most accurately called the 
right to self-preservation. Anyone who would 
get in between us and our preservation of our-
selves would potentially violate the structural 
hierarchy of what makes us human—trans-
gressing the ordering fact of our self-owner-
ship. Since Seagrave thus holds that natural 
rights are negative by definition, in his account 
there would be no such thing as the indefinite 
positive rights, say, to universal healthcare, 
that crowd contemporary political rhetoric.

When he says that our individual self aris-
es from our humanity, our “humanity” does 
not exist as some Platonic form floating in the 
ether, but within each one of us (and there 
only). Within each person, the unique, ac-
tive self is inferior to the source from whence 
it springs, even if we can and do contravene 
that source by ignorance or force of will. In 
other words, our human nature is superior to 
our unique self; the self arises out of it and is 
caused by it.

The content of our humanity, how-
ever, includes more than the power of 
consciousness; there are many other 

capacities that come along with being a hu-
man being. Perhaps the most prominent is our 
capacity to reason, which includes ordering 
and commanding our desires, inclinations, or 
instincts. Here Seagrave relies on Aristotle’s 
and Cicero’s arguments that although reason 
is superior to our sensual appetites, human 
beings can and often do choose to indulge 
the sensual appetites, contravening the reason 
which ought to rule.

Thomas Aquinas argues that reason’s par-
ticipation in this pre-existing natural order 
constitutes the natural law. Seagrave’s stimu-
lating interpretation is that this means we 
can come to understand natural law without 
revelation: “While God is indeed the ultimate 
source of St. Thomas’s natural law, human na-
ture or humanity as it is apprehended through 
induction is its immediate source.” What we 
can apprehend of the superior aspects of our 
nature provides a “blueprint” that can po-
tentially provide guidance to our active and 
unique selves.

But how can this apprehension of our na-
ture be properly called a law without anyone 
present to enforce it? Seagrave argues, fol-
lowing Cicero, that what reason can poten-
tially discover about our nature takes “the 
form of a command” and entails reward and 
punishment “primarily in the alienation of 
oneself from one’s nature, or the failure to be 
in actuality what one is fundamentally and 
potentially.” 

This might seem like a weak penalty at first 
glance, but if the most fundamental desire of 
a human being is to preserve his nature, pre-
sumably not living up to one’s nature would be 
the greatest of punishments, whereas the “ful-
fillment and completion of nature” would be 
the greatest of rewards. Thus, “The source of 
obligation to the natural law is clear: one’s hu-
manity is necessarily superior to one’s unique 
self, and its commands contain the specifically 
human good.”

If seagrave is correct, natural rights 
and the natural law are compatible, since 
natural rights and natural law are both 

born out of the superiority of human nature 
to the self. Our sustaining and making of our 
self in some sense amounts to a relation of 
ownership that gives rise to our natural rights, 
while our understanding of the blueprint of 
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our functionally and structurally higher hu-
man nature gives rise to the natural law. 

As he weaves the thread of his argument 
through extremely difficult and contentious 
territory, the thread does not break, although 
it is much thinner in some places than in oth-
ers. His ambitious claims raise a host of ob-
jections at every turn, precisely because he 
hurtles on rather than let his argument suffer 
death by a thousand footnotes. 

But whatever one thinks of his conclusions, 
we should be grateful for his boldness. He has 
eschewed the imposing vagaries of modern 
scholarship in favor of actually engaging in 
the act of philosophy rather than mere com-
mentary or critique. True philosophic explo-
ration of difficult questions is much like the 
art of negotiating a fair deal: if one side walks 
away in smug satisfaction, you’re probably not 
doing it right. Everyone will disagree with 
some chunk of S. Adam Seagrave’s provoca-
tive work, but his effort is a brave breath of 
fresh air in the stagnant, painfully insecure, 
and often comically compartmentalized 
world of academic books. 

Matthew J. Peterson teaches political science at 
Loyola Marymount University and is a research 
consultant at the Rose Institute of State and Lo-
cal Government at Claremont McKenna College.
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Book Review by Ronald Radosh

What Becomes a Liar Most?
A Difficult Woman: The Challenging Life and Times of Lillian Hellman, by Alice Kessler-Harris.

Bloomsbury Press, 448 pages, $30

Lillian Hellman: An Imperious Life, by Dorothy Gallagher.
Yale University Press, 184 pages, $25

Memories of lillian hellman 
have faded, but the controversy 
over her continues. A playwright 

whose best known works—The Children’s 
Hour, The Little Foxes, and Watch on the 
Rhine—first appeared in the 1930s and ’40s, 
Hellman achieved her greatest fame, and no-
toriety, during the final 15 years of her life. 
Her memoir’s first volume (of three) won the 
1969 National Book Award, and the movie 
Julia, based on the second, won the 1977 
Academy Award for Best Picture. (Jane Fon-
da played Hellman.) 

In 1979, however, novelist Mary McCar-
thy said of Hellman to television host Dick 
Cavett that “every word she writes is a lie, 
including ‘and’ and ‘the.’” Hellman sued Mc-
Carthy, Cavett, and the Public Broadcasting 
System for defamation, but her executors 
chose not to pursue the litigation, still pend-
ing when she died in June 1984.

Hellman remains controversial in this 
century because her life and work raise un-
resolved questions about the American Left, 
the Soviet Union, and McCarthyism. Was 
she a heroine and martyr, or an unrepentant 
apologist for totalitarian murderers? The two 
most recent books on her make this dichot-
omy clear. Alice Kessler-Harris, a Columbia 
University historian, has given us a full-scale 
biography that can only be described as a ha-
giography. Kessler-Harris doesn’t shy away 
from presenting Hellman as a tortured soul, 
but argues that despite her flaws, she deserves 
praise as a radical feminist long before the 
new feminist movement of the ’60s arose, and 
for standing firm against anti-Communists 
and Red-baiters.

Dorothy Gallagher, a non-fiction writer 
who penned a biography of the Italian-Amer-
ican anarchist Carlo Tresca, has written a 
short book for the Yale University Press se-

ries on Jewish lives. Relying heavily on previ-
ous biographies, it offers a sharp, insightful 
assessment. Gallagher cuts through the ver-
biage to catch Hellman in lies about herself, 
while detailing Hellman’s unforgivable com-
mitment to Stalin’s Soviet Union, and her life-
long and shameful anti-anti-Communism.

Kessler-harris’s burden is that 
Mary McCarthy’s judgment of Hell-
man has become the consensus opin-

ion. How is it, A Difficult Woman asks, that 
this “complicated and forthright woman had 
come to such a bad end in the popular imagi-
nation?” Hellman has been accused over and 
over of being a Stalinist, a wretched person, 

“a greedy self-aggrandizing individual,” and 
far worse. Like Hellman’s other biographers, 
Kessler-Harris necessarily concentrates on 
politics. She told the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation that in writing her book she sought “to 
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lieves, validated Hellman’s belief that “com-
munism posed no real threat to the United 
States, but attacks on freedom of thought and 
speech did.”

Working from this premise, Kessler-Harris 
portrays her heroine as a fierce civil libertar-
ian, whose fervor for free speech unfairly al-
lowed anti-Communists to brand her with “the 
Stalinist label.” Unfortunately, the very mate-
rial she brings to light in A Difficult Woman un-
dercuts that analysis, proving that those who 
labeled Hellman a Stalinist got it right.

She explains that hellman and 
novelist Dashiell Hammett, her com-
panion for many years, believed in the 

Soviet Union’s potential, “and trusted that 
communism with a small c could be har-
nessed to the purposes of democratic and 
progressive causes.” If so, they had a funny 
way of showing it, since they defended the 
Stalinist system that actually existed in the 
Soviet Union, not some mythical different 
form of Communism. The ensuing convo-
luted arguments—Hellman was not a “dupe,” 
for example, although because of her “fury 
against the fascists, she neither saw nor regis-
tered the dangers of the divisive Soviet policy” 
during the Spanish Civil War—only make 
matters worse.

Writing about Stalin’s purge trials of 1936, 
Kessler-Harris acknowledges that “consistent 
with the party line, Hellman remained silent 
during the trials; she did not…question their 
validity nor query Stalin’s motives.” Hellman 
signed a public letter declaring her faith in 
the defendants’ guilt, Kessler-Harris writes, 
thus aligning “her with the Stalinist wing of 
the Communist Party.” This is obtuse or mis-
leading. John Earl Haynes and Harvey Klehr 
have proven, in The Soviet World of American 
Communism (1998) and other books, that 
the CPUSA lacked any non- or anti-Stalinist 
wing.

Hellman’s political life admits of no in-
terpretation other than fidelity to Stalin 
throughout the entire war and postwar pe-
riod. She supported the Soviet invasion of 
Finland, as well as the Nazi-Soviet Pact 
that went into effect in August 1939 and 
lasted until Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 
June 1941. These admissions are covered in a 
chapter Kessler-Harris titles “Politics With-
out Fear,” suggesting that Hellman’s lack 
of a moral compass is somehow admirable. 
Kessler-Harris finally tells her readers why 
she finds Hellman’s apologetics forgivable: 
her “deep antifascist and antiracist commit-
ments” would not let her “betray her friends,” 
the unabashed Stalinists who constituted her 

move outside old debates” and to look at the 
past century “with fresh eyes,” taking a criti-
cal stance distinct from Stalin’s sympathizers 
and apologists. If that was indeed her inten-
tion, she failed.

Kessler-Harris writes, “each new revela-
tion of espionage [from the once closed Soviet 
and East European archives], every document 
that revealed a close relationship between the 
Comintern and the CPUSA [Communist 
Party of the USA], strengthened the hand of 
anticommunists.” That is, the really impor-
tant thing about new evidence of Soviet es-
pionage and subversion is not what it tells us 
about the Cold War, but the deplorable way 
it bolsters anti-Communists who continue to 
justify waging the Cold War. 

Kessler-Harris is dismayed that Hellman 
is “forever viewed through the lens of a per-
sistent communist threat,” which, Kessler-
Harris obviously believes, never existed. In-
deed, she goes on to argue that the revisionist 
historians of the Vietnam era—who blamed 
the United States, not the Soviet Union, for 
the Cold War—have been vindicated. She ei-
ther doesn’t know of, or disregards the work 
of, historians who have demolished that view, 
including John Lewis Gaddis, Wilson Mis-
camble, Robert Gellately, Robert Maddox, 
and others. The revisionists’ work, she be-
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crowd. Hellman was merely affirming the 
“right to think about communism in any way 
that suited her.” 

Only once does kessler-harris 
criticize Hellman’s moral blindness. 
Soviet anti-Semitism “remained in-

visible to Hellman long after she should have 
begun to notice it.” But since Hellman apolo-
gized for all of Stalin’s other abominations, 
and Kessler-Harris apologizes for all those 
apologies, why should Hellman have made an 
exception for anti-Semitism? 

Hellman’s most notorious lie was that she 
had risked her own life by passing material 
to “Julia,” her supposed anti-fascist friend in 
pre-war Austria depicted in her memoir Pen-
timento (1973). Just before Hellman’s death in 
1984, however, Samuel McCracken published 
a scrupulously researched exposé in Com-
mentary, which proved that “Julia” did not 
exist and that Hellman had appropriated the 
very real story of Muriel Gardiner, who had 
written about her activities in the Austrian 
anti-Nazi underground. This makes Kessler-
Harris angry—not at Hellman’s duplicity, but 
at the late Christopher Hitchens’s failure to 
be a good team player. Hitchens, then a man 
of the Left, declared that McCracken had 
proved “every verifiable incident [in Hellman’s 

account] false or unconvincing.” Those words, 
Kessler-Harris writes, “affirmed and sealed 
Hellman’s fate as a liar.”

Trying to repair her subject’s reputation, 
Kessler-Harris justifies Hellman with what 
amounts to George Costanza’s line on Seinfeld: 

“It’s not a lie…if you believe it.” As if to show 
how the incoherent thinking of postmodern-
ism abets shabby morals, Kessler-Harris con-
tends, “Hellman did not think of her stories 
as lies,” and a dramatist has the right to use 

“the material at hand to invent tales.” Anyway, 
Hellman “made up stories” about everyone, 
and “drama was meant to make a point, not 
just to entertain.” Moreover, Hellman may 
not have consciously lied, since she “never 
claimed a good memory.” The literature of 
psychology, however, offers no other example 
of a memory so bad that it took the form of 
one writer appropriating another’s memoir to 
make herself look heroic.

Sensing that she’s defending the 
indefensible, Kessler-Harris tries a 
different argument: Hellman “wrote 

memoirs that were not memoirs, fulfilling the 
mandate that memoir is the art of lying.” Man-
date? A historian ought to be the last person 
to judge a book that purports to recount ac-
tual events by employing criteria appropriate 

to evaluating fiction—in order to spare the 
author’s reputation. Kessler-Harris forgives 
and dismisses Hellman’s lies because the play-
wright always “believed that she had lived a life 
of integrity, honesty, and trust.” Well, since I 
always believed that I played five-string banjo 
with Bill Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys so 
ably as to win the annual International Blue-
grass Association of America’s award for best 
banjo picker three years in a row...I guess I did.

Asserting that Hellman was only briefly 
a CPUSA member who left in 1940 (years 
before she did in fact quit), Kessler-Harris 
goes out of her way to contend that Hellman 
independently embraced the many political 
positions that just happened to dovetail with 
the Communist Party’s. In 1949, Hellman 
played a leading part in a meeting of pro-So-
viet figures from around the world, secretly 
organized by the Communist Party. Kessler-
Harris describes the conference, which exclud-
ed any anti-Communists from participating 
and heralded Soviet initiatives, as consisting 
of “a range of people who insisted on talking 
about peace and challenging the Cold War.” 
She cites Arthur Miller’s participation as an 
example of the contributions made by non-
aligned intellectuals. Evidence uncovered be-
fore Kessler-Harris finished writing A Diffi-
cult Woman proved, however, that Miller had 
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been a secret CPUSA member who wrote for 
its press under a pseudonym.

It is refreshing to turn from prop-
aganda on behalf of a propagandist to 
Dorothy Gallagher’s serious, critical ex-

amination. Gallagher writes that the public 
persona Hellman constructed was “that of a 
tough-talking, truth-telling dame, a let-the-
chips-fall-where-they-may sort of woman.” 
But as it became clearer and clearer that she 
had a pathological aversion to truth-telling, 
her reputation collapsed. 

The question to ask is how much she knew 
about the reality of Stalinism, and when she 
knew it. Realizing that she looked bad, Hell-
man wrote in her memoirs that she herself is 
amazed that she didn’t know what was hap-
pening while she was in Moscow in 1937, to 
which Gallagher asks a simple question: “How 
could it have been that she knew nothing?” The 
answer is that it could not have been, espe-
cially since Hellman acknowledged speaking 
in Moscow with Stalin’s apologist, New York 
Times journalist Walter Duranty. If anything, 
Duranty “confirmed her already formed opin-
ion.” When she returned home, however, she 
and Hammett signed the infamous petition 
endorsing the Soviet verdict that all the purge 
trial defendants were guilty traitors, working 

secretly for Hitler. Then in 1939, they wrote 
an open letter urging the United States not to 
give Leon Trotsky asylum. 

Her husband, Arthur Kober, wrote in his 
diary that Hellman called the Soviet Union 

“the ideal democratic state.” Believing in abso-
lutes as late as 1967, she told another lover, “I 
can’t get it out of my head that Stalin was right.” 
No wonder that when Hitler broke the Nazi-
Soviet Pact, Hellman said to close friends, 

“The Motherland has been attacked!”

Gallagher goes on to catalogue 
Hellman’s evasions, obfuscations, and 
outright lies, all meant to depict her-

self as a well-meaning naïf who had no idea 
what was going on in Stalin’s Russia. Hellman, 
in fact, lied about almost everything, big and 
small. She wrote in her memoir that to support 
herself during McCarthyism and the blacklist 
in the 1950s she was forced to work as a sales 
clerk at Bloomingdale’s department store—
which would have been a peculiar career choice 
for a woman who had a house in Martha’s 
Vineyard, a farm in New York, many residen-
tial investment properties in New York City, 
stocks, bonds, jewelry, and a household staff.

Hellman’s anger and vitriol was meant for 
those who refused to be fellow-travelers or 
actual party members, and who realized that 

fascism and communism had become each 
other’s twin. She continued to reflect and sup-
port the party line completely, without any 
opposition, regret, or second thoughts. In the 
bitter intra-Left quarrel between Commu-
nists and their supporters and left and liberal 
anti-Communists, Hellman became a warrior 
on the side of supporters of tyranny. Those 
disillusioned with viewing the Soviet Union 
as a worker’s paradise, not the remaining true 
believers, were the enemy she sought to crush. 
She even failed to protest when her old friend 
and lover, Otto Katz, was framed and then 
hanged in the Czech postwar purge trials.

Like her biographer Kessler-Harris, Hell-
man believed that “truth is larger than the 
truth of fact.” And so Lillian Hellman lied 
even when she must have known how eas-
ily her lies could be proven. Mary McCarthy 
turned out to be right. 

Ronald Radosh is professor emeritus of history 
at the City University of New York, an adjunct 
fellow at the Hudson Institute, and a columnist 
for PJ Media. He is the author or co-author of 
over 15 books, including, most recently, with Al-
lis Radosh, A Safe Haven: Harry S. Truman 
and the Founding of Israel (Harper), which in 
2009 won the Gold Award from the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy. 
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Essay by John J. Miller

Monsters

Harriet shelley must have felt 
she was living through a personal 
horror story. In 1814, she was an 

18-year-old mother, pregnant with her sec-
ond child, when her husband—the poet 
Percy Bysshe Shelley—ran off with another 
woman. Perhaps she should have known bet-
ter than to trust him. “Love is free,” wrote 
Percy in the notes to his poem Queen Mab, 
which he had dedicated to Harriet. “To 
promise for ever to love the same woman is 
not less absurd than to promise to believe the 
same creed.”

Percy’s new fancy was the 16-year-old 
Mary Godwin. Soon she was pregnant, too. 
While they were keeping house, Percy, then 
21, hatched a plan: he wrote to his estranged 
wife and suggested a ménage-a-trois. This 
time, Harriet had the good sense to reject him. 
Eventually she gave birth to a son—Mary’s 
child was stillborn—and hoped that Percy 
would return to her and their two children. 
Before long, however, she recognized that her 
husband was gone for good. She slipped into 
depression; and in 1816, at the age of 21, she 
drowned herself in a lake in London’s Hyde 
Park. In a moment of despair, Harriet wrote 
about Percy in a letter to a friend: “The man I 
once loved is dead. This is a vampire.”

Villains and Victims

Harriet’s biting comment about 
one of the great poets of the Roman-
tic era came more than 80 years be-

fore Bram Stoker introduced the world to the 

count from Transylvania. Yet the collapse of 
her marriage helped give birth to a pair of lit-
erature’s most iconic monsters, in the novels 
Dracula and Frankenstein. Lord Byron, who 
played a more direct role in their conception, 
once wrote, “truth is always strange; stranger 
than fiction.” This line from Don Juan is so 
good that it has entered the vernacular, pass-
ing what may be the most challenging test of 
poetic expression: it’s now a cliché. Yet it was 
once fresh and original, and it sums up the 
remarkable events surrounding the famous 
encounter between Byron and Shelley—an 
incident Andrew McConnell Stott calls 

“the most auspicious literary meeting” since 
William Wordsworth met Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. 

The meeting of Byron and Shelley—it 
would grow into a friendship—was many 
things, but “auspicious,” with its suggestion 
of good fortune, is a stretch. Readers surely 
have profited from their confab. So have writ-
ers, who have told and retold of the events and 
circumstances surrounding it. The best ac-
count belongs to Dorothy and Thomas Hoo-
bler, whose 2006 book The Monsters is both 
comprehensive and riveting. Stott, a professor 
of English at the University at Buffalo, is the 
latest to take a stab at the story, in The Poet 
and the Vampyre, which focuses on Byron. Ed-
itors Susan J. Wolfson and Ronald Levao tell 
a truncated version from the perspective of 
Mary Godwin, who in the wake of Harriet’s 
suicide became Mary Shelley, in their intro-
duction to The Annotated Frankenstein. The 
tale of Byron and Shelley and their circle has 

all the right ingredients for a Gothic thriller: 
ambition, rivalry, intrigue, sex, and death. 
They combined in an extraordinary episode of 
modern mythmaking—a tale of villains and 
victims, some of them imaginary but many of 
them real.

Mad, Bad, and Dangerous

In 1815, about a year after percy aban-
doned Harriet, Mount Tambora, on the 
Indonesian island of Sumbawa, spewed 

black rain and fire. It was the largest vol-
canic eruption in recorded history—bigger 
than the better-known blasts of Krakatoa, 
Pinatubo, and Vesuvius—and it went on for 
months, in conjunction with several lesser 
eruptions elsewhere. Tambora’s explosion was 
so mighty that it changed the global climate. 
In Europe, 1816 became known as “the year 
without a summer.” Clouds and ash shrouded 
the skies. Temperatures fell and crops failed. 
English tourists took advantage of the post-
Napoleonic peace that year and vacationed 
on the continent. On the Lake Geneva shore-
line in Switzerland, they huddled indoors 
to avoid the constant rain and cool weather. 
When they ventured out, one of their favor-
ite pastimes was to peer through telescopes at 
a large house that sat across the water from 
the city of Geneva. This was the Villa Dio-
dati, rented by George Gordon, the poet bet-
ter known as Lord Byron. A discarded lover 
had labeled him “mad, bad, and dangerous to 
know”—possibly an apocryphal line, but one 
that stuck because it was so fitting. 
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Byron was a literary sensation. When he 
published the first part of his long poem Chil-
de Harold’s Pilgrimage in 1812, it sold out in 
hours. “I awoke one morning and found my-
self famous,” he quipped. Yet he groomed his 
fame as well, through a mixture of physical 
achievement (he swam the Hellespont) and 
pure vanity (he wore hair curlers to bed). He 
also became one of history’s great womaniz-
ers. As a student at Cambridge, he fathered 
a son with his maid. He later married An-
nabella Milbanke, the cousin of a woman 
with whom he had an adulterous affair. Their 
union produced a child—Ada, who became 
a mathematics prodigy—but fell apart after 
about a year, apparently because of Byron’s 
sexual involvement with his half-sister, Au-
gusta. As word of their incest spread, Byron’s 
acclaim turned to notoriety. He became a 
scandal and fled England, never to return. 
He traveled with John Polidori, a handsome 
doctor with an agenda: Polidori dreamed 
of becoming a writer and believed that em-
ployment with Byron would advance his ca-
reer. If Byron were alive today, he would be 
a rock star with an entourage. Shelley would 
be a Greenpeace activist with a trust fund. 
Born to wealth, he turned to leftist politics 
and adopted unconventional habits. Militant 
atheism got him expelled from Oxford. He 
became a vegetarian. “Thin as a stripling and 
as pale as blue-veined marble, he had large, 
bulging eyes, long, wild, unmanaged curls 
and a high-pitched voice that would rise to 
an avian screech when he became agitated,” 
writes Stott. “His clothes hung on his body as 
if they had been left to dry, and with his neck 
bare, his shirt undone, and refusing to wear 
anything made from wool or animal skin, he 
went about perpetually underdressed.” Shel-
ley was also a cheat—a serial betrayer in mat-
ters large and small. “Even revolutionaries 
found it hard not to exercise the privileges of 
rank when necessary,” notes Stott, “and Shel-
ley had happily passed through the world on 
a whim, leaving behind a trail of unsettled ac-
counts with solicitors and tradesmen.”

A woman brought Byron and Shelley to-
gether. She was Claire Clairmont, the step-
sister of Mary Godwin, Shelley’s young par-
amour. These women had grown up together 
in a peculiar home of five children, no two 
of whom had the same biological parents. At 
its head stood William Godwin, a novelist 
and philosopher who embraced the ideals 
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the French 
Revolution. He also espoused free love, mak-
ing him a founding father of the hook-up 
culture. Mary’s mother, the feminist writer 
Mary Wollstonecraft, had died shortly af-

ter giving birth to her. William Godwin 
went on to wed Claire’s mother. Their Lon-
don home was a magnet for artists, intel-
lectuals, and politicians. As girls, Mary and 
Claire heard Coleridge recite “The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner,” a poem that would 
influence Frankenstein. Another visitor was 
Aaron Burr, the former American vice presi-
dent. In his journal, Burr commented favor-
ably on Mary’s drawing skills and Claire’s 
singing voice. In 1816, as Byron prepared to 
leave England, he received a note from Claire, 
whom he had not met. Much of the public 
had taken to shunning Byron, but for some, 
including Claire, this only added to his al-

Shelley to set out for Geneva in search of 
Byron, with Mary and Claire in tow. They 
caught up with Byron at a hotel, where the 
poets became fast friends, eating meals to-
gether and boating on the lake. Soon Byron 
took up residence at the Villa Diodati, along 
with Polidori, and the house became a gath-
ering spot. Then, on the evening of June 16, 
as lightning cracked through the air and lit 
the heavens, the five made a fateful decision 
to tell spooky stories.

The Shivers

It sounds like a pitch for a bad          
reality-TV show: On a dark and stormy 
night, a pair of talented, lecherous po-

ets, their lovers, and a brooding doctor with 
a secret wish agree to try to give each other 
the shivers. They congregated around a fire-
place and Byron read from Fantasmagoriana, 
a book of German ghost stories translated 
into French. As the evening wore on, he is-
sued a challenge: “We will each write a ghost 
story,” he said.

“Literary history has made much of this 
announcement,” observes Stott. The irony 
is that the people who used this occasion to 
make literary history were not the two most 
likely candidates. Byron managed fewer 
than 2,000 words, an incomplete piece that 
commonly goes by the name “Fragment of a 
Novel.” Byron may have described a plan to 
finish it as a vampire story, but he gave the 
tale only a day’s attention and set it aside in 
favor of other projects. Shelley generated 
even less. He “left no trace of a story whatso-
ever,” writes Stott, unless a few lines from his 
notebook, which Stott calls “a ghostly lyric,” 
deserve to count. If Claire wrote anything—
she may have penned a novel—it does not 
survive.

The doctor’s initial effort flopped: “Poor 
Polidori had some terrible idea about a skull-
headed lady,” wrote Mary. Later, though, he 
wrote a short story called “The Vampyre.” It 
describes the sinister Lord Ruthven, a noble-
man who returns from the grave to prey on 
women—an obvious forerunner to that other 
aristocratic, undead lothario, Count Dracula. 

“The Vampyre” had a strange publication his-
tory: Polidori seems to have composed it in 
Switzerland and then forgotten about it. In 
1819, an unscrupulous publisher obtained 
the manuscript and released it without Poli-
dori’s permission, crediting the work to By-
ron. (“If the book is clever it would be base 
to deprive the real writer—whoever he may 
be—of his honours,” wrote Byron, in a letter 
that denied authorship. “[A]nd if stupid—I 
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lure. Claire proposed an assignation. The 
poet agreed. (“If a girl of eighteen comes 
prancing to you at all hours—there is but 
one way,” he wrote to a friend.) He seems 
not to have liked Claire, but he indulged in 
her company long enough to impregnate her. 
When he left for Geneva, he did not know 
of Claire’s condition—and Claire, with a 
naïveté similar to Harriet’s, thought that a 
mutual interest in their unborn child might 
lead to a permanent and loving relationship. 
Many years later, she summed up the sad re-
ality: “These ten minutes have discomposed 
the rest of my life.”

Whatever else they accomplished, those 
ten minutes became the occasion for Percy 
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desire the responsibility of nobody’s dullness 
but my own.”)

Many scholars treat “The Vampyre” with 
disdain, if not petulance. In her 1999 biogra-
phy of Byron, Benita Eisler labeled the story 
a “complicated appropriation.” In 2002, Fio-
na MacCarthy leveled a charge of theft, ac-
cusing Polidori of having “purloined Byron’s 
original idea.” These allegations are grossly 
unfair—a kind of scholarly bullying that re-
fuses to recognize the flicker of genius in po-
tential competitors. Stott is more measured 
in his assessment: “The similarities…are 
clear to see,” he writes, before pointing out 
the indisputable fact that Polidori offered 
something unique: “the first fully realised 
vampire in English literature.”

No wonder the Byron loyalists are so up-
set: their man blew his big chance to partici-
pate in the creation of one of fiction’s great 
monsters. To be sure, Polidori’s character 
had vampiric antecedents, in works by Rob-
ert Southey, Coleridge, Shelley, and even By-
ron himself. Yet Polidori did more than flesh 
out a new kind of bloodsucking bad guy: 
He turned his anti-hero into a compelling 
metaphor. Stott interprets “The Vampyre” 
as “an attack on the cult of fame,” pointing 
to how “Ruthven’s elevation to a position of 
celebrity affords the license that allows him 
to pursue a career of seduction and predation 
that takes the form of a focused and rapa-
cious misogyny.” In other words, the villain 
of “The Vampyre” behaves as though soci-
ety’s rules don’t apply to him. This is a thinly 
disguised satire of Lord Byron, who refused 
to trouble himself with fatherhood, fidelity, 
or any of the other obligations that occupy 
ordinary people.

Today, “The Vampyre” is mainly a curios-
ity, an essential entry in anthologies that trace 
the literary evolution of vampires—an impor-
tant artifact but hardly an example of horror 
fiction at its finest. The other major product 
of that bewitching night in 1816, however, be-
came an enduring classic.

A Waking Dream

Mary shelley wanted to make 
good on Byron’s ghost-story dare, 
but for several days her muse lay 

mute: “I felt that blank incapability of in-
vention which is the greatest misery of au-
thorship, when dull Nothing replies to our 
anxious invocations,” she wrote of the time. 
Then she listened to a conversation between 
Byron and Shelley on the emerging science of 
galvanism, which demonstrated that electri-
cal currents could stimulate nerves and mus-

cles, even in corpses. (The name Frankenstein, 
in fact, may owe something to that famous 
kite-and-lightning experimenter, Benjamin 
Franklin.) When Mary went to bed, she suc-
cumbed to what she called a “waking dream,” 
envisioning a reanimator and his ghastly 
creation. This was the initial conception of 
what would become not merely a renowned 
passage in literature, but also, more than a 
century later, one of the most famous (and 
lampooned) scenes ever put on film, as Dr. 
Frankenstein screams, “It’s alive!” On this 
night, however, the reel played only in Mary’s 
head—and it provided the inspiration for 
her novel, which she wrote in less than a year. 
The first edition of Frankenstein came out in 
1818, when she was just 20 years old.

A controversy has lingered around the 
book ever since: was Mary really its author? 
Charles E. Robinson, who has studied the 
handwritten manuscripts, suspects that 
Percy may have contributed several thou-
sand words to Frankenstein, amounting to 

about 7% of the novel’s total—the work of 
an aggressive editor, not a primary author. 
In 2008, however, Robinson produced an 

“original” version of Frankenstein and saw fit 
to call its author “Mary Wollstonecraft Shel-
ley (with Percy Bysshe Shelley).” This is too 
much, unless we want to start elevating edi-
tors everywhere, and identifying the author 
of The Wasteland, for example, as “T.S. Eliot 
(with Ezra Pound).”

These are minor disputes, dwarfed by the 
significance of the work itself. Frankenstein 
possesses the power of mythology, and one of 
its achievements is to have replaced the legend 
of Prometheus in Western culture. The book’s 
full title, in fact, is Frankenstein; Or, the Mod-
ern Prometheus, though there’s no question 
about which figure now looms larger in the 
popular mind. The movies have played a part 
in this: when we conjure an image of Franken-
stein’s monster, we usually think of the actor 
Boris Karloff, transformed by makeup artist 
Jack Pierce into a black-haired, flat-headed, 
neck-bolted giant. (The writer Robert Bloch 
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once hailed Karloff’s “esprit de corpse.”) Yet the 
true potency of Frankenstein comes from the 
book and its simple, earnest warning: just be-
cause you can do something doesn’t mean you 
should. “Learn from me,” says Victor Fran-
kenstein, “how dangerous is the acquirement 
of knowledge, and how much happier that 
man is who believes his native town to be the 
world, than he who aspires to become greater 
than his nature will allow.” Mary ushered this 
ancient idea into the brave new world of mod-
ern science, where forbidden fruit can take 
the guise of everything from nuclear energy 
to genetic modification. Victor Frankenstein, 
of course, is even bolder and more reckless: he 
tries to master death itself.

Liberation

Feminists have flocked to franken-
stein for all of the obvious reasons, 
from the sex of its author to the novel’s 

themes of bad parenting. Yet it also may be 
read as a brief against feminism, or at least 
the kind of feminism that preaches libera-
tion through the rejection of morality. The 
trouble in the book starts, of course, when 
Victor tries to bring forth new life without 
the participation of a woman, let alone a 
wife, and then refuses to care for his prog-
eny. Mary grew up listening to her father 
and his friends hail free love and condemn 
marriage—and then watched men betray 
women and abandon children. The top of-
fender was her own husband, and at first she 
abetted his transgressions. He had deserted 
his wife Harriet, after all, to take up with 
Mary. When Harriet committed suicide in 
1816 (as Mary was writing Frankenstein), her 

dead body revealed a pregnancy. Who was 
the father? Nobody knows, though Stott ac-
knowledges: it “may even have been Shelley 
himself.” Not in dispute is the fact that he 
took lovers as he pleased and even encour-
aged Mary to sleep with his friend, the writ-
er Thomas Jefferson Hogg. 

Perhaps Percy wanted to keep up with By-
ron’s abuses. “I despair of rivaling Lord Byron,” 
he once wrote, speaking of poetry, “and there 
is no other with whom it is worth contending.” 
When Byron learned of Claire’s pregnancy, 
he might have offered affection and support. 
Instead, he dashed off a letter to a friend: “Is 
the brat mine?” A child called Allegra came, 
and Byron treated her mostly with neglect. 
Tucked away in an Italian convent, she died 
at the age of five, without either parent at 
hand. Death surrounded the Byron-Shelley 
circle. Two months before the recovery of 
Harriet’s body, Mary’s stepsister Fanny Imlay 
overdosed on laudanum, possibly because of 
her infatuation with Shelley, who chose Mary 
over her. Children seemed especially vulner-
able: three of Mary’s died young. Byron and 
Shelley perished young as well. Shelley went 
first, at the age of 29 in 1822, when his boat 
sank in a storm off the coast of Italy. Lord By-
ron followed two years later, aged 36, while 
trying to support an independence movement 
in Greece.

Mary and Claire lived on: Mary died in 
1851 and Claire in 1879. Raised in atheism, 
they eventually found comfort in Christian 
faith. Mary continued to write, though none 
of her later stories or novels approached 
the reputation of Frankenstein. She also 
preserved her husband’s poetic legacy, edit-
ing and issuing his work in new collections. 

She recognized his genius, but also may 
have understood his great and paradoxical 
flaw, which historian Paul Johnson has de-
scribed as “lack of imagination.” The poet 
wrote beautifully about the west wind and 
the ruins of Ozymandias, but he failed “to 
penetrate imaginatively the minds and 
hearts of all those people with whom he had 
daily dealings”—a failure that allowed him 
to rip off booksellers and discard wives and 
mistresses. Byron was no better. When his 
daughter Allegra died, he displayed an as-
tonishing lack of remorse: “I do not know 
that I have any thing to reproach in my con-
duct,” he concluded.

Mary Shelley saw a better way. When her 
single child to reach adulthood was a boy, a 
friend predicted that given the accomplish-
ments of his ancestors, he would become a 
great man. “I hope to God,” she replied, “he 
grows up to be an ordinary one.” If Mary 
turned wise, Claire remained bitter. From 
Byron and Shelley she said she had learned 

“that a woman without rank, without riches, 
without male relatives to protect her, is looked 
upon by men as a thing only fit to have her 
feelings and her rights trampled on.” Frustrat-
ed by their posthumous fame—their rising to 
life after death—she offered a different view 
of their legacy: “I saw the two first Poets [of] 
England perhaps of Europe, also men of high 
birth highly cultivated considered the most 
refined and honourable specimens of their age, 
become monsters of lying, meanness, cruelty, 
and treachery.”

John J. Miller is director of the Dow Journalism 
Program at Hillsdale College and national cor-
respondent for National Review.
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This Article Has Been Self-Censored

The year 2014 ended with the hack-
ing of Sony Pictures and the inter-
rupted release of The Interview, a potty-

mouthed, blood-spattered comedy about two 
hapless American journalists recruited by the 
CIA to assassinate the North Korean dictator 
Kim Jong-un. After Sony employees’ private 
data got leaked and executives’ catty e-mails 
became media fodder, vague online threats 
against theaters showing The Interview led to 
its being cancelled, then released on a limited 
basis.

One week into 2015, two French-born Is-
lamist terrorists assaulted the Paris office of 
the magazine Charlie Hebdo, murdering 12 
people and injuring 11 others. Over the next 
two days another terrorist killed a police-
woman and may have wounded two others 
before invading a kosher supermarket, taking 
hostages, and murdering four more people. 
Before being gunned down by police, the at-
tackers managed to kill 17 innocent people 
and wound 21 others, several critically.

On January 11, three million people 
marched through Paris in a show of unity 
against terrorism. At the same time, many 
pundits and culturati interpreted the slogan 
of that march, Je Suis Charlie, as embracing an 
uncompromising principle of free speech, in 
which all forms of expression, including ob-
scenity, slander, hate speech, and blasphemy, 
are acceptable; and all curbs on expression, 
from voluntary restraint to coercive censor-
ship, are unacceptable. A similarly uncompro-
mising view of free speech inspired audiences 
in U.S. movie theaters to cheer at the scene in 
The Interview where Kim Jong-un gets inciner-
ated by a Soviet-era flamethrower tank. 

Yet no matter how solemnly or cheerfully 
invoked, this principle is not upheld in prac-

tice by any modern democratic nation, includ-
ing the United States. For one thing, its logic 
is that of the slippery slope. Proponents begin 
with the axiom that every limit on speech or 
expression is a fatal step toward tyranny, then 
they conclude that the only way to avoid tyr-
anny is to avoid all such limits. Apart from be-
ing circular, this argument fails to account for 
the fact that, although every society in history 
has curbed speech in some way, some societies 

with John Stuart Mill, that bourgeois society 
is mired in the subtle oppression of social con-
formity, and that the only cure is for noncon-
forming individuals to express themselves in 
ways that are “edgy,” “irreverent,” or (best of 
all) “transgressive.”

There is nothing new about this dynamic. 
What is new is its playing out on a global stage 
where the threats to freedom are less subtle, 
and more dangerous, than social conformity. 
On this global stage, the most decisive battles 
over free speech will not be fought between 
bohemian artists and bourgeois philistines. 
Rather they will be fought between those who 
would defend the West’s fundamental political 
liberties and those who would destroy those 
liberties. To wage such battles, the West must 
do more than invoke uncompromising prin-
ciple. It must reckon with its own ingrained 
assumption that cultural shock therapy is the 
best way to preserve freedom.

Setting Limits

To begin with the united states, 
the Americans who cheered the gory 
denouement of The Interview saw 

themselves upholding the nation’s sacred tra-
dition of free speech. But nothing in the First 
Amendment obligates a private corporation to 
release a certain movie on a certain date. The 
Bill of Rights is focused on more important 
matters, such as the right of a citizen to speak, 
publish, demonstrate, and organize against 
any undue concentration of power—politi-
cal, economic, or both—that threatens liberty 
and democratic governance.

During the 20th century, constitutional 
protection of free speech was expanded to 
include cultural expression. Throughout the 

The Interview, directed by Seth Rogan 
and Evan Goldberg. Screenplay 
by Dan Sterling. Sony Pictures.

have nevertheless remained freer than others.
The same logic leads proponents to blur 

the crucial distinction between coercive cen-
sorship and voluntary restraint. Obviously, 
this distinction is not black and white. Some 
forms of coercive censorship are “softer” than 
others. For example, an authoritarian regime 
will punish a few dissidents in order to create 
a larger “chilling effect”; a prison warden will 
isolate a troublemaker in order to intimidate 
his fellow inmates; a terrorist group will tar-
get one publication in order to silence others.

But coercion is not the only means of curb-
ing speech. There is also voluntary restraint, 
and here we encounter another crucial dis-
tinction. When exercised by an individual, 
voluntary restraint is called tact, discretion, 
reticence, modesty, or prudence. When exer-
cised by a society, it is called morality, custom, 
propriety, or taboo. Liberal elites in the West 
(and elsewhere) find it easier to defend the 
former than the latter, because they assume, 
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19th century, literature and the arts had been 
subject to legal censorship, although the pre-
ponderance of that censorship was on moral, 
not political, grounds. Indeed, when the 
courts began during the 1930s to rule against 
censorship of cultural expression, it was less 
because they rejected the claims of public 
morality than because they judged certain 
reputedly immoral works to be meaningfully 
related to the rights of citizens to express un-
popular political views.

It took longer for the same standard to be 
applied to film. In 1915, the Supreme Court 
decision Mutual Film Corporation v. The In-
dustrial Commission of Ohio defined the le-
gal status of film as that of “a business, pure 
and simple.” That definition exposed film to 
regulation by the states, so in 1934 the Mo-
tion Picture Association of America (MPAA) 
adopted the Production Code, on the theory 
that voluntary restraint by the industry was 
the best way to stave off coercive government 
censorship. In 1948, the famous antitrust de-
cision, United States v. Paramount Pictures, Inc., 
took the first step toward redefining film as 
cultural expression. By 1968 this new status 
allowed the MPAA to scrap the Production 
Code and introduce the ratings system that, 
with some modifications, is still in place today. 

But, as a glance at the Sony story reveals, 
the MPAA ratings system has been rendered 

toothless in today’s media environment. The 
Interview is rated “R” for “pervasive language 
[sic], crude and sexual humor, nudity, some 
drug use and bloody violence,” and to prevent 
anyone under the age of 17 to see it in a theater 
without being “accompanied by a parent or 
guardian.” The rating label also urges parents 

“to learn more about the film before taking 
their young children with them.”

Unfortunately, what most parents learn 
from the Sony publicity machine is that The 
Interview is an edgy, irreverent satire. This is 
true, to the extent that the film takes a few 
shots at America’s vapid celebrity culture 
and North Korea’s surreal propaganda. But 
parents taking their offspring to see The In-
terview will soon discover that it is one part 
satire to ten parts rectum jokes, boner jokes, 
vomit jokes, diarrhea jokes, death-by-poison 
jokes, death-by-automatic-weapons jokes, 
severed-fingers-spurting-blood jokes, Soviet-
tank-and-helicopter-battle jokes, and finally 
the biggest joke of all: Kim’s face starting to 
melt before his body is engulfed in flame.

Parents who don’t want their offspring en-
tertained in this way must do more than avoid 
the multiplex. They must monitor their chil-
dren’s access to cable and the internet, because 
The Interview has been widely distributed on 
both. They must also be savvy about piracy: 
ask a 10-year-old to illegally download any 

Hollywood movie, and you may have to wait 
three minutes. And the same is true overseas. 
Ask a teenager in Pyongyang to locate a boot-
leg DVD of The Interview, and you might have 
to wait three hours.

Just to clarify: the issue here is not the ma-
terial itself but the unlimited scope of its dis-
tribution. After the Charlie Hebdo murders, 
highbrows of all stripes defended that weekly 
as part of a noble French tradition of caustic 
satire, much of it directed against religion. If 
you wanted to mount a similar defense of The 
Interview, you could go back to the Old Com-
edy of 5th-century Athens, in which the join-
ing of obscenity with political satire was a reg-
ular feature of the spring festival of Greater 
Dionysos. The master of Old Comedy was, of 
course, Aristophanes—in a skillfully updated 
translation, his vivid sexual and scatological 
language can still raise the eyebrows of the av-
erage undergraduate.

The most Aristophanic scene in The Inter-
view is the one where the smarmy talk-show 
host Dave (James Franco) finally gets to inter-
view Kim Jong-un (Randall Park) on North 
Korean TV. After a couple of softball ques-
tions, Dave switches to harder ones, such as 

“Why do you starve your people?” Kim fires 
back with anti-American propaganda that 
Dave is too clueless to refute. But Dave recov-
ers, and, playing on Kim’s emotional weakness, 
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plays his favorite pop song until, weeping, he 
“pees and poops” in his pants. Witnessing this, 
the people of North Korea realize that their 
Supreme Leader is not a god, and rise to fight 
a democratic revolution.

Even if the rest of The Interview rose to this 
level, which it does not, the comparison with 
Aristophanes would reveal more difference 
than similarity. And the difference would be 
one of limits.

Drawing on cultic ritual and the custom of 
parrhesia, or uninhibited speech, Old Comedy 
flouted propriety and upended hierarchy. But 
in its original setting, it did so in a way that 
was carefully contained, like a controlled ex-
plosion in a laboratory. For example, there was 
no explicit violence in the Athenian theater, 
either in tragedy (where it occurred offstage) 
or in comedy (where it was not mentioned ex-
cept in relation to war). Nor were comic play-
wrights allowed to depict respectable women, 
at least until Aristophanes wrote Lysistrata. 
And though all Athens attended these plays, 
the scripts did not circulate. When a perfor-
mance was over, it was over—it did not go viral.

In the words of Jeffrey Henderson, general 
editor of the Loeb Classical Library and pro-
fessor of classics at Boston University, the free 
speech of the comic playwrights “could be (and 
often was) punished if (and only if) it could be 
construed as threatening the democratic polis.” 

Comparing then and now, Henderson writes: 
“If the criticism and abuse we find in Old Com-
edy…seems outrageous by our standards, it 
is because we differ from fifth-century Athe-
nians in our definition of outrageous, not be-
cause…comic poets were held to no standards.”

Kowtowing to China

To what standards do we hold our 
comic filmmakers? Most Americans 
would probably say, none. And to the 

extent that we consider freedom of expression 
an unqualified good, we would probably add 
that the global spread of films like The Inter-
view is causing censorship and repression to 
retreat. Regrettably, this is not the case. By 
any reasonable measure—such as the latest 
report from Freedom House—the forces of 
censorship and repression are not retreating, 
they are advancing. And despite the cheering 
crowds in the multiplex, one place where they 
are advancing most effortlessly is Hollywood.

In 2013, the Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party released a Com-
muniqué on the Current State of the Ideological 
Sphere, also known as Document 9, in which 
a number of “false ideological trends” are con-
demned, among them “constitutional democ-
racy,” “universal values” of human rights, “civil 
society,” pro-market “neo-liberalism,” and “ni-

hilistic” criticism of the Maoist past. Another 
“false” trend is “the principle of abstract and 
absolute freedom of press,” which threatens to 

“gouge an opening” in “China’s principle that 
the media and publishing system should be 
subject to Party discipline.” 

Document 9 is rarely discussed in Holly-
wood, despite the dream factory’s long struggle 
to win the constitutional protections enjoyed 
by other U.S. media. As we’ve seen, American 
movies are not subject to censorship by local, 
state, or federal authorities; the Production 
Code is a thing of the past; and the MPAA 
ratings do little more than fuel the migration 
from theaters to the internet. But that doesn’t 
make Hollywood a no-censorship zone. On 
the contrary, the studios self-censor every day, 
for the narrowest of reasons: to corner over-
seas film markets, especially the huge, alluring 
one in China.

Ever wonder why so many Hollywood 
movies and TV shows take aim at North Ko-
rea, not China? To quote a colleague in the 
business, “Who cares what the North Kore-
ans think? They don’t buy our movies!” With 
its impoverished population of 25 million, 
North Korea is not a tempting market. Nor 
does Pyongyang have a team of lobbyists de-
fending its image in Hollywood (it may be get-
ting one now). China, by contrast, has a $5 bil-
lion film market, only $1.78 billion of which 
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goes to Hollywood; and Beijing’s lobbyists, if 
you can call them that, are legion.

Deadline Hollywood recently ran an article 
detailing the guidelines laid down by the Chi-
nese authorities for foreign films seeking Chi-
nese distribution. These include: “no vigilan-
tism; no civil disobedience; police and military 
can have guns, but no guns or serious violence 
by Chinese civilians; no Chinese villains un-
less they are from Hong Kong or Taiwan and 
with Chinese heroes in place to balance the 
action; no explicit sex; no Chinese prostitutes.” 
The article concluded, “if your movie portrays 
China and its culture positively and takes that 
to an international stage, well, you’ll know ex-
actly how Charlie felt when he unwrapped the 
Willy Wonka golden ticket.”

Consider Red Dawn, a 2012 remake of a 
1984 film about American teenagers fighting 
a guerilla war against a Soviet invasion. The 
production company, MGM, updated the 
movie by making the invading army Chinese. 
But during post-production, MGM got wind 
of hostile coverage in the Chinese press, and 
someone remembered how, back in 1997, an 
MGM film called Red Corner, which por-
trayed the Chinese criminal justice system 
in a negative light, had provoked a Chinese 
boycott of the studio’s films. A high-level 
meeting was held, and the writers and pro-
ducers were ordered to create new footage 
and insert new dialogue making the invaders 
North Korean.

The question, therefore, is not whether 
Hollywood self-censors but why. At the mo-
ment, its only reason is the bottom line. To 
date there has been no serious industry-wide 
effort to develop standards of propriety suited 
to a global audience. Indeed, as the hacked 
Sony e-mails make clear, studio executives 
leave those decisions to the censorship boards 
that exist in every country, from Saudi Ara-
bia to the United Kingdom. The hypocrisy of 
this policy was revealed when George Cloo-
ney railed against Sony for letting “an actual 
country decid[e] what content we’re going to 
have.” In an industry busy altering scripts, 
changing casting decisions, and editing final 
product to suit its new bosses in Beijing, such 
words ring pretty hollow.

Hate Speech

In his critique of john stuart mill’s 
“On Liberty,” the English writer James 
Fitzjames Stephen took issue with Mill’s 

tidy distinction between the individual and 
society: “By far the most important part of 
our conduct regards both ourselves and oth-
ers,” he wrote. Stephen also challenged Mill’s 
animus against shared social norms—the no-
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tion, in Mill’s words, that “every one lives as 
under the eye of a hostile and dreaded cen-
sorship.” To this, Stephen’s reply was simple 
and straightforward: “The custom of looking 
upon certain courses of conduct with aversion 
is the essence of morality.”

To paraphrase Will Rogers, we are all 
self-censors, only on different subjects. No 
one seriously objects to voluntary restraints 
on speech when they reflect a society’s most 
deeply held values. For example, the inhibi-
tion against using the “N-word” to refer to 
African Americans is now widely accepted 
in America. The challenge is to develop the 
right rationale for a given restraint, and to ex-
pose that rationale to ongoing public scrutiny. 
Unfortunately, it takes a long time to instill a 
voluntary restraint, and the impulse is always 
present to speed up the process by passing a 
law or other coercive measure.

We see this pattern in the post-1960s 
American university, where informal efforts 
to purge academic discourse of racial bias, 
gender bias, and every other sort of bias have 
not succeeded fully enough to satisfy propo-
nents. In the 1990s, these efforts suffered a 
setback when critics stuck them with the old 
Stalinist label, “political correctness.” The re-
action by proponents has been as predictable 
as it has been counterproductive: the imposi-
tion of coercive speech codes on institutions 
whose chief raison d’être is free inquiry. 

On a larger scale, the same pattern can 
be seen in continental Europe, where several 
countries have outlawed “hate speech.” For 
example, in France, where the civil-law tra-
dition is more proscriptive than Britain and 
America’s common-law tradition, officials are 
accustomed to restricting speech and expres-
sion. Thus, France’s fundamental press law, 
passed in 1881, was amended in the 1990s to 
prohibit hate speech based on race, religion, 
gender, and sexual orientation. In 1990 the 
National Assembly passed the Gaysson Act, 
one of several Holocaust denial laws now on 
the books in Europe and Israel.

Supporters of these laws point out that 
France is home both to a large Jewish popula-
tion and to a virulent strain of anti-Semitism, 
reinforced by the ressentiment of French citi-
zens of North African and sub-Saharan Af-
rican origin. The best-known exponent of this 
strain is Dieudonné M’bala M’bala, a mixed-
race son of the banlieu who first achieved fame 
as a comedian working with a Jewish boyhood 
friend, but then went on to became France’s 
most notorious anti-Semite.

In 2007, Dieudonné (as he is known) re-
portedly told an audience in Algeria that 
Holocaust remembrances like the 1985 docu-
mentary Shoah were “memorial pornography.” 

In response, the public prosecutor in Paris 
found him guilty of hate speech and fined 
him $9,700. More recently, Interior Minister 
Manuel Valls (now prime minister) asked the 
Conseil d’État, France’s highest legal author-
ity, to enforce a ban on Dieudonné’s perfor-
mances, on the ground that they pose a risk to 

“public order” and “national cohesion.”
The French courts have also prosecuted 

Charlie Hebdo. In 2007, the Grand Mosque 
of Paris and the Union of French Islamic Or-
ganizations sued the weekly for reprinting 
the anti-Islamist cartoons that had originally 
run in the Danish newspaper, Jyllands-Posten. 
That case was dismissed when Charlie Hebdo’s 
editor, Philippe Val, argued that the cartoons 
were directed at fundamentalists and terror-
ists, not at the larger Muslim community. But 
other cases have succeeded, and like Dieudon-
né, the editors of Charlie Hebdo have—after 
paying their fines and lawyer’s fees—upped 
their game and become more obnoxious than 
ever. Indeed, there is something about a legal 
prohibition on speech that seems to provoke 
ever uglier and more defiant violations. 

Granted, Charlie Hebdo has long been 
an equal-opportunity offender. In 2011, its 
response to a Catholic protest in Avignon 
against the exhibition of Piss Christ (Andres 
Serrano’s photograph of a plastic crucifix sub-
merged in urine) was a cover showing three 
toilet paper rolls labeled “Torah,” “Bible,” 
and “Koran,” under the caption “Aux Chio-
ttes Toutes Les Religions” (in the toilets, all the 
religions). Another cover captioned “L’Amour 
Plus Fort Que La Haine” (the love stronger 
than hate) shows a rabbi and SS officer shar-
ing a sloppy kiss at the gates of Auschwitz. On 
occasion, the magazine has run obscene im-
ages of priests—even one of Jesus sodomizing 
a depiction of God the Father.

Yet during the last decade or so, Charlie 
Hebdo has lavished particular venom on Islam. 
Consider, for example, a two-part edition of 
Charlie Hebdo published in 2013 under the ti-
tle “La Vie de Mahomet” (the life of Muham-
mad). Drawn by Stéphane Charbonnier (also 
known as Charb, one of the cartoonists killed 
in the January attack), the series depicts Mu-
hammad as a fat, ugly lecher with a bad case 
of priapism who in one scene has doggy-style 
sex with a fat, ugly version of the Coptic slave 
Maria al-Qibtiyya, while two of his fat, ugly 
wives look on.

It’s worth noting here that France has a law 
against hate speech based on religion, but no 
law against blasphemy. In other words, you 
cannot trash a fellow citizen whose sacred be-
liefs you abhor, but you can sure as hell trash 
his beliefs. I’m not a lawyer, but to me this 
distinction strongly resembles a hair waiting 
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to be split. And that is precisely the problem. 
When the law tries to regulate speech, the 
line between sophistication and sophistry be-
comes blurred. And the result, in P.R.-speak, 
is bad optics.

Voluntary Restraint

In france today, the optics are that 
hate speech is forbidden against Jews, but 
permitted against Muslims. In a recent ar-

ticle in the Weekly Standard, Sam Schulman 
makes the intriguing suggestion that Holo-
caust denial laws may actually stimulate anti-
Semitism. Although it is, of course, impos-
sible to prove a counter-factual, after looking 
at data on anti-Semitic attitudes in countries 
with and without such laws, Schulman specu-
lates that the subtle tides of social disapproval 
may be more effective at eroding prejudice 
than the rigid barriers of state censorship.

There are no hate speech laws in America, 
because our tradition relies more on voluntary 
restraints. Some of these have been harmful, 
it goes without saying. But others have been 
beneficial, and it would be foolish to cast them 
aside now. One such restraint is the inhibition 
against publishing or broadcasting material 
insulting to anyone’s religious beliefs. In my 
home state of Massachusetts, blasphemy has 
been illegal since 1697. But that is not what 
prevented the state’s newspapers from re-

printing anti-religious cartoons from Charlie 
Hebdo. If a newspaper had reprinted the car-
toons and been prosecuted under the old law, 
the case would have quickly run afoul of the 
First Amendment, not to mention the 1952 
Supreme Court decision, Joseph Burstyn, Inc. v. 
Wilson, which states: “It is not the business of 
government in our nation to suppress real or 
imagined attacks upon a particular religious 
doctrine, whether they appear in publications, 
speeches or motion pictures.”

Instead, what prevented the newspapers 
in Massachusetts and every other state from 
reprinting the Charlie Hebdo cartoons was 
custom. Upon hearing that their counter-
parts in Europe did reprint them, the instinc-
tive response of most U.S. editors was, “We 
don’t do that here.” There’s nothing wrong with 
such a response, provided the reasons behind 
it remain open to challenge. But the editors 
who made that call were inundated with com-
plaints like this one, sent to the New York 
Times: “I hope the public editor looks into the 
incredibly cowardly decision of the NYT not 
to publish the Charlie Hebdo cartoons. I can’t 
think of anything more important than major 
papers like the NYT standing up for the most 
basic principles of freedom.”

In reply, Times executive editor Dean 
Baquet explained that, although he under-
stood the priority placed upon “newsworthi-
ness” and “solidarity with the slain journalists,” 

his job required him to juggle these priorities 
with others, such as “staff safety” and “the sen-
sibilities of Times readers, especially its Mus-
lim readers.” In a similar vein, Washington 
Post executive editor Martin Baron stated that 
his paper did not run material “pointedly, de-
liberately, or needlessly offensive to members 
of religious groups.”

For their pains, both editors were accused 
of everything from spinelessness in the face of 
terrorism to (worse) obsolescence in the age of 
new media. Baquet in particular did not han-
dle this well. First, his own public editor ran a 
column disagreeing with his decision, and he 
said nothing. Second, a professor at the Uni-
versity of Southern California accused him 
of “absolute cowardice,” and Baquet posted a 
reply calling the professor an “a--hole.” When 
that post went viral, another bite was taken 
out of American civility.

Americans don’t like censorship in any 
form, so we are easily persuaded to abandon 
our good judgment when accused of “self-cen-
sorship.” But the world’s most robust tradition 
of free speech and expression does not consist 
of a blanket refusal to set any limits. Rather it 
consists of a preference for voluntary restraint, 
both individual and communal, over coercive 
censorship, especially by the state. Much as 
Americans love liberty, we must not let that 
love blind us to the importance of occasionally 
holding our tongue.
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As the speaker serves the house, so the sergeant-at-
Arms serves the Speaker. The word “sergeant” derives from 
the Latin serviens—one who serves—and the Sergeant-at-

Arms knows whom he serves. The Sergeant’s responsibilities in-
clude not only bearing the mace at the open and close of each session, 
but preserving order in the viewing galleries and spaces outside the 
House chamber. Appointed in Canada by the federal cabinet, the 
Sergeant is the man of the House, not the sovereign. He thus visually 
symbolizes and enforces separation of powers in ways that are not 
simply legalistic. He maintains the independence of the House not 
only from violent interlopers, but from would-be usurpers. Nowa-
days, the Usher of the Black Rod—the Sergeant’s rough equivalent 
in the English House of Lords and in Canada’s appointed Senate—
cannot enter the people’s House without permission. As the queen’s 
personal attendant when she is in Parliament, and messenger at oth-
er times, Black Rod must knock three times on the chamber’s doors, 
wait for the challenge of the Sergeant-at-Arms, and be granted pas-
sage. Even royalty must know its place. 

Wearing black tailcoat and hat, and carrying a sword to symbol-
ize his own authority, an effective Sergeant-at-Arms must look and 
act the part. In both England and Canada, the post has tradition-
ally been held by active or retired military or police officers, though 
this tradition has been changing in recent years, and not for the bet-
ter. The office reached its nadir in England with the appointment in 
2008 of Jill Pay, the first Sergeant-at-Arms to come from a civilian 
civil-service background. She was generally seen as feckless, or worse. 
Vickers, by contrast, was a widely respected 28-year veteran of the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police when he was appointed. But on that 
day in October, he was not acting as an executive “law enforcement” 
officer but as a servant of the Commons. By virtue of his unique office, 
he served as a powerful reminder of the requirements, and price, of 

self-government. Bound by ritual and convention, he moved beyond 
them to assert the most fundamental rights of nature, and in so doing 
he defended not only lives, but the institution that most completely 
embodies, in the parliamentary system, the natural right of consent. 

Ottawa is a city that prides itself—as does the 
country of which it is the national capital—on its openness 
and tolerance, as well as its low-key approach to security. 

This pride is close to the hubris of moral superiority, almost invari-
ably going along with a deliberate downplaying of the martial, manly 
virtues that Canadians tend to associate with their southern neigh-
bor. And yet, the attack on Parliament Hill reminded people in an 
instant that free government depends on force as well as reason, on 
virtue as well as law. The spirit of liberty is preserved through love 
of liberty—and the sacrifices that such love calls forth. 

But as Adams cautioned, the spirit of liberty without wisdom to di-
rect it is little more than brute rage. It needs to be educated, and noth-
ing serves to educate like exemplification. Holding an office whose 
prerogatives are the accretion of centuries, Kevin Vickers viscerally re-
minded everyone of those qualities that are ultimately higher than any 
scientific “administration.” And he did so by pitting himself against 
a murderer besotted by an ideology that is the clearest enemy of self-
government in the contemporary world. In the immediate aftermath 
of the attack, Vickers clearly sensed what he represented. And more 
importantly, so did everyone else—and all played their parts. Vickers 
rejects any suggestion that he be considered a hero, of course—because 
heroism would imply that he did something above and beyond his duty.

Bradley C.S. Watson is Philip M. McKenna Professor of Politics at 
Saint Vincent College. His book Progressive Challenges to the Amer-
ican Constitution: A New Republic is forthcoming from Cambridge 
University Press.
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On october 22, 2014, in ottawa, canada, a violent ter-
rorist act came within moments, and a few paces, of becom-
ing a political catastrophe. A Canadian convert to Islam 

shot to death a soldier performing honor guard duty at Canada’s Na-
tional War Memorial, and then stormed past security and into the 
Centre Block of the nearby Canadian Parliament buildings, shooting 
another guard who attempted to stop him. On either side of him 
were caucus rooms occupied by members of the governing Conser-
vative Party, including Prime Minister Stephen Harper, who was 
quickly hidden away in a closet, and of the New Democratic Party, 
including the Leader of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition, Thomas 
Mulcair. 

As a fusillade of gunshots echoed deafeningly off the massive gothic 
revival walls, Members of Parliament barricaded wooden doors with 
heavy furniture, fashioned rudimentary weapons from flagpoles, and 
hoped for the best. And the best is what they got. Unbeknownst to 
the M.P.s, the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House of Commons, Kevin 
Vickers, was taking matters in hand. Dressed in ceremonial regalia 
and without benefit of body armor, Vickers moved to place himself 
at arm’s length from the determined terrorist, on the opposite side of 
a large stone column. Vickers then left his position of cover, dived to 
the ground, spun so as to land on his back, and fired upward at the 
assailant, striking him multiple times. 

Such a feat, on the hard marble floors of Parliament, would be 
extraordinarily difficult for anyone, let alone a 58-year-old, 6’ 4” man. 
Perhaps even more strikingly, video shows Vickers seconds later tak-
ing what appears to be a casual stroll through Parliament, apparently 
checking to make sure a door is locked. The only thing that belies the 
appearance of calm is the sidearm dangling from his right fist, point-
ing toward the floor. He does not even appear to be breathing heavily, 
let alone sweating. Instead, he displays an almost medieval demeanor, 
the countenance of the butler from Downton Abbey, albeit with a 
martial edge. It was Vickers who understatedly informed the M.P.s 
that the suspect had been “engaged,” and was “deceased.” It’s hard to 
take in this scene without immediately thinking of political theorist 
Harvey Mansfield’s definition of manliness: “the next-to-last-resort, 
before resignation and prayer.”

The attack on Parliament Hill generated virtually no therapeu-
tic language or bureaucratic behavior. Few, if any, suggested that the 
Sergeant-at-Arms seek counseling in light of the tragic events. And 
no one dared suggest that he be suspended with pay pending the 
outcome of a full shooting investigation—nor was there any admin-
istrative procedure by which such a course of action might have been 
precipitated. Instead, Vickers showed up for work bright and early 

the next morning, and he didn’t step out of character even then. As 
he carried the ceremonial mace—symbol of the Speaker’s author-
ity—to open the House, he was greeted by the thunderous and sus-
tained applause of M.P.s and could barely bring himself to nod in 
recognition of the honor (save for the customary bow as he removed 
his bicorne hat, and assumed his usual place in the chamber). There 
was a man—everyone saw it—standing apart from the modern ad-
ministrative state, and above ordinary civil service conventions. He 
was freed to be honorable, and to receive honor. 

That there was such a man is no accident. the posi-
tion of Sergeant-at-Arms is deeply rooted in prerogative and 
tradition rather than legality and administrative bureaucracy. 

Honor and duty to the House are its guiding principles. On January 
4, 1642, Charles I, in an unprecedented move, entered the English 
House of Commons with armed men, seeking to arrest five members 
of the Long Parliament (so named because for 20 years members did 
not agree to dissolve it). Speaker William Lenthall’s steadfast refusal 
to divulge the location of the members emphasized his service to the 
House alone, and amounted to an assertion of the independence of 
the House from royal control or intimidation. His words would echo 
across the Atlantic more than a century later: “May it please your 
Majesty, I have neither eyes to see nor tongue to speak in this place 
but as the House is pleased to direct me, whose servant I am here, 
and humbly beg your majesty’s pardon that I cannot give any other 
answer than this.” No monarch has entered the House since that date. 
The understanding and spirit of liberty shown by that event were not 
lost on the American Founders. Ten years before the outbreak of the 
American Revolution, John Adams counseled Americans to act with 
that spirit in mind. Britain, “though a few individuals may be cor-
rupted,” wrote Adams, was the birthplace of constitutional liberty 
as the Americans understood it, and was far from being full of the 

“luxurious, effeminate, and unreasonable.” It was instead the land 
that “gave Caesar so warm a reception, which denounced hostilities 
against John till Magna Carta was signed, which severed the head 
of Charles I from his body, and drove James II from his kingdom.” 
Adams located the lineage of American liberty in these manly asser-
tions of rights. Just over a century later, Woodrow Wilson argued 
that the American Constitution—which gave pride of place to the 
people’s representatives—was broken. Fixing it required concentrat-
ing power once again in the executive because congressional indepen-
dence was a barrier to progress: confirm thy soul in self-control, and 
thy liberty in administrative law.

by Bradley C.S. Watson

Call to Arms
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